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Leet, First Head, nodded to his Second, his
earnest young officer forming up the thin line of Malachite
troopers across the back wall of the castle's main room. Counting
every beat of his laboring heart, Leet knew it had only been
minutes since his cadre of forty had stormed across the heavy
timbered drawbridge to seize Hero Castle.

Sweating.

They were all sweating: the soldiers in their
green tunics, swords buckled at their sides; the detail's two
officers in their longer tabards. Had Pfnaravin been present to
defend the castle with Mage-magic, they would now be dead.

It was to run this risk that a cripple like
Leet had been summoned from retirement; that he had been appointed
to command this unit and sent deep into the enemy band of
Stil-de-grain.

Though the torches around the large dining
hall had been set blazing in their ring holders, it was still too
dark to see details. The room's smell was of yesterday's cooking
mixed with moldering stone.

"Two squads to search the castle!" Leet
barked, a dull echo from the harsh stone walls mocking him by
instant repetition. "All occupants down to the lowest slavey to be
brought to me."

"At once, Head soldier!" The young Second
saluted, fist clinched, arm angled across his chest. Forgetting his
infirmity in the danger of the moment, the Head attempted a return
salute with his dead, right arm, finally switching to salute with
his left -- clumsily -- his arm paralleling his green sash of
command.

The Second pivoted smartly. "Squads A and B
... left and right ... search!"

At that command and with reasonable order,
two units of ten marched off in opposite directions.

The hunt begun, his men out of danger for the
moment, Leet allowed himself the luxury of glancing about the
sonorous room.

Hero Castle. A fabled place. Raised upon the
sacred ground where the Hero of them all had come back from the
mysterious, other world. The place where the great Mage of
Malachite, Pfnaravin, had crossed to that beyond -- then (rumor had
it) recently returned.

Faded, sepia tapestries decorated the room's
high, gray stone walls.

Before him in the rectangular room's center
lay the fire stone cooking pit, the wrought iron framework above it
supporting kettles on their s-irons.

On a low platform to his right stood a wood
trestle table, crude benches flanking each of its four sides.

Nervously, Leet glanced up at the high,
clerestory windows. Was relieved to see that the strange, golden
light of Stil-de-grain still streamed through the down-light
apertures. Though he much preferred the green sky of home, at least
the angle of the light assured him there would be time for
questioning the castle slaveys before down-light ended all
communication with these foreigners.

There was a snake sound to his left!

Whirling, Leet's dangling arm flopping
ludicrously, he saw a man approaching.

Through the gloom, Leet recognized the
priest, Dockw, the unctuous fraud making that slithering noise by
mincing his elegant, small feet over the rough floor. Twelve lesser
priests -- dressed in robes of white, their bald heads glistening
like newly cracked eggs, cowered by the entrance.

"May I be the first, mighty soldier, to
congratulate you upon your conquest of this noble edifice?" the
priest blathered, Dockw's voice whining across Leet's soul like a
blade of stickl-grass cuts flesh. The sickly perfume of Dockw's
holy unguent clawed at Leet's nose and throat.

Dockw. Disgusting priest of the sky god,
Hyet. Priest and spy for "good" King Lithoid.

"I trust that your bowels flushed
adequately," Leet said, dryly.

"What? I fear, noble Head, that I ...."

"The reason you were forced to stay
behind."

"Oh ... yes ...." Then hurrying:
"Regrettable. Quite regrettable. Had I known that, at the very
moment of attack, I would be stricken ...."

As the weakling's lie continued to spew
forth, Leet smiled grimly to himself. Using the excuse of bloat,
Dockw had disappeared, deserting as Leet's expendables closed on
the castle. Had Pfnaravin's magic withered Leet and his command,
Dockw would have lived to carry home the glad news that an enraged
Pfnaravin was, indeed, in Hero Castle, King Lithoid needing to send
a proper army to capture Malachite's missing Mage.

A spy and therefore dangerous.

At the same time laughable -- the priest's
head plucked clean of hair and brightly painted in the circular
colors of Hyet's sky above: a purple dot on top, banded by blue,
outside of which was the green belt representing Malachite. Lower
still, circled the gold firmament of Stil-de-grain, encompassed by
the orange of Realgar, ringed by the red of mystic Cinnabar at the
level of the priest's plucked brows. Below the bright rings, the
celibate's colorless eyes blinked owlishly behind denuded lids.

At the joining of the priest's fat thighs
swung the sewn-on bag of out-sized, leather testicles, above which,
thrust out and up at a grotesque angle, was the artificial phallus
banded like the priest's bald head. (The heroic size of the stuffed
leather penis in no way compensated for amputated genitals, of
course, "neuterdom" the price one paid for the priesthood!) Hyet's
acolytes must represent the ever impotent but potentially fertile
sky.

Disgusting!

Particularly since the sight of this
effeminate grotesquery brought home what Leet, himself, had lost.
First his promising young Second, Bamb -- that fair-skinned,
dark-haired boy. Then Leet's right arm, both wasted in the Great
Mage War.

Long ago.

When noble Cleadon was King of Malachite.

In those distant days, young Leet's cohort of
Malachite defenders had been sent to ward off Azare's blows
directed at the capital. Leet remembered how good it had been to be
alive; the sky of Malachite so green and hot and bright; and honor
to be won.

So Leet had thought.

Then, good King Cleadon had been murdered.
Was succeeded -- in the absence of the true-blood prince -- by the
king's half brother, Lithoid; among dark muttering that Lithoid had
conspired in his brother's death. But only mutterings -- if you
would live!

With the flash of an assassin's knife,
Lithoid had changed allegiance to fight along side the evil
Auro!

Still, a soldier supported king and
country.

The next shock came when Pfnaravin, Mage of
Malachite, fled to Stil-de-grain to organize the opposition's Mages
in a successful attempt to shift the blue sky above Azare toward
the black. So that, more and more, the magic of the Evil Mage-King
faltered.

It was in the final spasm of the war's death
throws that Auro had unleashed his dread berserkers! Men maddened
by confinement in the gathering dark!

Though allegedly on the same side, it was one
of the crazed fighters who, even after receiving Bamb's death
stroke, had beheaded Leet's young guard, the madman thrashing
forward to slash Leet's face and nearly sever Leet's right arm.

A single tear of memory dried unshed in the
dusty eye of Leet grown old.

Marching feet startled the aAmy Head from his
reverie!

Soldiers, herding in the castle slaveys.

Mostly women.

Old.

Poor.

Ignorant.

"Form them up before me," Leet commanded.

Pushing and pulling, Leet's troops shaped the
slavey men and women into a ragged line.

Cooks, gardeners, scullions, drudges,
turnspits. Belonging less to bands or kings than to their functions
in this ancient pile of stone.

Fear struck.

The women weeping.

Behind this line of luckless captives, A and
B squads dressed in a single rank, each man watchful. Though
unlikely, it was possible that the lowliest chattel-man might, in
terror, strike out with a hidden knife.

"I am Leet," the Head soldier said, stepping
forward, his body militarily erect. "From the band of Malachite."
Leet paused. "Stil-de-grain crumbles quickly before the attack of
our heroic forces. As proof, even Hero Castle is now forfeit."
Heroic forces? Somehow, the word seemed to fit taller men.
Malachites were strong of limb, of course. Made more powerful by
entering this weakly pulling band of Stil-de-grain. Man for man,
the Stil-de-grainer could never hope to defeat the soldiers of a
powerful pulling band like Malachite!

Unless ....

Unless the Crystal-Mage, Pfnaravin,
strengthened the Stil-de-grain forces.

Thinking of the grizzly Mage, Leet shivered.
Forced himself to assume an icy calm.

"I wish no injury to befall you," Leet
continued, hoping to soothe these frightened menials. "I seek only
the Mage, Pfnaravin. No harm will come to you ...." He let the
pause sink in. "... if you tell me where he is."

Nothing. ... But continued weeping.

Leet advanced two steps, his dead arm aping
the swing of living flesh. "You!" Leet snapped at the elderly man
before him.

Looking up in terror, the lumpish oldster
lowered his eyes quickly, fixing them on his earth encrusted shoes.
Gnarled fingers fumbled with the frayed sides of the man's coarse,
workman's tunic. A gardener, by the look of him.

"Have you seen Pfnaravin here?"

"I ... I ..."

"Speak up. The Mage cannot harm you now that
we have come in force."

"I ... He was here, Head soldier," whined the
graybeard in the high, thin voice of age. "Leastwise, a man was
here that folks said was him. I seen him. But ..."

"But ...?"

"But he isn't here no more. Not so's a body
can ... see ... anyway." At that, the bent-over dotard looked all
around, as if expecting ghosts.

Leet, too, felt compelled to peer into the
stone cooled shadows of the out-sized room. Who knew about the
powers of such a Mage?

Superstition.

Unworthy, even in an aging half-man!

"If he is elsewhere ...." -- a likely
prospect since Leet and his band of penetrators were still alive --
"... where has he gone?"

"None can say," the man piped, head shaking
vigorously, eyes still on his muddy shoes. "Here ... then gone, he
was."

Leet backed up a pace. Fixed stony eyes on
the others in the trembling line. "Can you say, any of you, where
the Mage has gone?"

Increased weeping from the women.

"You," Leet said, taking two, quick side
steps to face an aged drudge. "Where has the Mage, Pfnaravin,
gone?"

She only shook her head. Could no more find
her tongue than if it had been pulled out by the root.

Another sidestep. "And you?" A shake of the
head. Another. "And you?" A mumble in the negative.

"If I may suggest, revered Army Head ..."
lisped the banded priest, "it's" voice behind Leet's back as
chilling as the rasp of knives on well oiled stones, "... there are
... ways ... to loosen tongues. Many. Some of which I carry on my
person."

Torture.

The mulish creature spoke of torture.

A special "art" of priests in Malachite as in
other bands.

A maimed man himself, Leet was loathe to
injure others. In the heat of war, a necessity. In cold blood, an
abomination! Yet ....

Leet was no more free to make his own
commands than were his men. He also followed higher orders, in this
case, to secure Pfnaravin at all cost. A directive with which Leet
agreed. That hoary Mage could not be allowed to roam free to loose
his magic on the soldiers of Malachite. Earlier in this very war,
said rumor, Pfnaravin (newly returned from the other world) had
destroyed a vast, automaton force sent from the black band itself.
Withered them with forks of crystal-magic.

Leet shuddered. Ran the fingers of his good
hand through his short cut, graying hair. He preferred to think of
anything but Mages. Or of their dangerous powers. For him, it was
enough that there was magic in the light. Common magic. Torch
magic. Cooking magic. Band battles, on the other hand, should be
fought out man to man. Or in his case, half-a-man to man.

Thank the gods of earth and sky that he had
never married! That he had no children for the policies of kings
and priests to rend limb from limb. Nor were his parents living, a
mother or father who could be made to live too long -- screaming --
if Leet failed his king. No. Duty alone, made Leet serve Lithoid.
Serve him unwillingly, perhaps. But serve him nonetheless. If Leet
was not pledged to king and country, he was not a soldier. If he
was not a soldier, he was not any kind of man.

But torture ....! An anathema!

"Should the Head be too tender for this
work," whispered the hairless priest, bobbing his banded head
obsequiously, "I, myself, could relieve you of the task by
undertaking the examination of these slaveys. My only need would be
a number of robust soldiers to restrain them while I do my work."
Looking at the priest who had oozed up to stand beside him, Leet
saw a smile of ecstasy on Dockw's powdered face. "Perhaps a touch
of burning pepper on the lips or tongue or on some other, tender
spot. Or rubbed into the eyes! A most salutary effect on stubborn
tongues, I can assure you from experience." The prickless castrate,
eyes closed in anticipation, was stroking his own body with soft
fingers: sensuously. "If slow results are feasible, a soaked band
of ox hide, bound about the head. Slowly to shrink, until the eyes
bulge from their sockets."

A cleansing thought blazed through Leet's
mind! A quick thrust of Leet's sword -- even if hefted by a one
hand cripple -- would have a "salutary effect" on the life of this
loathsome "it!"

Calming himself, the Army Head sighed.
Crossed his chest with his live, left arm to finger the scar down
his right cheek.

The ugly truth was that this odious
emasculate could well be right. People lied. Even simple slaveys
such as these. Misplaced loyalty. Fear. Promise of payment for
dissembling. Though it was not the business of a soldier, other
means were sometimes needed to secure the truth.

Torture.

Perhaps a minimal amount to blunt a charge of
negligence. A modicum of suffering to prevent a greater
tragedy.

But who to choose as victim/sacrifice for all
the rest? If possible, a dull-wit who would suffer little pain.

Looking down the line, Leet saw the perfect
choice; strode to line's end to stand before a withered hag dressed
all in lavender. "What is your name?"

"Nam?"

"Name."

"It Zwicia." The old woman's withered,
bird-claw hands were waving as if beyond control.

"I will ask you only once," Leet said, his
voice as deadly as a dagger drawn. "A hideous fate awaits you if I
even think you lie. ... Where is the Mage, Pfnaravin?"

"Mag'?" After that single word, the crone
began to mutter to herself.

"Tell me where he is or pay the price!"

"Don' kno'. He go. But he com' bak'."

"When is he coming back?"

A pause. More hand waving by the hag.
Mumbling.

Insane.

The perfect selection. Her mind already gone,
she would die quickly. Painlessly.

Thinking these thoughts, Leet resolved he
would be the one to hold the woman for the priest. Attempt to snap
the harridan's wrinkled neck ....

Leet felt shame redden his dark face.
Formerly the proud Head of cohorts, he had been overjoyed to be
summoned from obscurity; had been gratified even to receive this
doomed command. Now, he knew himself for what he was. The
executioner of crones.

Stripped to the savage truth, there were no
other tasks a crippled soldier could perform.
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"And how's the Mage of Stil-de-grain today?"
growled Paul Hamilton, papa bear to a small department of
historians at Kansas City's Hill Top College. Paul could play fast
and loose with what they both knew must remain a secret because
only the two of them arrived that early in the morning. John Lyon
-- Crystal-Mage of Stil-de-grain. A far cry from John Lyon, junior
member of the "Hills" history department.

Paul hung up his overcoat on the door hook,
then turned to thump down heavily in his creaking swivel chair. For
all his bluster, the big man had the killer instinct of Gentle Ben.
"Still having trouble sleeping?" Quick, topic changes was Paul's
specialty.

Not sleeping.

Insomnia was the way this improbable
adventure had begun.

The first hint of the bizarre had come early
in the semester, right after John found he'd been conned into
buying a haunted house, not haunted by ectoplasmic apparitions, but
by noises emanating from a triangular-shaped storage space beneath
the front hall stairs. Rain sounds came from there and a faint,
ululating atonality that John recognized as chanting. The noises,
plus the sudden feeling that a "presence" was shadowing him, had
John questioning his sanity -- not a prescription for a sound
night's sleep. (Supporting a "mental difficulties" explanation of
John's noises, was the trauma John was suffering from his parent's
recent death.) What was certainly the case was that he "heard"
those strange noises -- sometimes by day, sometimes by night.

Adding to John's discomfort was the parched
atmosphere in the long abandoned house; with the predictable,
static build-up on everything and everybody. Sparks of static
snapped ominously whenever John walked across his nylon carpet.
Static sizzled in his cat's thick coat when he petted her; crackled
with cold-fire anger when Cream galloped after imaginary mice.

It was when his static-charged Persian had
vanished into that storage space under the stairs that John began
to hallucinate the possibility that the harmless looking space
might be linked to "another reality." Could this hollow under the
stairs be a kind of "tunnel" through which electrically charged
objects -- Cream had disappeared under there -- traveled to some
other place? A speculation that led John to the ultimate question:
if he were sufficiently electrified, could he crawl under the
stairs to another world?

Crazy!

Crazy, but enough of a possibility for John
to borrow a Van de Graaff generator from Hill Top's Physics
Department (allegedly to recreate some electrical experiments of
Benjamin Franklin.)

What had finally given John the courage to
make the attempted passage, was a promise to himself that, if the
experiment failed, he would check into Tri-county's mental ward!
What he'd certainly never expected was the girl, Platinia, to be
transported from the other world's Stil-de-grain to ....

With a start, John realized his department
chairman had asked him a question. About John's health.

"I'm doing OK, Paul. Not sleeping too well.
More from the strain of having so many preps than for any other
reason. Next semester's got to go better."

"Teaching Western Civ's a bitch," growled the
Hawaiian-shirted, big man. "So much to cover. Having the dates back
up on you for half the course while you're in the B.C. period."

"If I can get through it once ...."

"You're right. The first semester's the
dragon. Slay that, and the rest's a breeze." The chair groaned
again as the chairman rotated it toward John. "Which reminds me.
You remember my telling you that, last spring, the administration
got the notion that we should all plunge into "community service"
-- start giving talks to men's clubs -- that kind of thing?"

"I know." It was all John could do to keep
from moaning.

"Forget it."

..... "What?"

"I said, forget it."

"It's off?"

"Unfortunately, no. It's off for you,
though."

"But just yesterday, I saw the dean when I
was in the mail room, and he asked me what I was planning for
community service."

"Sure. But that's the dean talking. This is
your department chairman speaking." Paul scowled ominously, his
high forehead wrinkling with pretended menace.

"I hear, and I obey." John salaamed.

It was impossible to overstate the positive
influence Paul Hamilton had on John. Officed with the big,
sloppily-dressed bruin meant John could get instant advice from the
only member of the department who could be said to "have it all
together." Dr. Paul -- historian hero. The one man John would
eventually like to be. If for no other reason than Paul was married
to the elegantly beautiful artist, Ellen -- the two of them having
the statistically perfect, 2.4 children. (Correction. Since another
month had passed in Ellen's pregnancy, closer to 2.6 children.)

"The rest of us, of course," Paul rumbled
after a period of introspection, "are stuck with it. You too, next
semester -- if this latest fad isn't replaced by yet another
administrative aberration."

"I'm favored because ...?"

"Because I can still remember how much I had
to sweat to be a productive teacher when I was just starting."

"But the dean ...."

"Be assured. You are covered, my boy, by the
mantel of my protection."

The most telling evidence of the force of Dr.
Paul's persona, was that he was respected, not only by students and
colleagues, but by librarians, administrators, and by the most
important people in the successful operation of any enterprise,
custodians. "Actually, I've given little talks here and there and
it's not too bad," the chairman continued, Paul more hopeful than
convinced. "Projecting yourself into the community does make
favorable propaganda for the college."

Paul rubbed his forehead with the fingers of
both, giant hands. Then grinned. "On a grander scale, have you
thought about approaching the "National Enquirer" with your
off-world experiences? I can see the headlines now: History Prof.
Becomes Pfnaravin, Crystal-Mage of Stil-de-grain!

Pfnaravin!

The dreaded name! Recalling the childhood
chant: "I'm rubber, you're glue. What you say bounces off me and
sticks to you."

After passing (to his almost complete
surprise) into the "other reality," John had been mistaken for the
other world's lost Wizard, Pfnaravin. Nor could John do anything to
dissuade the simple folk of that most medieval place he was not
Pfnaravin, Mage of Malachite. (How he also became Mage of
Stil-de-grain was a tale he didn't even want to think about.)

Was Paul right to assume it was this same
Pfnaravin -- pronounced by Kansas City locals: Van Robin -- who had
built John's house in the long ago after "coming through" the other
way? Built the house to protect the "gateway" between "here" and
"there"? Could this be the Van Robin who'd showed up in the obits
as dying recently at a local nursing home?

"Hi there, good people," said a high, baby
soft voice.

John spun around. Who ...!?

"Claud," said Paul smoothly, pivoting his
chair to face the new arrival, "meet John Lyon. Since the
difference between the two of you is literally night and day, I
don't believe you've met."

John knew the name. Claud Jiles. Night school
specialist -- while John taught only in the daytime.

Getting up, John shook hands with the bouncy,
younger than middle-aged man, Jiles grinning at him with vacuous
enthusiasm while shaking John's hand with an almost European
pump.

Paul grinned. "So -- the vampire walks by
day."

"Just wanted to report my community service
project."

"Make it easy on yourself with that. With
luck, it may blow over."

The formalities over, John sat again. As did
Paul. Still standing in the doorway, Jiles gained detail as a
round-faced, rosy-cheeked man in a black and white checked sports
jacket with black bow tie, the pockets of his jacket looking ...
greasy ... as if that's where Jiles kept his uneaten pieces of
Kentucky Fried Chicken. Under his arm was a brown paper sack. A bag
to hide his ripple?

"No, no," Jiles was saying eagerly, "I'm not
complaining. Have a look!" Taking the wrinkled sack from under his
arm, fumbling inside, Jiles extracted a handful of framed,
photographic blow ups.

Bending over Paul, Jiles lined up the
pictures on Paul's desk, leaning the top of each cardboard frame
against the length of books at the back.

Taking a look -- John saw a weather-faded
barn, a shot of the Eastern Kansas Flint Hills, and an elderly
tractor, a farm cat nursing kittens in the tractor's rusted
seat.

John liked the cat.

Half-turned to look at the photos, Paul
said,"Nice."

"And here's the little baby that did the
trick." With a crackle of paper bag and a rattle like broken glass,
Jiles pulled out what had to be a costly camera, putting it on
John's desk, also dragging out a telescopic lens, some metal-rimmed
disks inset with colored glass, and other expensive bric-a-brac
that would only make sense to a camera buff. "An SLR Minolta 3000i
with a Maxxum AF 35-105mm lens. That, and my good eye, plus the use
of the best photo lab in town is what makes my photography, art."
He pointed enthusiastically at his pictures. "Especially my input
to the lab boys."

Though John wasn't particularly interested in
photography, he found himself staring at the camera's machine
tooled gadgets. Felt himself unnaturally attracted to them. ...
Why? ... Because these gizmos were finely made? Because they were
expensive? ........... Though John couldn't explain the items'
fascination, he thought it might be some reference to his sojourn
to the other world, a place where circular countries were called
bands, gravitational forces shifted as you crossed from one band to
another. A disorienting world where time spent there, failed to
translate into time spent here. A fogbound world in which that
waif-of-a-girl, Platinia, had attached herself to him
............

John shook his head.

"Going to give a talk about photography at
the Elks Lodge next Tuesday night before class," Jiles, babbled.
"Maybe, sell a picture or two."

Ah. Back to the real world of the profit
motive.

 


* * * * *

 


At home that Monday afternoon, John made a
decision. The one he'd been putting off: to return the borrowed Van
de Graaff generator to the Physics Department Chairman, Jason
Fredericks. John had promised to bring back the sleek machine
within a week. A deadline he'd just missed.

True, John hadn't felt well on his return to
"this world," John suffering from what the other world called
"band-sickness": the feeling of heaviness caused by crossing from a
lighter gravity band (country) to a heavier gravity band.

Though feeling better, he still hadn't
returned the Van de Graaff.

Laziness? Or something ... else.

Upon his return, John had been so sure he'd
never go back that he'd nailed shut the wedge-shaped, storage
door.

Was he again considering ...? No.

Time -- past time -- to add a period to that
"other worldly" chapter in his life.

John put on his heavy coat, wrapped the short
power cord about the Van de Graaff's shiny metal "head," picked up
the machine, and thumped out the front door with it.

Outside, struggling the "droid-shaped" static
maker into the back "seat" of his battered Mazda, he got in and
revved up the sports car's rotary to roar off down his private
access road to 72nd.

Throttling back to 45 through the
30-mile-per-hour suburb where John lived, he opened the car up
again on Highway 1, braking to enter the circular drive that
surrounded Hill Top's bucolic campus.

Lugging the generator through the long, empty
halls of the Science and Tech. Building, having doubts about not
calling first, John was glad to see a light shining through the
door of the physics lab at the end of the corridor.

Doing an "about-face" so he could push his
way into the lab without banging the machine, John backed in.
Pivoted to face the front of the room.

"Hah," said the old physics prof from his
desk at the room's other end. Above them, parallel fixtures of
fluorescents shown down on empty rows of tablet arm chairs, the
light also reflecting from Fredericks' head.

Coming into this artificial brightness from
the dimly lighted hallway called up a stray fact: that you needed a
filter to shoot pictures in fluorescent light. Otherwise, the
colors would come out wrong. Accounting for one of Jiles'
filters.

"So," Fredericks called, interrupting John's
thoughts, "you brought it back on time ... almost."

With all the "deliberate speed" the Supreme
Court musters when rendering decisions in favor of the poor,
Fredericks began to sort papers, no doubt making John pay for being
late by extending the time John had to hold the heavy
generator.

"Get your Franklin experiment done, did
you?"

"Actually, I got busy and didn't get around
to it. Maybe, some other time ...."

Finished with his "paper punishment,"
Fredericks stood to saunter back to take the machine, hoisting the
generator to its place in a line of scientific equipment on a high
shelf.

"Funny thing about you being here last week,"
Fredericks said, shutting the storage cabinet door, locking it,
jingling his keys into his pocket.

He turned to face John now, getting
comfortable by bracing his elbows on the high counter. "Got me to
thinking about ol' Ben Franklin. So much so, that I gave a little
talk about him. Community project, don't you know." John nodded.
"Went to an old folks home. Wheelchairs and all. Some interesting
old codgers there. A couple of oldsters poking each other like
teenagers in love." Fredericks hesitated. "Not too long before I'll
be there myself."

Fredericks paused, his steel-blue eyes
staring calmly into an unpleasant future.

"Wanted to look the place over, so I signed
on for that talk.

"And a couple of folks really seemed
interested. Glad to have anything to think about that'd keep 'em
awake, I suppose. Asked a lot of questions about lightning rods."
Fredericks smiled. Coldly. "Imagine. Still afraid of lightning, at
their age. One old fellow in particular.

"Now me," Fredericks continued, speaking to
John again, "I wouldn't have a rod on my house."

"No?"

"Ok, if it's installed right. If not, it does
more harm than good. 'Draws down the lightning,' as they used to
put it in the olden days."

"Is it true that Franklin tried to roast a
turkey by harnessing lightning?"

"Seems to be. The damned fool could have
gotten himself killed, messing around that way with that kind'a
power. A'course, he never did that kite and key trick."

"No?" Though John made no pretense of being
an American historian, he'd always believed in the genuineness of
that experiment.

"No siree. Old Ben described how to 'draw
down' lightning that way. In a letter. No evidence he ever tried it
himself. Some damned Russian did, though. Got roasted for his
trouble."

One more bit of conversation as a polite
"payoff" for borrowing the Van de Graaff and John could leave. One
more remembered piece of trivia ....

"Tell me, is it true that a car wards off
lightning?"

"Not precisely. Not precisely. What's true is
that no one inside a car is ever struck by lightning, don't you
know. A car of ferrous metal acts like a Faraday Cage." The old man
cocked his "egghead" to the side. Fixed John with lance-like eyes.
"Heard of Faraday?" John nodded. The name sounded familiar. Barely.
"Now that's my idea of a lightning rod. Sittin' in a car during a
thunderstorm. Safe as a bug in a rug!"

And that was that.

With the tardy return of the Van de Graaff,
John had snapped the final link to the dangerous, other world!
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Platinia had been in the room with all the
pretty birds when the strange soldier with the green uniform came
to take her away. Even though the birds had a strong smell, she
liked to watch them. Birds were so interesting. Sometimes, they sat
on perches. Sometimes, they fluttered all about the large cage.
They were called messenger birds. They had long, curving beaks. But
they did not bite. She also liked to be in the kitchen under the
castle. There, she could always find a cat to pet. Cats did not
smell bad at all.

It had been a long time since any man had
hurt her. A very long time since the priests of the god Fulgur,
Lord of Light, had tortured her. Tortured her because she was the
Princess of Tenebrae, goddess of the night. Later, soldiers in
yellow uniforms had come to Fulgur's temple and killed the priests.
After that, she had been taken to be the slavey of Yarro, King of
Stil-de-grain. Somehow, the king had known she was more than
Tenebrae's Princess. That she was also an Etherial. Knowing this,
the king had made her use her strengthening power for his pleasure.
When eating. When with women. He had also hurt her. But less than
the priests had hurt her.

After that, Melcor, Crystal-Mage of
Stil-de-grain, had stolen her from King Yarro. Melcor had taken her
to this place, Hero Castle. Melcor had hurt her, too. Like all men!
He had hurt her to make her use her power to help Melcor bring the
Mage of Malachite, Pfnaravin, from the other world. Melcor had
forced her to look into the other world, to see through Pfnaravin's
eyes. It was ... terrible! More than that, she could not
remember.

It had been when the Mage, Melcor, was using
his crystal-magic to bring Pfnaravin from the other world that she
had found a way to kill Melcor. After strengthening his power, she
had made it go up to the roof above his head.

The next thing she could remember, she was in
another place. Dying! It was the place of Pfnaravin in the other
world. Pfnaravin! A tall and deathly quiet Mage. Still young ...
through wizardry? With stabbing eyes of fearsome green!

Pfnaravin, calling himself John-Lyon, then
brought her back ... to here. Where they found the Mage, Melcor, on
the tower floor, dead. Fallen ceiling stones had crushed him.
John-Lyon-Pfnaravin had then put on Melcor's crystal. Platinia was
Pfnaravin's slavey then.

Even with the magic crystal about his neck,
Pfnaravin said he did not want to be Pfnaravin! He said his name
was not Pfnaravin, but John-Lyon. Platinia (while she called him
what he wanted) was not fooled. She knew he was Pfnaravin!

After that, she had traveled much with
John-Lyon-Pfnarvin and with another man called Golden. She had been
chained up in a dungeon with them, but the Mage had used his
magic-strength to set her free. In a boat, the three of them had
gone to the band where she was born, to Malachite.

It was in Malachite that the Mage found
Zwicia. Because Zwicia was a Weird, she also had a crystal. A
larger one than the yellow one John-Lyon-Pfnaravin got from Melcor.
Zwicia's crystal also had power. It would show pictures.

Platinia liked Zwicia because she was not a
man; though Zwicia was always very strange. Too much looking in
Zwicia's crystal made you strange.

There had been a war. John-Lyon-Pfnaravin had
won.

It was after that, back at Hero Castle, that
the Mage, John-Lyon-Pfnaravin, had hurt her. While not hurting her
very much, the danger was that he had made her tell him she was an
Etherial! So this Mage must also die.

To get him dead before he returned to the
other world, Platinia had planned to use the power he would build
to shake down more ceiling stones. Like she had done to Melcor.

But she could not do that because
John-Lyon-Pfnaravin held his large, white cat. Making the stones
fall would have hurt the cat. She could never hurt a cat.

Before he left, John-Lyon-Pfnaravin had told
her to take Melcor's (now John-Lyon-Pfnaravin's) crystal to the man
called Coluth. But she had not done that. She had been afraid that
if the seaman, Coluth, had the crystal, he would hurt her. Instead,
she had hidden the crystal -- being careful -- so very careful --
to touch only the chain that held the stone. She had hidden the
yellow crystal in the secret place that Melcor used to hide his
book. (Though spellbound by Melcor, she had seen him open that rock
place in the wall, Melcor not knowing she saw because she wished
him not to know.) Though she could not control a man of power, she
could change his mind in certain ways -- a little.

This afternoon, she had been watching the
pretty birds. More than three were gold. More than three were
green. More than three were orange. Only one was red. They were
making whistling sounds. When they were trained, they could say a
message. Taken someplace else, they would fly back and say the
message they had been taught. That was why they were called
messenger birds.

After the soldier had come for her, he had
taken her to the main room of the castle. (It was always too cold
for her in there with all that stone.) Soldiers were bringing in
the castle slaveys. Zwicia was there, standing at the end of the
slavey line. Some of the women slaveys were crying because the men
had hurt them.

Since she did not know why the soldiers had
brought her there, Platinia was afraid!

Platinia was often very much afraid. Many
times, because she understood so little. All her life, she had been
kept in Fulgur's temple. Mostly, in the dark. The world outside was
new to her. She did not know so many things. She did not know the
names for animals. She did not know why people did what they
sometimes did. She did not know the big words that other people
spoke. But she was learning. (The pretty birds were called
messenger birds. A boat was also called a ship.)

In the main room where the soldier had taken
her, was the soldier's Head. He looked old and strange. He had
short gray hair and many wrinkles on his face. That was what made
him look so old. Finally, Platinia knew why he also looked so ...
strange. He had a sick arm that he could not move.

When all the slaveys in the castle were in
the room, the soldier's Head, spoke. He told the slaveys not to be
afraid. That all he wanted was Pfnaravin.

A painted priest was with the Army Head.
Though he did not look like the priests of Fulgur, she knew he was
a priest. Platinia could tell priests in the dark! She could smell
them! She hated priests!

The Army Head asked the question -- where was
Pfnaravin -- over and over. Did anyone know where Pfnaravin was? No
one knew.

Platinia knew. But she did not say. The Head
of the soldiers was a man. It was better to hide from men! All men
were dangerous!

The Army Head had gone to stand before
Zwicia. "What is your name?" the Head had asked. From down the
line, Platinia could not hear Zwicia's answer. If Zwicia gave an
answer. Sometimes Zwicia could not talk. Sometimes when she did,
her talk was strange. Platinia knew this was from staring at the
pictures that Zwicia's crystal made. This was called the
crystal-sickness. "I will ask you only once," the Head said in a
loud, unfriendly voice. "A hideous fate awaits you if I even think
you lie."

Hideous meant bad. Platinia could tell.

"Where is the Mage, Pfnaravin?"

Though Platinia was too far away to hear what
Zwicia said, by bending over just a little, Platinia could see that
Zwicia was waving her hands like she did when she had
crystal-sickness. When she was like that, either she did not talk
or, when she did, her talk did not make sense.

This had all happened just a little while
ago.

Now, Platinia saw a soldier behind Zwicia
pushing Zwicia forward. The Head had wanted that. Zwicia was pushed
to the center of the line and turned so that she faced the others.
Another soldier brought a wooden chair for Zwicia so that she could
sit.

There was something about what was happening
that Platinia did not like. Something that reminded her of when she
was the sacrifice of Tenebrae in Fulgur's temple.

Then she was sure! It was the priest! He had
a jar of burning pepper! He would hurt Zwicia with the pepper! Put
it on her body. In her eyes! Priests had done that to Platinia and
it hurt her very much. Hurt her very long!

Did this mean that all slaveys in the line
were to be tortured, one by one? Platinia, too!?

Platinia must do something! Something to stop
the priest before he came to hurt her!

Though it was dangerous to speak so that all
eyes looked at you, it was now more dangerous not to speak.

"I know where Pfnaravin is." Platinia said
that in her tiny voice. She was very much afraid!

"What?" It was the Head. He had stopped
looking down at Zwicia. He was now looking up and down the line of
slaveys. "Who said that? Step forward!" Platinia took a tiny step
so that he looked at her. "What could a child know of this matter?"
he said, in softer tones, smiling for the first time that Platinia
saw. He did not fool her with his smile. He would hurt her if he
knew she was an Etherial. He must never find that out!

"I am not a child," Platinia said in her
little voice. So little, that the room gave no ... echo ... when
she spoke.

The Army Head walked down the line, stopping
before her. "I see, now, that you are no child," he said, nodding
his head, smiling down his wrinkled smile. He was big; but smaller
than most men she knew. "Understand that I am Leet, Head of these
men from Malachite. If you know something, you had better tell me
now. Where has Pfnaravin gone?"

"To the other world."

"And how do you know that?"

"I was with him when he did that." She must
keep him from knowing that she had the power to help! The power of
an Etherial!

"He ... left ... from here?" The Head -- Leet
-- waved his arm (the one that he could move) at the room.

"From a tower up above." Platinia pointed as
best she could.

"And when is he coming back?"

"I ... don't ... know."

"Step back in line, then." The Head was
finished asking questions. Platinia could see it in his eyes. She
could see in his mind that he would give the order to have the
priest begin to torture Zwicia. .......... The Head did not want to
do that. ........... Platinia could read pity for Zwicia in the
Head's mind. Platinia could also see other things there. Shadowed
things. ......... The Head soldier did not like his sick arm.
......... He did not like the priest.

Could she strengthen these feelings in the
Head's mind? Could she make him feel more pity for Zwicia? Could
she make him hate the priest? And if she did those things, would he
find out she was an Etherial? That she could strengthen feelings in
his mind?

No! She could not take that chance!

"I can help you get him back," she said.
Talking, more than thinking.

By this time, the Army Head had turned his
back on her to go to Zwicia in her chair. He turned again. "What
did you say?"

"I can help you get him back."

"Pfnaravin?" Yes. Platinia had been right.
She could tell that all the Army Head wanted was Pfnaravin. He did
not want to torture Zwicia. Even more, he did not want the priest
to torture Zwicia.

Platinia nodded to the Head's question.

"And just how can you help to bring him
back?"

Platinia did not know. Maybe, with Zwicia's
help, with Zwicia's crystal-power, Platinia could add to the force
so that Pfnaravin must come back into the tower room. And maybe
not. For now, what mattered was that the Head believe she could
bring back Pfnaravin.

She must think. She must think. While she was
thinking, she said: "He is very dangerous. I have seen his
crystal-power."

"You have seen him use it? What did he do?"
The man wanted to know everything about the Mage.

"He killed very many men. White men. White
women. White children. It was in the war."

At that answer, the Army Head become ... a
ghost; he was so white. Almost as white as the people
John-Lyon-Pfnaravin had killed with golden crystal power. The Army
Head then nodded to himself. He nodded that he believed her.

"You will show me to this tower room. The one
where the Mage left for the other world." Platinia nodded.

"I need Zwicia and her crystal."

"Crystal?" The thought of a crystal
frightened the Army Head. Though Platinia could see that fear was
in his mind, she could not see fear upon his face. He was an Army
Head and kept his feelings hidden.

"Zwicia is a Weird." At hearing that, the
Head tried not to show his very great surprise. "Pfnaravin is very
dangerous," Platinia continued. "But less dangerous without his
crystal."

"Are you telling me that the Mage does not
have his crystal?" Now, she could read hope in the man's mind.
Good. Hope would make him do what Platinia wanted.

"He could not take it to the other
world."

"Where is his crystal, now?"

"I do not know." Platinia did not like to
lie. But sometimes, lying to a man was good.

"You're certain he's without his crystal?"
Platinia nodded. "When you bring him back, he will not have it?"
Platinia nodded. "One more thing. Does Pfnaravin, when coming from
the other world, always come to the same place?"

"The same place. The same room. The same
place in that room." Saying that, Platinia had an idea. "Build a
cage around that spot so when the Mage returns, he will be
trapped."

The Army Head suddenly smiled. The Army Head
smiled very much.

It was a good plan, Platinia thought.

For now, Platinia was tired. She was always
tired after she looked into the minds of others. All she wanted was
to find a cat and go to sleep.

"You and you ..." the Army Head said,
pointing first to Zwicia, then to Platinia, "... stay. The rest of
you, go back to your duties."

The others hurrying away, the Head spoke
again to Platinia. "It will take me a day or so to have the cage
built. Will that be all right?" Now that the others were rushing
out, the Head had lowered his loud voice.

"The Mage is strong. The cage must be of
strong, strong iron."

"Don't worry about that. You bring him back
within the cage and you don't have to worry about him getting
out."

Suddenly, Platinia felt glad. The Army Head
did not yet know she was an Etherial. Would never know!

Platinia was safe.

Zwicia was safe.

Without his crystal, John-Lyon-Pfnaravin
would be caged. And maybe killed!

If she could find a way to bring him
back.
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Though the morning's forecast said a storm
front from the West was closing on Kansas City, it was a mild day
for the end of November, the air smelling more of the damp of
spring than of the dust of fall, John driving slowly to enjoy this
Indian Summer day.

He found his mind wandering, though. To be
honest, after being the Crystal-Mage of Stil-de-grain, his life as
junior member of a small Social Science Department was ... boring.
(That's how the young men of the Lost Generation must have felt
after World War I. Returning from the pulse pounding terror of the
front, numbers of them had never been able to fit into the dull
routine of civilian life.)

A stray thought about Professor Fredericks'
community service project at the nursing home had John remembering
Paul's theory that the Van Robin who'd just died at a retirement
complex was the same man who'd built John's house. On the night
John had told Paul about going to the "other world," Paul had even
suggested this Van Robin could be the "otherworldly" Mage,
Pfnaravin, trapped in this world after coming here from the "other
reality."

A speculation that could be checked out?

Maybe. If John had the time to call one old
folks home after the other until he found the place that had Van
Robin as a patient.

Two blocks further and a sudden left had John
plunging through the shrubbery that hid the entrance to his private
access road. Another mile through enfolding, stick-dry bushes, a
slam of brakes, and John was parked in his weed-choked, woodland
surrounded yard.

Prying himself out of the elderly sports car,
John climbed the shaky porch steps and keyed himself inside.

Hanging his jacket on a hook on the entrance
hall coat rack, John passed the stairs with hardly a look, veering
through his living room to get to the kitchen where he'd find
sandwich meat in the fridge.

Except ... he couldn't find the lunch meat
package. Another indication of his distracted mental state was his
tendency, lately, to misplace things.

Backtracking to the living room, John sat in
the carved, oak chair.

Staring at the phone on the shaky end table
by the sofa, John had an idea about how to start a possible Van
Robin search.

The idea was to dial up short, fat,
no-necked, diamond-ringed, cherry-cheeked, Cadillac-herding, "call
me Madge, honey" -- the real estate lady who'd unloaded this house
on him.

Not an easy woman to forget.

Try as he might!

Just thinking about that woman brought back
her sales pitch. First, "Just call me Madge, honey" had establish
the fact that John Lyon was from out of town, that he had no
relatives in Kansas City, and that he had, as yet, made no friends
North of the River.

After that came her predictable attempts to
sell him houses she knew he couldn't afford.

Followed by the tour of this property: an
old, limestone building in the middle of a couple of acres of
woods.

The house had a first floor entrance hall
that accessed a moderately sized living room to the left, small
bedroom (convertible to a den) on the right, and kitchen at the
back.

Opposite the front door, half-open stairs
squeaked to the second floor, the upper level "sporting" three,
ruined bedrooms plus an old-fashioned bath.

Not much. But all John could buy.

By the time John had signed the contract at
the realtor's office, talkative Madge had revealed everything about
the house except that it was haunted! (No sense spoiling the new
arrival's impression of Kansas City by being negative.)

Though it had taken some time, he'd traced
the house's "ghost" sounds to the wedge-shaped storage space
beneath the stairs; eventually discovered that those strange noises
originated in some other world.

The background to his Van Robin investigation
reviewed, John moved to the old green divan. Took the Yellow Pages
from the phone stand beside the sofa and looked up the real estate
company.

Finding the northern branch number.
Dialed.

"Realty," said a pleasantly eager voice after
a single ring.

"I'd like to speak to Madge, please."

"Certainly, sir, though I'm not sure she's in
the office at the moment. If not, I can reach her by pager. Could I
tell her in what regard ...?"

"She sold me a house. I'd like to talk to her
about that. My name's John Lyon."

"I'll see if she's in."

Expecting "waiting music," John was surprised
to hear muffled voices; one of them, Madge's "expansive" tones.

Listening more carefully, John thought
Madge's voice had become a trifle strident. That she had to be
argued to the phone.

The pick up. "Madge, here." And it was Madge
-- impersonating Frosty the Snow-person.

"This is John Lyon. Remember me?"

"Ah. No. Sorry. ... Been ill, you know. Just
in the office for a moment...."

"Surely you remember me. You sold me an old
house just last September. ........... Six feet tall? Light brown
hair, green eyes, dimples? .......... No distinguishing marks?"

"Ah ... I'm getting ready to rush to the
airport. Need to get away for my health. Some place warm. Doctor's
orders."

"I'd appreciate it if you could give me a
little information about the house. It won't take long."

"Information?" Said warily.

"It's my understanding that a Mr. Van Robin
owned the house before me. I believe the name was in the
abstract."

"Ah ....."

"And what I'd like to know is, is this the
same Van Robin who recently died?"

"That's what you want to know?"

"Yes."

"Why?"

"I've found some papers I think his family
might like to have." If one lie in time saved nine, surely two lies
would save a baker's dozen, "If that's the same man."

"Well ....."

"Anything you could tell me would be
appreciated."

"You're not ... dissatisfied with the home,
then? Because everything is legal about the sale. Let me assure you
of that." Said in a rush.

"Why should I be dissatisfied?" A
disbelieving pause on the line. "No. I just want to check on the
previous owner."

"Oh. Well, all right then." The ample smile
was back in the ample woman's ample voice. "I do believe you're
right. That that was the Van Robin property, Mr. Lyon. I was able
to list the property ... oh ... several months, before you bought
it." Make that several years if what John had learned about the
house was true. The sale of haunted houses had to wait for just the
right -- translate naive -- out-of-town buyer. "Such a charming old
place. Now, of course, if you're ready to move up, I have some
wonderful homes to show you, all in the very best of neighborhoods.
And with the interest rates the way they are today ......"

"I'm quite content with the Van Robin place.
All I want is to know the location of Mr. Van Robin."

"Well now." Said a bit huffily. "I don't know
if I'm at liberty to give out that information."

"I wonder if a call to the Better Business
Bureau might help me. Do you know if they provide that kind of
location service?"

"Ah. Ah. ..... Come to think of it, I do
believe Mr. Van Robin was living in a nursing home, somewhere."

"And the name of that nursing home?"

"I believe it might have been ... it might
have been 'Silver Lining Care.'"

"Thank you."

Hanging up before Madge tried to sell him
industrial real estate, John mulled over what he'd learned. First,
that he was so lonely he'd talk to a realtor. (The only woman he'd
been close to lately had been Platinia, a girl so small that all he
could see himself doing with her was snapping a leash around her
neck and taking her for walks.)

His woman problems would have to be solved
another time, however.

On track at last, John looked up Silver
Lining in the Yellow Pages. Found it. Dialed.

"Silver Lining Care," said the voice of an
older woman.

"I'd like to speak to someone about one of
your patients."

"We call them 'friends' here at Silver
Lining. For they are our friends."

"Right."

"You would want Ms. Cousins in our Life Care
section. I'll transfer you, now."

Click.

"Janett Johnson, care unit." Younger.
Efficient.

"John Lyon here. I'd like to speak to Ms.
Cousins, please."

"Ms. Cousins is away from her desk at the
moment, sir."

"Maybe you can help me, then. I'd like some
information about a Mr. Van Robin."

Silence. .......... As if the line had gone
completely dead. No click, no buzz.

"Hello?"

Nothing.

"Hello?"

"If this is the ambulance service again,"
said the same voice, coldly, "we have no further information."

"This is not the ambulance service."

"The mortuary? We still have no further
information."

"Sorry. There must be some mistake. All I
wanted was to know if a Mr. Van Robin was your patient. And if he
might have died just over a week ..."

Click!

They'd been cut off.

Redial.

Ringing. .... "Silver Lining Care."

"This is John Lyon again ...." Click.

Redial with more care.

Ringing. .........

No answer.

A recheck in the Yellow Pages. Dialing with
the care of a five year old.

Ringing. ..........................

No answer.

Strange ......

But not that strange, John decided. The phone
system hadn't worked all that well since deregulation. The airlines
hadn't for damn sure! In the entire world, only five airlines were
in financial trouble -- all of them in the United States!

No matter. John would call Silver Lining
Care, later. He was just trying to satisfy a curiosity itch,
anyway. Something he could do any time.

By the next morning, John's interest in Van
Robin had been replaced by something more important: the dream he'd
had that night. A bad one about someone threatening Platinia. This,
in spite of going to sleep quickly, the expected storm blowing up
in the form of a lulling rain.

The following night, John had a similar,
rainy nightmare.

The next night, no dreams that he could
remember.

The fourth night brought rain once more --
and another, frightening dream.

Three bad dreams in four nights, each ending
with Platinia pleading for John to return and save her.

 


* * * * *

 


"Still not sleeping?" Dr. Paul said, after
John had admitted as much by grunting when Paul asked him how he
felt. It was another, early morning, the two of them alone in the
office, awaiting the arrival of colleagues and students.

"Does it show?"

"Yes. You look like you've been 'rode hard
and put away wet.'"

"I fall asleep and it's like I'm there again:
a prisoner in King Yarro's dungeon on Xanthin Island. Or I'm
sailing the fresh water ocean they call Sea Minor, going to Bice.
Or I'm trying to get across the Malachite Desert and run into the
gravity traps."

"It's not surprising that those experiences
are coming back to you in dreams. What you went through is
unprecedented. Your psyche is, no doubt, using dreams to help you
come to grips with what's happened to you."

"That's what I think, too. It's just that the
dreams all end with Platinia wanting me to come back."

"Platinia? The girl you said had special
powers? I believe you called her an Etherial."

"Thought had special powers. From the
perspective of this world, she seems nothing more than a slip of a
girl who needed my protection."

"It may take some time for your unconscious
to work all this out."

"Right."

What John didn't tell Paul was about dreaming
of the time John had threatened Platinia, aggression that was
totally unlike him. Stroking the gem while willing it to do his
bidding, he'd terrified an already perpetually frightened Platinia.
Forced her to talk. To tell him she was some kind of sacrificial
princess. That she was an Etherial -- whatever that might have
meant to her.

For now, John decided to take Paul's advice:
John taking some time to let his experiences in the other world ...
fade.

Except that, night after night, he found
himself, as if compelled, dreaming of the Bandworld's circular
countries, the sky over each band a different color: from the rim
inward, red, orange, yellow, green and -- formerly, blue -- the sky
over Azare now blacked out by Mage-magic.) A flat world at war. The
green-skied Malachites fighting alongside the evil Mage-King of
Azare -- because they must? Stil-de-grain, Realgar and the outer
rim of Cinnabar, allied to stem the tide of evil.

Thinking about when he did and didn't dream,
John got a possible new insight: that his dreams might be connected
to Kansas City's weather.

While it was common to have Midwest
thunderstorms in the summer, it was rare to have them in late
November, this November uncommonly rainy, these late fall storms
not only producing rain, but also abnormal lightning.

Could lightning be connected to John's bad
dreams? Possibly. For lightning was nothing but a majestic form of
static electricity -- static electricity John's "link" with the
other world.

Time to walk his fingers through the Yellow
Pages once again.

 


* * * * *

 


The actual installation of the lightning rod
had taken less than an hour. John knew that because -- mindful of
what Professor Fredericks said about the danger of badly installed
lightning rods -- John had watched the man do the work.

Basically, all there was to a lightning rod
was a sharp pointed, iron spike fastened above the highest point of
the roof, a heavy-duty copper wire going from the base of the rod
to an iron stake the man drove into the ground. Grounded. That was
what a lightning rod did: diverted to the ground the electrical
ions that might build up on a house during a thunderstorm. Drained
them off before they could "draw down" the opposite charge of
lightning from the clouds.

Not at all concerned about a lightning
strike, John's interest was in the rod's ability to drain away a
thunderstorm's static build-up, John having the idea that
storm/static was making him dream about the other world. His hope
was -- no electric charge on the house -- no dreams of the other
world.

It was after he'd gone to the expense of
putting up a lightning rod, of course, that the weather turned cold
again. A dry cold. No clouds; no lightning; no static build-up for
the rod to drain away. A period of time in which the bad dreams
disappeared -- a correlation that seemed to support John's
static-nightmare theory. Still, it would take a rainstorm for John
to be able to test his static/dream thesis.

So much for dreams -- at least for the time
being.

John had developed another worry, anyway.

While working on dream-banishment, John had
begun to get that old feeling of being spied on, a sensation he'd
first had prior to going to the other world. (That was before the
glitch that had sent Platinia through to John's house, John using
the generator to take Platinia back to her own world.) It was not
until John was in the "other reality" that he'd discovered that the
Wizard, Melcor, had used magic to see through John's eyes; even let
Platinia, Melcor's slavey, have a look. No wonder John felt he was
being spied on! He was!

This time, the sensation of being watched was
different in two ways. First, because John got that odd feeling
when entering or leaving his house. Second, instead of John feeling
the "spy" was inside John's head, John had the notion he was being
watched from the fringe of woods that ringed his house, John even
thinking he saw someone lurking there. An ... old man? With long,
gray hair? At least, that was John's impression.

So much for the week and a half since getting
his lightning rod installed.

It was not until Friday of the second week
that storm clouds gathered from the west.

Good! He'd finally get to see if the
lightning rod could "dream-protect" his house.

He'd go to bed early; fall asleep with rain
on the roof and lightning in the sky.

"Good night, sweet prince, and flights of
angels sing thee to thy rest!"

Maybe.
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On hands and knees, the old man crawled up
the warped steps. Still on all fours, dragging the blanket that was
his only protection against the night's increasing cold, he labored
across the paint-flaked, splintery porch, collapsing beside the
house wall, partially shielded there from the wet bite of the
rising wind. Over him, the door loomed tall, its handle impossibly
far away.

It had taken more life than he thought
remained -- using two rocks -- to abrade the vertical wire.

Exhausted, lying on his side, his back to the
smoothed, rock wall, the old man summoned a last effort to pull the
blanket over his frail body.

He coughed, doubling up with the violent hack
of it, after the spasm, gasping in a ragged breath to keep himself
alive.

His life nearly spent, only his black eyes
glittered in the dark.

As some strength returned, he found he could
feel again. Feel the wind and the approach of rain, not the
nighttime shower of his homeland, but rain that, day or night,
lashed into the narrow, earthen cave he'd dug for himself in the
woods.

How long had he searched -- long years and
more long years -- for the means to take him ... home.

With mummied fingers, the old man clutched
the blanket close.

He was too drained to curse the ill luck he'd
had in coming to this place; to curse the simple fools who, even
hearing who he was, had not bowed down to him!

That was at the start. Before discovering
that, awe inspiring as the name Pfnaravin was in his own land, it
was known to no one in this place where every slavey thought
himself a king!

Nor could he punish the others for mocking
him when he could not speak their barbaric tongue. Stripped of
power, he had become as much a slavey as the rest.

How often had he railed against himself for
journeying to this hideously, artificial land! Yet, he was not to
blame. How could he have known that, in coming here, he would be
shorn of crystal-magic.

Beloved crystal!

Green gem of the Malachites!

Precious stone that would not leave its
homeland.

So he had become marooned. Searching, ever
searching for a crystal with the force to take him home.

How long had he been trapped in this vast
band calling itself America? More than a century, as these rustics
reckoned time. Long enough to see them seized by the madness of
machines. Long enough to see himself decline to be the shadow-shell
of the man he was that day when, stroking his green disk, muttering
the sacred words, he'd shaken the bedrock beneath Hero Castle to
build the flow of transformation fluid that had launched him to
this other place.

The old man sighed as memories, like waking
dreams, continued to flood his mind.

He had been so clever!

Knowing that Melcor, that blundering fool,
would be away on other business, Pfnaravin had journeyed to Hero
Castle. There, overawing Melcor's functionary, followed by
Pfnaravin's apprentice, he had ascended to the tower room.

Concealed in the circular stone chamber, safe
from the prying eyes of the absent Melcor, he had taken the
hallowed book from his pack. Opened it. Found the passage he
sought: combined the green crystal-force with the book's chanted
spell to shake the very earth!

Triumphantly, taking the path the Hero had
blazed in the long ago, Pfnaravin's hair bristling, he had passed
... through ... to this other land.

But ... arriving without his Mage-disk.

Where was Pfnaravin's crystal now!? Where was
the sacred book of the Crystal-Mage of Malachite!?

Left behind.

Both left behind in Hero Castle in the band
of Stil-de-grain.

Now lying against the front wall of the house
-- near to the spot of his Wizardly arrival -- he thought of the
many infamies he had suffered here, first to have to bend his mind
and mouth and tongue to the rude speech of these others so he might
order them about.

Order them about? Sadly, he'd discovered
that, without Magus power, he could not control them in the
least.

In the end, he bore these travesties well;
had learned to turn a smiling face to those who would revile him;
acquired the trade of a common builder so that he might eat!

All this he pondered as his breath returned,
as the sky clouds thickened, the night sky growling like a rabid
beast.

Resting, husbanding his fitful glow of life,
he thought on the first days of his entrance to this world.
Remembered the stone marker he had set ... here ... to guide him to
this place where he must be to ride the magic back to
Stil-de-grain.

Remembered how, later, he had built this
house around the place that was the Hero's ... bridge ... between
the worlds.

This house where, to his shame, he had grown
... old.

It was also here in his self-built house of
stone that others had come when he was old and ill, to take him to
the house of beds where the old of this world went to die.

It was then that he'd known despair! Despair
because he was dying like the rest. He, Pfnaravin, Crystal-Mage of
Malachite!

Dying. With no crystal to be found in this
maddening world where people rode over the earth and through the
sky in dangerous, metal monsters of their own creation. No crystal
with which to build the transformation fluid that would take him
... home.

Recently, a man had come to the house of the
beds of death, the man telling them of the terrifying flashes that
rent the windy, rain-soaked sky. (Yes. Long ago, Pfnaravin had
learned the nomenclature for the nameless terrors of the sky: Sun.
Moon. Stars. Wind. Lightning.

He had learned the words. But did not know
the ... substance ... of these frightening ... entities.

More to the point, he had not realized that
lightning was what was meant in the legend of the Hero, folklore
saying that the Hero, "blinded by sky" rode home to
Stil-de-grain.

Able to draw, again, a surplus of breath, the
old man chanted to himself the rhyme of the Hero's travels:

 


The Hero away

In Stil-de-grain day

The earth shakes him free.

 


Blinded by sky

In tower high

Back, back came he.

 


Pfnaravin had pondered that rhyme (said so
casually by every child in every band), to finally puzzle out the
hidden meaning to the line: "The earth shakes him free."

The earth shakes him free! Only the
Crystal-Mage of Malachite had penetrated to the meaning of that
line! And he had been right! With crystal-power and with spells, he
had made that "earth shake" under Hero Castle, the result to build
the force of transformation fluid in that curving, tower room. The
force that had vaulted him to this other world.

To be marooned without his crystal! A
castaway because he could not decipher the second tristich! The
third line of which must contain the essence of the Hero's vault
from here to home again!

Long, long, had he thought that if he could
divine the second strophe ....... But he could not.

He had learned one thing and one thing only.
That the Hero had used other means than crystal-magic to return.
For while there were things called crystals in this world -- even
great spheroids that the pretend prophets of this land called
crystal balls -- none could be stroked to build the flow of
transformation fluid.

"Blinded by sky?" Clearly, that line was the
key to the understanding of the final stave.

How he had despaired when the man and woman
from the government had come and taken him away. Too old. Too sick
to manage his own life.

There, to perish with the rest. Or so he'd
thought ... until that slavey came to tell them of the
lightning.

Lightning. The blinding, awesome streaks of
white that tore into the wild blackness of a storming sky!

The man had talked of this two weeks ago --
as this world counted seven up-lights as a week. Talked of its
power. Talked of ... static ... which, pitifully, Pfnaravin himself
had discovered -- but in such small quantities it was mockery even
to consider it as transformation fluid.

Lightning.

Static.

Transformation fluid.

Could they all be ... one!? And if so, could
"blinded by sky" in the second stanza of the Hero poem be a
reference to lightning?

Pfnaravin had made sure by asking questions.
About static; about lightning, no one in this place knowing the
term: transformation fluid.

It was when the lightning-man had gone that
Pfnaravin -- with renewed hope -- planned his own escape.

Escape!

But in such a way he would not become a
hunted beast.

Had executed his plan the night his "room
mate," Laslow-Jacobs died, Pfnaravin dragging down the dead man,
dragging him over and up into Pfnaravin's bed, Pfnaravin climbing
into Laslow-Jacobs' bed.

No one would know because they looked the
same -- wrinkled, with gray hair -- like all old men.

After the new down-light nurse had pronounced
"Van Robin" dead, Pfnaravin had put himself into a Mage-trance so
that he lay without apparent heartbeat. Was also found to have
"expired."

And when the large machine-that-screamed came
to take away two bodies? What would they think when there was only
one left -- Van Robin? What had happened to the Laslow-Jacobs'
body?

In that way, Pfnaravin knew, with two bodies,
he had made a great confusion.

Escaping with a blanket when the machine
stopped along its way -- Pfnaravin was now huddling under it,
knowing that no one would hunt for "Van Robin" when it was the
other dead man who had "walked away."

And Pfnaravin would also have died except for
keeping the second key. The second key to the door of this, his
house.

When first he'd dragged himself down the
confusing streets -- moving by night -- finding his house at last,
he'd tried to live in the woods surrounding it, digging out, as
best he could, a depression under a fallen tree.

At first, during warm days, he had watched
the man who was now living in the house. Watched him come and go.
Come and go in his machine. Until Pfnaravin had known when the man
would be away.

After that, using the second key, Pfnaravin
had slipped into the house to warm himself during the morning
hours. And to nibble at some food. A bite. A piece of bread. A sip
of milk. So that the loss would not be discovered.

Inside, he had also made a puzzling
discovery. That the man had nailed shut the stairs-door that led to
the transformation point. (A slight problem in this horrid land of
problems.)

From the woods edge, Pfnaravin had watched,
first without understanding, then with amazement, a man who came to
put a ... something ... on the house top. A thing that, in a
blinding flash of inspiration, Pfnaravin understood to be what that
teaching slavey had called a lightning rod. Incredible! That such a
devise should be put up at this time, giving Pfnaravin his first,
real hope!

Now was the time. If the man inside had gone
to sleep. If the gathering storm produced the proper flow of
transformation fluid.

Already, Pfnaravin had attacked the copper
wire by the bottom of the house. Had used heavy stones to pound and
to wear away the metal above the iron stake driven in the
ground.

If the man at the house of the beds of death
had told the truth, the lightning rod, with the wire not ...
grounded ... would, itself, call down the lightning.

By the damp feel of the air. By the look of
the black and getting blacker sky, it would be soon.

Pfnaravin, old, dying, must be ready.

Rested, warm enough to stagger to his feet,
still clutching the blanket around him, Pfnaravin shuffled the
three steps to the door. Shaking, drew out the key; groped it into
the lock hole. Twisted slowly so there would be no metal noise.

And was inside! To blinding darkness and to
... warmth. Blessed warmth!

Pfnaravin leaned against the entrance wall to
catch his breath.

Warm air having magic of its own, he found
that he could walk.

Knowing the position of the chairs and tables
by this time, he tottered forward, feeling his way around this and
that, headed for the cooking slavey room -- in this world, named:
kitchen.

To get a heavy knife from what was called a
pull out drawer.

Knife in hand, stooped over, his breath
ragged in his withered throat, Pfnaravin staggered to the front
hall.

Discarding his hampering blanket, he sagged
to his bony knees beside the stairs, almost crying out at the
sudden bending of his stiffened joints.

Waiting while the agony subsided, he crawled
forward, knife in hand.

Fumbling, he forced the knifepoint into the
slanted door crack.

Using both hands, careful not to cut himself
on the blade edge, Pfnaravin pried back on the handle of the
knife.

A creak.

A nail loosening.

He pried again.

Another creak.

Again.

Creak.

A fourth pull, this time with a sudden
grating.

Too loud!

The noise caused the sweat of fear to ooze
down the furrows of his forehead.

Ignoring all else, there in the house's dark,
Pfnaravin listened. .... Heard nothing up the stairs.

Again, rest.

Another pull-back on the knife blade handle
and the door gave enough so that he could wedge the talons of his
hands inside the crack.

Outside, the storm was coming at the pace of
this world's violent wind.

He must hurry.

Again, he pulled back with all his
weight.

A grate! Coming in a wind-lull!

Surely, even a soundly sleeping man could
hear that noise.

No matter!

This must be the time, the storm clawing at
the house; panting wet screams like grotesque creatures howling in
the stripped-of-magic night!

Yes! As he had hoped, it was upon him now!
The tingle-feel of crystal-power! ...... Not crystal-power, but
another form of transformation fluid! What he had come to know in
agonizingly small ways as static. In what the man had said was
lightning, one-half of the lightning settling on the house, calling
down ... the bolt.

Gaining new strength as the transformation
fluid reached his body, kneeling in the hall before the slanted
door, the knife discarded, using both hands, inserting all his
fingers, Pfnaravin pulled back on the partially opened door.

Creak -- bang! The door was loose at
last!

Noise no longer mattered!

Nothing mattered as the transformation fluid
was full upon him. Building!

There was another sound!

With shock, Pfnaravin heard ... footsteps. On
the stairs above.

Pfnaravin's ash-gray hair rising, struggling
up on hands and knees, he backed into the transformation-tunnel
under the stairs.

More steps! Above! Coming down!

Turning up his head, Pfnaravin saw the ...
man. The man coming down the stairs!

It was in that fearful instant that the man
... the stairs ... the house ... the whole of this hateful, foreign
world ... winked out!
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John wakened with a start. Why? Was it the
dream he'd been having?

Vaguely, he remembered
dreaming that he was under the multi-colored sky of the other
world. On the boat. On the Roamer, John just another sailor
who, periodically, must row the boat from the rim of one huge, but
tranquil cyclone in the sea to the next, counter-rotating
spiral.

Beside him in the dream, leaning on the deck
rail, was Captain Coluth. Large, big-boned, gentle -- the only
person in the other world John could trust to be both competent and
sensible, John asking Platinia to take John's crystal to the
captain.

Had Platinia done as John asked? Taken the
crystal to Coluth, Coluth presumably still tending the boy-king at
the Stil-de-grain capital on Xanthin Island?

Platinia had always done what John asked
before. But then, she seemed to be awestruck in John's
presence.

Perhaps it would be more accurate to say she
was terrified of John's crystal and of the power that "gem"
contained. John remembered she had shied away from the disk even
before John became "drunk" with its power; long before John had
"manhandled" her with his crystal-strengthened mind on the night
before his return to this world.

As sleepy as John was, a wave of regret
washed over him at the thought of bending little Platinia to his
will. Of forcing her to reveal her petty secrets.

"Drunk" with crystal-power had been his
excuse for mistreating shy Platinia. Every inebriate's alibi for
reprehensible behavior!

John searched his mind again for any sign
he'd revisited the night-terrors he'd been having recently.

In one, sweat-soaked dream, for instance,
he'd barely escaped the gravity traps. Harmless looking spots
between the up-light border of Malachite and Stil-de-grain where
the gravity thickened dangerously -- here -- there. Places where
gravity became so heavy it would crush any object or animal
unfortunate enough to blunder across the "trap." Object or animal
or man.

Other times during the recent thunderstorms
of what was now early winter, he'd dreamed of Zwicia, the Weird.
And of her larger crystal, the Weird's foot-in-diameter disk
alleged to show the past and present -- even the future.

Whatever the truth about the pictures the
crystal showed, John, himself, had nearly become "lost" in it. Or,
as people of the other world would say, he'd caught the
"crystal-sickness"; had been "out of it" while his military reforms
for the Stil-de-grain Army and Navy were being botched; the fleet
of Malachite boarding and capturing the incompetently led
Stil-de-grain Navy.

Bits and pieces of the crystal-visions he'd
seen still haunted him. Had he glimpsed the other world under
construction, a hawk-like ship "parked" in orbit about a thin, flat
planet, space-suited aliens building a dome above the wheel-shaped
world?

Interestingly, the natives of that backward
culture also described their world as round, but flat -- with a
sky-dome overhead that contained neither sun, moon, nor stars.
Nothing above you but clouds at night and rainbow bands of color
during the day, each color centered over its respective "band,"
each, concentric band-country with a different gravitational
pull.

His mind flitting back to Platinia, was it
his imagination, or had the small girl enhanced his crystal's
power? Like she seemed to improve whatever he did when she was in
the room? Or was it a fantasy that he was more successful as a
leader when she was beside him? That his food tasted better when
she was near? That the day went better with Platinia by his
side?

With some embarrassment, John realized his
mental ramblings about Platinia-power could be those of a man in
love, the merest contact between lovers seeming to perfume the
air!

He had to admit to himself that, in her
doll-like way, Platinia had a kind of somber beauty. Like most
Malachites, she had dark hair and eyes -- Malachite, the band she'd
come from originally, before the priests of Stil-de-grain had
stolen her as a child. Kidnapped her to put her through a kind of
grizzly ritual because she was the princess of the night (or some
such foolishness.)

Then, there was Golden. Another Malachite --
an entertainer whose real interest was in finding the lost crystal
of Malachite (the gem of Pfnaravin that the safely-dead King,
Yarro, was said to have stolen.) Golden's interest in the crystal
was (he'd once admitted in a rare moment of candor,) to use it to
lever himself onto the throne of Malachite.

Golden, the acrobat. Golden, who could climb
dungeon walls like a hyperactive monkey. Golden (when liquored up)
a balladeer. Golden the sycophant. Golden the obsequious. Golden --
John's gopher.

My God! John had never thought of it before,
but Golden was a character right out of Shakespeare, an
"otherworldly" Hamlet who, like the sullen Dane, considered himself
to have been aced off the throne by a wicked uncle.

Now that John thought about it, there was a
remarkable similarity between Hamlet's behavior and Golden's. A
certain brilliance. A certain moodiness. A certain shiftiness.

Golden-Hamlet.

Both of them, men of many talents and the
poorly hidden aspiration to be king. Both, possibly, a little mad.
Both, dangerous enough to need ... watching.

 


* * * * *

 


John was awake again. Safe under the embrace
of blankets, John rolled on his side, half missing the iron chain
that supported his Mage-crystal.

It was then that John remembered the
lightning rod he'd had installed in the hope that neutralizing a
storm's static would banish his frightening dreams.

Creak!

What was that!? A sound, certainly, the storm
not likely to have made it. In fact, the wind and rain outside had
just died down, the cloudburst no longer pounding on the roof. (The
proverbial lull before the real storm?)

Something other than the noises he'd heard
that had first led him to discover that the storage space under the
stairs was the gateway to another world, the sometime-sounds of
chanting -- that John found later were the magical mumblings of the
Mage, Melcor, as Melcor worked to bring the lost Wizard, Pfnaravin,
back through the static-operated passageway that just happened to
be under John's stairs!

There had been a glitch in Melcor's plans,
though. Somehow, the Sorcerer's magic had backfired, first, to send
Melcor's "slavey," Platinia, to John's world, then to bring down
the tower room's ceiling blocks on the hapless Mage. (Though people
in the other reality seemed to think that Wizards were
indestructible, having your chest crushed by roofing stones made
even Mages mortal!)

Poor, dearly departed Melcor had blundered in
another way, too. Known to be seeking Pfnaravin in the "other
world," John's appearance had the band-folks convinced that John
was the newly returned Malachite Mage.

Of course, when the Bandworld's "medieval
oriented" people found out John didn't want to be called Pfnaravin,
they did what they were told -- mumbled John Lyon -- the locals so
terrified of Mages they would call John anything his heart
desired.

Later, King Yarro's mysterious death had made
possible John's promotion to Mage of Stil-de-grain, the "great"
Mage expected to run Stil-de-grain with a hapless child-king on the
throne and a foreign war brewing .......

Creak! Bang!

John was out from under the covers and on his
feet in an instant. No dreaming that noise!

Though John couldn't imagine what it might
be, the sound had been real, a noise that originated below him on
the first floor.

A possible robber in the house, the "manly"
thing was to go downstairs and get himself killed, John helped by
being able to sneak downstairs with thunder as his "cover."

His bare feet receiving their marching
orders, John grabbed his robe from the chair back beside the head
of his bed and put it on hurriedly.

Sneaking into the hall, John was grateful to
have his way illuminated by pulsing thunderbolts, the staccato
rippling of the storm's electric ganglia penetrating the house's
dirty windows.

At hall's end, John started down the stairs,
his bare toes feeling for the steps, stair-noise lost in drumrolls
from the sky.

One ... cautious ... step ... at ... a ...
time.

Another step, static building on his body
now, and John squatted down to look out where the stairs "broke
free" of the walls, to see a head emerge from under the stairs!
Like Platinia had come out when Melcor, the Wizard, had blundered
......!

No!

What John was seeing was the back of a head
disappearing into that opening, the head lifting to show a man's
face, his gray hair teased up by the same static John was feeling
on his own body.

Later, all that John could remember was a
blinding flash! A deafening roar! And ... falling .....
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After Golden had been sent limping off
through the fog to quiet the ponies in the inn's bramble enclosed
corral, the rest of the "irregulars" had fallen upon the tiny, one
floor building, Malachite soldiers inside, Hooc said.

"Irregulars"? Bandits, was Golden's name for
them, even though Golden was grateful they took him in. No man
alone -- to say nothing of a wounded man -- could live long in that
swamp.

It had been weeks since the Stil-de-grain
Army's disastrous rout through the Great Realgar Marsh, the marsh a
nightmare of thorn-thickets, scrub, and sucking soil, a canopy of
broad leafed, mere-trees darkening the bog's quavering ground.
Swamp creatures slithered through knurled tree roots in the wet
below. Stinging insects clogged the heavy, putrid air.

Bad though things were, Golden wondered how
many soldiers of Stil-de-grain had been as fortunate as he.

"Tighten up," Hooc hissed, turning from his
position in the front, Golden falling behind so that those ahead
had faded into darkish lumps in the odorous mist. Limping faster,
Golden dragged on the tether, a rope trailing from the lead pony's
halter to each of the other ponies in turn.

Behind Hooc was Sassu, a small, quick man.
Then came Iscu, Xevi, and the grossly deformed Renn. Bandits of the
marsh; pretending to be Stil-de-grain partisans.

The thieves carried bulky packs, carryalls
jumbled with booty from the inn. At the men's sides hung weapons.
Swords. Clubs. Xevi, with a short, thick bow.

Leading was Hooc, a hulking man of middle
age. Black haired. Sullen. Bearded. With a scar slashed brow above
eyes of iron.

Though Golden had been left outside in the
burnt-orange fog and wet of another oozy, Great Marsh morning,
Golden was sure Hooc and the others had slaughtered everyone inside
the tiny, bog-side inn. The screaming had told him that.

Even had Golden's leg been well, there was
nothing he could have done to stop the butchery. The pack members
were too many. He was alone and closely watched.

Nor was he permitted anything but a short,
blunt belt knife for a weapon. At least, to the bandit's
knowledge.

Golden was the new man. To be trusted only
when he had murdered like the rest.

When the gang had came upon him in that oozy
fenland, they had suspected Golden to be a Malachite -- though he
lied that he was not. What had preserved his life at the beginning
was that he had nothing fit to steal and that his military tunic
bore the yellow stripe of Stil-de-grain.

Bothered by his dark looks, the squad had
waited until down-light to see what language Golden spoke; when he
spoke Stil-de-grain, had let him live. (Lowlifes like this would
never suspect that Golden could speak more than a single
tongue.)

Even though the robber band was seeking a
recruit, Hooc had not liked letting Golden live.

It had been bad luck that, from a great
distance, a flight arrow from a pursuing Malachite had wounded
Golden in the calf. Unaware that the sting in his leg had done him
damage, Golden continued to flee, clawing, with the rest, through
the coppice clogged marsh. In sweaty dreams, he still heard the
screams of men who had stumbled into bottomless sinks!

It was only after Golden had gotten past the
most dangerous mud flats in the quagmire -- the Malachites
sacrificing too many of their own men to the sulfurous bog to
continue the chase -- that Golden realized the extent of his
injury, falling to the quavering ground, Golden unable to stand
again.

The stragglers of the routed Stil-de-grain
Army racing past, Golden found himself helpless and alone.

Colored birds scolded from above. Around him,
sounded the buzz and scrape of insects and the occasional watery
splash of swamp-life in the distance. He also heard the fearful
bellow of something seeking larger prey.

As down-light approached, Golden had dragged
himself to a hollow log, crawling inside to hide from the terrors
of the dark.

He had water. (All anyone had to do to obtain
a drink was make a stick-hole in the stinking turf, wait until the
depression filled with water, use a hollow reed to suck up the
fetid liquid.)

Not knowing what plants might be edible in
this peaty bog, Golden had two choices: to starve or to risk
poison. (He did catch and eat several, many legged insects. But
threw them up again.)

Days passed, Golden about to chance eating
some bright, red-skinned berries on a low, swamp bush -- when the
evil pack chanced by.

That was how Golden had joined the robber
band.

This murderous troop knew nothing of Golden's
entertainer skills, of course, of his mastery of rope walking. Or
his faculty to climb walls. Nor had they seen his art with throwing
knifes, or dexterousness with lock picks or with the other tools of
thieves. (This was not the first time Golden had been made to run
with robbers -- though the only time since Golden was a child.)

The six of them, shabby blankets draped
around their shoulders against the bog's misty damp, were following
a trail that wound through clutching undergrowth, a path known only
to the leader. A dangerous route that took them back into the
marsh, each man careful to place his foot in the oozing boot track
of the man before him.

Already, they had lost three ponies --
one-by-one -- the shaggy beasts straying out of line. One moment
the animal would be on firm ground; the next, sinking into the
swamp, plunging, thrashing itself in deeper, neighing pitifully,
the doomed pony's eyes rolling as the bog sucked it down to a muddy
death.

With a caught pony, there was nothing to be
done but cut it loose before its tie-line pulled down its
brothers.

Each time the swamp claimed another pony,
Hooc and the others yelled in anger. None would take Golden's
suggestion, though, that each man tie his pack to a pony and lead
the beast himself, in this way seeing the ponies safely through the
fogbound fen. Leading ponies was work for slaveys, said Hooc.
(Though, apparently, carrying a pack of stolen goods, was not.)

Hooc hardly glanced at the shivering turf as
he splashed them through a sharply twisting course, circling,
veering off at tangents, doubling back.

How Hooc knew the way, he never said --
though Golden had a guess. Since Hooc was a man of Realgar and
since, in the past, Tauro, King of Realgar, had marked out trails
through the marsh, that must be how Hooc knew.

Golden remembered hearing of the time when
King Tauro, using his army to do the deadly work, had wave after
wave of his civilians driven into the marsh -- farther -- farther
-- soldiers goading them to their almost certain death. Trailing
the doomed populace were officers who marked down the safe places
where people did not sink.

Finding ways through the swamp in this brutal
way meant that the Great Marsh -- Realgar's zone of defense against
the enemy -- would no longer be an impediment should Realgar wish
to go on the attack.

When the dreadful deed was done, only the
king plus a handful of military heads knew the safe trails.

After which, "accidents" began to happen to
the officers who knew how to penetrate the swamp.

Until only the king had knowledge of the
passages through the marsh.

It was Golden's guess that a few Realgar Army
Heads escaped the king's murderous intent, Hooc one of these.

Golden thought about the recent war.
Stil-de-grain against Malachite -- Malachite allied with the evil
Mage-King of the black, inner band of Azare.

He thought of the earlier battle where
John-Lyon-Pfnaravin had used his golden, Mage-magic to best the
white forces the evil Auro had sent into Stil-de-grain.

That battle had been to beak-ward, on the
up-light side of Stil-de-grain. Beyond Temple Fulgur.

In contrast, Golden thought of how General
Etexin of Stil-de-grain had mishandled this last campaign.

Trying to relieve Realgar's city of Carotene,
Etexin had shipped his army past the marsh, landing the
Stil-de-grain forces to the swamp's beak-ward side.

The secret offensive failing when the men of
Malachite ambushed Stil-de-grain's forces.

Supposedly laying siege to the City of
Carotene farther on, the enemy had doubled back to surprise the
Stil-de-grain Army at the Carotene river crossing -- so that what
was left of the panic-stricken troops of Stil-de-grain had fled
into the Great Marsh at their back.

The blessing for Golden, was that he had been
wounded in this lighter band, so that his body weighed less than it
did in Stil-de-grain -- in this way, sparing his injured leg.

Still following Hooc through a cloud of
buzzing insects, Golden found the marsh thickening, the orange glow
overhead darkening to burnt umber, the rotting limbs of fallen
trees slowing them even more.

Past the trees and down the left fork of the
branching trail, they came to the bramble-walled enclosure beside
the path that was the irregular's base.

Where were they in the marsh? Golden did not
know, nor did the others. It seemed to Golden that, always, Hooc
led them on confusing pathways so that, if Hooc "died," the rest
would be lost in the swamp forever. Large of body as Hooc was,
marsh-knowledge was Hooc's true strength.

Xevi and Renn sliding back the compound's
wattled fence, the party entered, Golden leading the ponies, Xevi
and Renn pushing the fence-gate closed behind them. Weapons at the
ready, the men checked each wood and plat-grass lean-to, making
certain no enemy occupied their primitive bulwark. For there were
other robber bands in the Great Marsh, making Golden wonder how
long the swamp would be a refuge, even for predators like
these.

After the enclosure had been searched, Golden
led the ponies to the back, to the makeshift stable.

Returned to the open hearth in front, Sassu,
small but quick, had begun to turn a spit of captured meat --
venison, by the smell of it.

The others -- Hooc, Xevi, Iscu and Renn --
were on straw pallets before the heating stones, each drinking from
wine bottles "liberated" from the inn's stores.

Everyone was tired.

No matter what was generally thought,
murdering and stealing was as exhausting as honest work.

No one spoke as Golden slid his pallet from
his peat-sod shack, dragging it to an open place in the circle
about the fire stones. Easing down as best he could, Golden allowed
himself to drop the rest of the way, suppressing the groan that the
short fall cost him.

"Ready," said Sassu, speaking of the meat,
taking it from the heat to hack ragged slices from one end of the
spitted roast, the first piece transferred to the knifepoint of
Renn, Renn taking it to the seated Hooc.

After that, in descending order, the others
were served, Golden the last to receive his share.

The meal over, all retired, Golden was too
exhausted to sleep. Perhaps it was his wound, hot-throbbing as it
sometimes did when he walked a distance (even over spongy ground in
this light-pulling band.)

Awake into the night, Golden tried, again, to
puzzle out what had happened to Stil-de-grain's Mage,
John-Lyon-Pfnaravin.

It was after the Mage's victory over Auro's
charmed army that the Mage, Golden, the girl, and the Weird had
left the Stil-de-grain Army as the army marched back to Xanthin,
the Mage directing his personal entourage to Hero Castle.

It had been at supper there in the castle's
tapestried hall, that the Crystal-Mage had granted Golden's request
to return to Xanthin, there to resume Golden's dungeon-interrupted
search for the green crystal.

After which ... the Mage had ...
vanished!

Or so it seemed.

What was certain was that the Mage did not
accompany the army on its ill-fated journey to Carotene.

Platinia, the child-woman who the Mage
protected, had also disappeared.

As had that ugly hag, the Weird.

All gone or scattered. The Mage. The girl.
The Weird (for which Golden was thankful!) Stil-de-grain's Navy.
The army. Coluth. Etexin.

Considering his present circumstances, how
long would it be before he, too, would "disappear?"

 


* * * * *

 


The gentle lapping of the sea was the only
sound Coluth heard as he approached the curving shoreline that
scimitarred dramatically into the sea. Before him in the settling,
ocher-colored fog, the tie-up dock stretched out into the copper
swell.

Eleven merchant ships of Stil-de-grain were
snubbed to the quay, seamen on board finishing the down-light meal,
the sound, a buzz of quiet talk on the dull-orange sea. A quick
laugh. A good-natured shout.

"Capt'n," said Philelph, saluting, Philelph
posted as land guard of the evening.

Gentle Philelph. Always
desiring to be at Coluth's side, first, on the Roamer. Here, with these few
ships-in-hiding (the rest of the merchant marine berthed in similar
tie-up docks in Realgar's other claws.)

Coluth did not need to be here by the
tie-dock. There was no danger of attack; certainly not this close
to down-light. It was the sight of ships and the fresh sea smell
that drew him to the water's edge.

With calloused, seaman's hands, he drew his
cloak tighter to his body, the night too cool in the Realgar band
for a Stil-de-grainer.

Shacks lined the gently slanting path, the
shanties cobbled together to house the remnant of Stil-de-grain's
forces. Above and beyond the misshapen huts was the inn,
constructed on the hill's crown to serve the needs of sailors, back
of the inn a corral with fenced in ponies, the ponies for rent as
haulers of inland cargo.

Staying in the inn was the young king, soon
to be asleep in his small bed on the upper floor, unaware that he
was king of ... nothing.

The messenger bird Gagar brought to Coluth
that morning had revealed how beggared the young Yarro had become,
most of Stil-de-grain in enemy hands, Orpiment just surrendered to
the white-faced forces of the evil, Azare band. Likewise, the
whites had overrun -- though, this time not stopping to root up
every blade of grass -- the entire up-light band to the Lake of
Quince. A straggler from across the Tartrazine had reported that a
Malachite vanguard had taken Hero Castle!

True, there were rumors of scattered
resistance from tiny, marauder companies. But the cold truth was
that all that remained of independent Stil-de-grain was here in the
area of the Claws, the Claws protecting the exhausted remnant of
the army's "glorious" expedition to relieve Carotene.

The fleet was also here. What was left of it.
Mostly merchant ships converted into troop transports.

Yes, there was a hardened knot of naval
ships, deadly rams of bronze added to their prows on the advice of
the Mage. But too few to resist the naval forces of Malachite.

Even the capital -- long thought to be safe
on Xanthin Island -- was in enemy hands. (Foreseeing that
eventuality, Coluth had gotten young Yarro away in time.)

All that remained were re-formed companies of
the Stil-de-grain Army -- armed with light weapons only, the
ponderous catapults abandoned in the retreat. A few companies and
the merchant marine. Hiding here in Realgar waters, a light band
place which, Coluth hoped, men from the heavy band of Malachite
would find uncomfortable to conquer.

Down-light was fast coming. The orange sky
over the Realgar band, browning out.

Finished with supper, the oarsmen on the
boats -- as they were, no doubt, doing in other docks in other
claws stretched across the bottom of Sea Minor -- had begun to row
the ships away from land, backing out as far as the tie-ropes would
stretch. At rope's end, they would drop anchors to keep them away
from the dangerous, nighttime shore, at the same time, secure the
ships from drifting out among the deep water monsters of the
nighttime sea.

A land-guard no longer needed, Philelph, at
dock's end, gave his salute then stepped into a punt. Standing in
the small craft with the loose balance of a seaman, Philelph poled
himself over the shallow stretch of foggy water to join his
shipboard comrades for the night.

The darkness settling fast, Coluth must also
return to the sheltering inn.

And yet, he lingered.

His rough hands clasped behind him, Coluth
kept his weathered face turned seaward, his light eyes seeking to
penetrate the increasingly thick mist, now fading to a raw
sienna.

As if ... at any moment ... out of the sea
... would come ... the Mage.

For John-Lyon-Pfnaravin was their only hope,
if hope there was.

The Mage had evaporated ... like an up-light
haze. Rumor said, from Hero Castle. Gone to the other world.

Simple sea captain that he
was, Coluth was less afraid of John-Lyon-Pfnaravin than other men.
Was this because he'd met the Mage before the Sorcerer had been
generally known to be the Mage, John-Lyon-Pfnaravin but a passenger
aboard the Roamer?

A strange man who, from the first, asked
unanswerable questions. About something called the "sun." About the
"moon." The "stars." About a phenomena called tides -- all
meaningless queries.

In those days, John-Lyon (as he called
himself) seemed, almost, to be simple. Still, he had pulled his
weight of oar. Truthfully, more than his weight of oar, the Mage
with unusual strength.

Taking into account his ... odd ... qualities
... there was no hint at that time that John-Lyon was
Pfnaravin.

After the naval defeat, John-Lyon-Pfnaravin
-- now Mage of Stil-de-grain -- had appointed Coluth Naval
Head.

Now, the army also defeated, all that
remained was a child-king and some useless ships.

Wanting to consider even ugly possibilities,
what if, dissatisfied with less than complete victory, the forces
of Malachite did came Claw-ward?

Would Coluth have the courage to flee with
the child-king ... to Cinnabar?

Coluth had been to Cinnabar but once. As a
young captain, bent on gaining a prize cargo.

Preparing to travel cross band, he'd tied up,
perhaps in this very sea-claw at this very dock. He did not
remember. It was in a distant time.

Disembarked, he and his men led packed rental
ponies to the Cinnabar border, the orange sky overhead shading
toward the red, becoming a mixed color, like any border sky.

It was Coluth, by himself (for his crew,
though eager to gain the wealth of the Cinnabar, held back,) who
had stepped across the border onto the silk-stacked tiles of the
Cinnabar trading floor. Had immediately felt band-sickness like
he'd never known, becoming so light he feared he would float off
the ground, never to return to earth. Float and float into the sky.
Drift downland, to be lost forever beyond the world's rim!

Steadying himself, signaling to his men
before he lost his courage, they had tossed the trade goods out to
him, the bulky bundles and boxes so light when passing into
Cinnabar that, though several men must lift them from the pony's
backs, Coluth could catch each pack one-handed.

Exchanging the goods for the airy bales of
Cinnabar silk -- of little weight even when in heavier bands -- he
had tossed the tightly packed silk across the border to his
men.

The swap completed, careful not to launch
himself above the ground, Coluth had edged back across the boarder
into the heaver band of Realgar.

There, more solidly on the ground, safe at
last, sweating but buoyed by the awe and admiration of his men,
Coluth had ordered the bales of silk to be strapped on the
ponies.

All secure at last, as quickly as if night
monsters were loosed upon them, Coluth had led his sailors back to
the claw that held their ship.

Scary as it was, it had
been a highly profitable venture: that single journey to the
world's rim paying off the Roamer
debt.

At no time had any mariners seen the flyers
of the Cinnabar. But .... somewhere ... flying high above?? ...
they had been watching. For if anyone should cheat by leaving too
little trade goods -- Malachite iron and copper, Stil-de-grain
wheat -- there would be no bales of silk, no pepper or other spice,
on the stone floor when next that cheating trader came.

How could the men of Cinnabar know which
merchant-trader had defrauded them if they were not watching?

A profitable venture. One he could have
duplicated -- Coluth, an honest trader -- a journey some captains
made repeatedly (like some would command their men to run the
Leech!)

A trek Coluth could never bring himself to
take again. Nor did a single member of his crew -- those who had
been with him on that terrifying day -- ask him to repeat the
journey!

Coluth shuddered!

Though there were different kinds of courage
-- the bravery of the sailor wrestling with the sea, the fighter's
daring -- none were so bold as those who ventured -- twice -- into
the Cinnabar!

 


 


-8-

 


"I remember, once, when lightning hit my
daddy's barn," said Professor Gaber in his reedy voice. "That was
back in ... let me see ... back in 1910, it must have been." The
old man nodded to himself. "That was before rural electrification,
which came under Teddy Roosevelt. The Tennessee Valley Project, if
memory serves."

Still wearing his baseball cap with the
ear-flaps down, Andres Gaber couldn't hold a thought (to say
nothing of a fact) for two seconds at a time.

"Living out there ... in the woods, I would
think you would have had the foresight to install a lightning rod,"
put in Kitterman, the Social Science Department's self-proclaimed
intellectual. A whip-thin man in a three piece suit.

Of the professors gathered in John's office
to hear the bad news, only Paul seemed at all sympathetic.

"Hardly any damage as it turned out," John
said, wishing he'd never broached the subject of the lightning
strike.

"You'll know better next time. For now,
ta-ta." And Kitterman was off. Followed by Gaber. Also off.

The others gone, Paul squealed his chair
around so he could reach the office door with one, wide-as-a-barn
arm to nudge the door forward; listened until the door shut and the
latch clicked. "You did install a lightning rod, didn't you?" Paul
growled. John nodded. "You could have said that."

The fact that John had put up a lightning rod
lay at the heart of the problem, something John would have told
Paul except that Paul seemed so ... strange ... today.

John glanced over at the slumping chairman to
find Paul pushing on his brow ridges with the "Jolly Green Giant"
fingers of both hands. A sure sign of a sinus headache, not much
mental help to be expected from Paul, today.

Ruefully, John remembered how old Fredericks
had warned John about lightning rods. Specifically, about how
faulty installation could put your house at greater risk than an
unprotected roof, advice John had paid attention to, John watching
carefully to make certain the workman fastened the wire from the
rod to a metal stake driven into the ground.

Then, yesterday -- in the dead of night --
Kerboom!

John had come awake to find himself sprawled
on the stairs, rain water dripping on his head. As it turned out, a
lightning bolt had charred a quarter-sized hole through the room
and downstairs hall floor, going to ground under the house.

After John had stopped shaking at the thought
of how close he'd come to being lightning-fodder, first getting a
towel to dry himself, John had done the right thing. Called the
fire department.

No hot spots found, the fire truck had
rumbled off, John solving the rain-in problem by putting a bucket
under the hole in the roof.

Deciding that seeing an old man's face
disappear under the stairs was the result of his "wiring" being
scrambled by the strike, John went back to bed for what was left of
the night.

And John might have continued to consider
this "old man" image to be a figment of his lightning-fried brain,
except that, coming downstairs this morning, John found the
triangular door under the stairs open, the nails John had driven in
to secure it, pried out. Opened with one of John's own kitchen
knives, no less, John finding the knife on the hall floor along
with a filthy blanket.

What was really worrisome about this
lightning bolt business was that, before gunning off to school that
morning, John had checked out the lightning rod that had failed so
spectacularly, to discover that, just above the stake, someone had
cut the copper grounding wire.

Except that the word cut ... didn't quite
describe the way the wire looked. Chewed through, was more like
it.

John would have liked to have discussed all
this with Paul -- the sanest man John knew. Except ....

"Something wrong, Paul?"

"How'd you get to know me so well in such a
short time?" Paul groaned, managing at the same time, an
appreciative smile.

"So ...?"

"Probably nothing."

"So ...?"

"You know how doctor's are."

"You're sick!?" Men Paul's size weren't
supposed to get sick. Like ministers didn't get sick. Or
doctors.

"It's Ellen."

"Ellen ...?"

"I think I told you Ellen had trouble
carrying the last baby. This time, the Doc. wants her off her feet
as much as possible."

"Anything I can do?" Though John didn't know
what he could do, he would have done anything to help Paul: helping
Ellen the same as helping Paul.

"You free for a lot of babysitting?"

Before bachelor John had a stroke, Paul
grinned. "Naw. I got that fixed. Ellen's mother is coming to stay
until the baby's born."

As John had thought, this was definitely not
the time to bother Paul about a broken wire or about John seeing
the apparition of an old man "disappear" under the hall stairs as
the lightning bolt struck John's house.

Returning to his "vision" of the man under
the stairs, John wondered if this could be the person John thought
he'd seen spying on him from the fringe of woods around the house?
(Thinking along those lines, the old fellow getting into the house
could also explain John's "missing food" phenomena.)

The thought of lightning -- nature's static
electric powerhouse -- caused John's tired mind to skip to one of
the pleasant surprises he'd had on returning to Kansas City. That
time didn't "count for much" when traveling between the worlds. As
this world measured time, being in the "other reality" for many
months had used up but a single day.

Suddenly, John's blood was singing!

Remembering that he didn't want to disturb
Paul, John leaned forward to "ground" his elbows on his battered
desk. Steadied himself by resting his chin in his hands.

Though John hadn't thought about it until
this very moment, finding a way to travel to another, "timeless"
world fulfilled the dream of the Spanish explorer, Ponce de Leon.
By being able to travel to a "zero-time" world, wasn't it the case
that John had discovered the elusive Fountain of Youth? Or to put
it another way, given the time dislocation between worlds, wasn't
John now in a position to live -- effectively -- forever!?

If he played it right, John could teach here
at Hill Top College during the week -- enjoy the luxuries of this
world -- then "static himself" into the other world to "rough it"
for months and months, returning to this world to find that those
months had cost him only a day or two of life in this world.
Repeating this pattern, John could extend his life experience by
several hundred years compared to the lives of "one-worlders."

There were dangers in the other reality, of
course: getting "drunk" with crystal-power; succumbing to
crystal-sickness -- the desire to stare at those fascinating,
shifting images in Zwicia's, larger crystal.

In other ways, however, the "danger
differential" was pretty much a wash. Here, you caught diseases,
most of them curable with antibiotics. There, you didn't catch
germs at all. The reason? Healing magic in the light (the same,
daytime magic that made it possible for anyone, by concentration,
to light the cool flame of a fire stone torch or to think fire
stones into heat for cooking.)

Language was no problem in a world where
magic in the daylight automatically translated all languages. After
down-light (when most people could only understand the language of
their native band) you went to bed, anyway.

Now that John knew the style of clothing worn
there, he'd have no problem with that.

As for transportation, he could borrow the
static electric generator again.

No. Not ... really ......

True, he'd had no trouble using the power of
the Van de Graaff to get to the other world. The problem, as
before, was getting home, John reluctant to rely on magic to do the
trick a second time.

Trying to calm down, John listened for a
moment to Paul shuffling papers on the adjoining desk.

John glanced at his watch. "About time for
class, Paul."

"Right."

And Paul was up, John following him into the
hall where the big man "blazed" a trail through milling, class
changing students.

Thinking about a possible return to
Stil-de-grain, John looked around him with "new eyes." Was this the
"reality" John wanted? Teaching reluctant students? Wasn't there
something to be said for living history, making history, as opposed
to reporting the triumphs and tragedies of others?

Continuing to think about playing the "two
world" game, John discovered that something was still nagging at
him about Jiles' photographic equipment: the camera items of the
other day. Could photography be used in some way to help John in
the other reality?

As John turned into his classroom, additional
ideas were coming to him. For instance, before journeying to the
other world, a trip to a jewelry store was a must!

And there was something else John had just
remembered! Perhaps the "key" to the other world "lock." John
smiled. The keeper of the key? Who else but Jason Fredericks!

No need to rush, though. If this "two
reality" strategy worked out like it might, John had ...... all the
time in the world!

 


* * * * *

 


Through a short lobby adorned with a single,
artificial, potted palm, John emerged into a larger room that
smelled of ... dust, paint, old canvas, hot lights, rancid make-up,
and mildew.

Antique spotlights decorated the room's
ceiling, a scratched display case containing fancy old playbills
dominating the room.

"May I help you?" said a quiet speaking,
middle-aged man behind the case.

"You have costumes for rent?"

"In the back. And what would you be looking
for, sir?"

"Tunics."

"Tunics? Doing some Shakespeare, are we?" The
man smiled widely.

"No." The smile faded ... slightly.

"This way, please."

Tagging along, John was led, first right,
then left through a hall that took them to "the back" -- which
turned out to be an unpainted, concrete barn-of-a-space featuring
row after musty row of clothes racks crowded with costumes on wire
hangers. Along the walls were beat-up metal shelves holding hats,
gloves, muffs, scarves, canes, costume jewelry, and shoes.

Following the man as he threaded his way
through racks and more racks, they came to a clothing stand at
room's end holding robes plus brown, black, and white tunics.

If John had been worried about finding
clothing that would look right in the other world, he could rest
easy. A bit of gold striping stitched down the front of any of
these outfits would do.

John picked a brown tunic off a hanger,
measuring it for size against his body. "How much to rent this one?
For a week?"

"Twenty dollars. That includes the dry
clearing fee on its return."

Not bad. "OK. I'll take it."

Which didn't mean John was committed to a
second trip to Stil-de-grain, he reminded himself.

"Footwear?"

John was glad the man had mentioned that.
"What do you have?"

The man padded off to one of the wall
shelves. Turned to look at John's feet with an appraising eye.
"Size 10?"

"Just about."

Turning, the man pulled down half boots from
the back of the shelf, boots that were remarkably like the heavy
leather, work boots worn in Stil-de-grain. "How much for a
week?"

"Twenty dollars."

Figured.

At the front counter again, the man filled
out the rental form. "If I may see your tax-free slip ...?"

"I don't have one."

"You're not representing a not-for-profit
theater group, then?" Plainly, the man was puzzled about John's
intentions.

"No."

"A commercial dinner theater?" The man was
all smiles once more. Legitimate theater was his life.

"Sorry. This is for ... sort of ... a dress
up ... costume party."

"Really? Around Halloween, people come in
here in simply droves. The women all want to be Queen Elizabeth. Or
Cleopatra. Or something equally tacky. One year, would you believe,
the Henry Kissinger mask was popular." The man sighed at having to
serve philistines.

"This is more of a private party for a
friend."

"We also have leather ... costumes."

No sign of John being interested, the man
sighed again. "I'm sorry. But since only theater people rent
costumes at this time of year, I'd assumed ... What I mean is, I'll
have to charge you tax in addition to the forty dollars."

"OK." And that was that.

 


* * * * *

 


"Would you be looking for a 10 karat piece?
Fifteen? Or our best 24 karat chains?" On a clear plastic display
stand on top the jeweler's counter, were enough gold chains to
weigh down Mr. T. Regular chains. Twisted chains. Chains that
looked and moved like golden serpents.

If you wanted to buy gold in some form other
than coins, a jewelry store was your best bet.

The last time John was in the other world, he
had no money -- less of a problem after John had hooked up with
Golden, Golden turning out to be as rich as his name. This time --
assuming John actually went back -- John wanted to take something
with him that he'd have no trouble turning into the coin of the
realm, gold his best bet.

"What I'm looking for is pure gold."

"That would be your 24 karat chain, then.
Nothing like the weight and feel of pure gold."

Knowing John's preference, the jeweler
selected several chains of varying length, taking them off
rectangular display cards, trailing each one on a dark blue, velvet
pad.

"How much is this one?" John asked, pointing
at the shortest and simplest chain. John was buying gold for
something other than looks, after all.

"Three hundred dollars." John tried to
suppress a non-jewelry buyer's gasp.

"And the others?"

"Somewhat more."

"It's a present for a friend," John lied
smoothly. "If, for some reason, my friend doesn't like it, I could
bring it back?"

"Naturally, sir. We have a ten day, full
refund policy."

Ten days should do it. Plenty of time to
decide whether or not to tempt fate by making another, otherworldly
trip.

Even with a ten day grace period to get
himself out of financial trouble if need be, John had to make a
hasty calculation of his dwindling funds before he decided it was
safe to write the check.

The check accepted, John had another
question. "You also do jewelry repair?"

"Certainly. This is hardly K-mart."

"Would it be possible to solder something on
an iron chain?"

"Might I suggest ... a welder for such a ...
purpose?" John had truly hurt the man's sensibilities.

"No. I have in mind, something in the jewelry
field. Something that would take ... delicate work. The kind only a
jeweler could do."

"That would be no problem, then," the man
said, somewhat mollified

 


* * * * *

 


"Again? So soon?" This time, John had tracked
the physics prof. to his office, John standing just inside the
door.

"As I think I said, I didn't have time for
the experiments. Had to get the machine back to you like I
promised."

"A day late," John noting that, if you ever
wanted something forgotten, Fredericks wasn't your man.

"This time, instead of borrowing the Van de
Graaff, how about loaning me the hand-cranked generator? Unless
it's in use."

"Don't use it at all. No need to."

"Can you develop the same power with the
older model that you can with the electric one?"

"Just a matter of elbow grease."

"Then would be all right if I borrowed it for
a longer period?"

"Don't see why not."

 


* * * * *

 


Leaving two more trips for later in the week;
one to a camera store, John finally figuring out what had so
intrigued him about Jiles' camera accessories; another to the
discount store for a costume jewelry chain. Plus a return trip to
the jeweler.

After that, the weekend approaching, it was
time to have a long, rational talk with himself about the pros and
cons of taking another trip ... to never-never land!
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Zwicia grunted. Always, as she stroked the
violet crystal, there was pain. Yet she moved her fingers lovingly
over the purple surface until the crystal began to turn to
gray.

Were the pictures forming? So soon?

No.

In the disk-as-mirror, she was seeing her
wrinkled self. Withered face, hands like the talons of an eagle.
Hair, thin and gray, and fluttering above her head.

She was in her room in this cold, stone keep.
Alone. Sitting on her chair beside her narrow bed, her crystal flat
on the rough table before her.

As she watched, the crystal cleared so that
she saw, not her reflection from its surface, but down into the
disk. She looked, as a watcher from a bank sees bright, quick fish
through calm, translucent water.

What? What, this time?

Though stiff with age, her fingers seemed
young again as they slid across the surface, then around the edges
of the glass, so that, looking past her fingertips, she beheld the
shifting images within the disk's center.

Pictures. Deeper. Clearer.

Yes! She saw again -- what she often saw at
first -- the melting center of the world, luminous with heat, its
light so blinding she mumbled a charm against the burning.

On black ledges stood the men of old. The
Founders.

Magic shields sheltered them from the heat,
their heads within hollow balls of radiant glass. They used ...
machines ... to heat the earth's core below until the rock, flaring
hot, was melted! Until the heart-stones of the world were liquid
fire! Until rock rivers pooled to form the liquid, golden yoke of
Eolia, mother-earth!

Though, this time, the disk did not show the
world from outside itself, Zwicia had seen that in the past.
Watched the Founders from afar as they flew to this world in their
hawk-machines. Had seen them descend through the mouths and cramped
cave corridors to stand on ledges, from which they heated up the
core far below until the rock was flaming -- white hot --
molten.

This was a vision of Zwicia's world at its
borning. She was sure.

After the suited men had fired the igneous
middle -- they withdrew, jumping from the black ledges to float ...
up.

Zwicia could see the vast, hollow mountain
around them, its peak rising over the world's middle. See the
Founders put in place the vitreous ball at the mountain's summit
(like a jeweler sets a gem stone into the high pronged mounting of
a ring.) Use their magic to start the crystal's slow rotation.

This languid, turning ball was the orb, its
revolution encompassing a single day and night.

Starting the day, like an eye opening, the
crystal cast its light upon the sky-dome edge, the reflection of
the crystal's rays shining down as rings of colors -- at the edge,
red. Inward: orange, yellow, green, blue with violet above the
hollow mountain of the eye.

On turned the slowly wheeling crystal-sphere
until it was full day, after which, its dark, nether hemisphere
began to rotate up.

Steady as the advance of death, the eye was
closing, the blackness spreading to the dome above, the dark rays
putting out the light, of Hyet, father sky.

Until night fell everywhere upon the
land.

Though endlessly and forever fascinating, she
had seen it all before. The men. The center of molten, mother
earth. The crystal eye of day and night. The shell of encompassing
father sky with its colored bands.

What did it mean? She did not know, except
that she was certain this was her world.

Still looking into the darkening crystal's
depth, she saw a shift of image ... saw ... the cave.

That, she had also witnessed. The cave and
the long, long tunnel leading to the cave. Where? Did she remember
the tunnel mouth as being in the band of Malachite? In the
mountains on the up-light side?

The picture quavering like calm water stirred
with fingertips, she was in another place. A place of stony walls
and soldiers and the ... girl. The present place.

All were striving to bring back the Mage --
who, though mighty, was no Mage.

Zwicia concentrated, attempting to see if the
man would come again. Tried to tease a vision of the future as she
sometimes could -- a difficult and dangerous thing to do.

Others, desiring a glimpse of their own
afterwards, paid Zwicia silvers to show the path ahead. But it was
not wise. In the future, everyone was old. In the future, everyone
was dead.

No one wanted to be old and dead.

Yet now, she tried to see ahead. A little
ways. Though it made her tremble!

Mumbling a chant to protect her from the full
might of the crystal's power, the Weird concentrated .....

There!

A pale glow. Always that glow when seeing
forward, like the bright haze upon the ground at up-light; like
seeing through a shining mist of waterfalls.

Peering within the fog-bright of the disk,
what did she see? Faint. ... Faint. .......

Was it a ... machine? Was it a machine,
coming to this very place? A strangeness she had never seen
before.

Carried by someone she could not see; because
he was in shadow.

Still carrying his machine, he turned, Zwicia
recognizing the Mage -- who was no Mage.

Zwicia looked closer, mumbling the chant
louder against the evil of foreknowledge.

Yes. It was the man.

In a room, she thought, in this rocky ...
bastion.

Alone.

The man was all alone.

With his machine.

Looking ... here ... and there ... a smile
upon his face.

Suddenly, the disk turned dark.

Zwicia was afraid! Afraid of being in the
dark, the dark caused by the combined sorcery of Crystal-Mages!

Calming herself with the knowledge that this
was not the real time, she wondered where she was? ... In a band?
In the ... dark of Azare's band?

Azare, blue in the long ago, now kept dark
with crystal-magic. Dark with Evil!

Ahead ... she sensed ... people. She sensed
... white.

She did not so much see the people as know
that they were there, so many hearts, beating to one purpose.

Digging ... digging in the ground. Deeper.
Deeper. Deep. Deep. Deep. Deep. Deep. Deep. .........

With a straining of the will, Zwicia wrenched
herself free from that crystal-trap. Returned from spinning down
and down, like the people digging in the pit. Deeper. Deeper
.....

Above all, she must be on her guard against
the crystal's traps, mind-loops that could spin the watcher around
and down a dizzying vortex to an enchanted place were, even a
Weird, could not escape.

This time, she quickly dragged herself from
the sucking snare before it was too late.

Quaking, as from a height, she saw herself
cowering in the dark of a future time.

Of a sudden, rays of light pierced the black
of a blinded night! One. Two rays shot toward her, but high above
the tops of trees that, now that she could see them, were all
about.

Forked shafts of jagged white arched down,
crackling as they hit the ground. Nearer. NEARER!! Crashing!
Crashing as the flares of light fell near!

Fell to strike ... the trees ... gray trees,
black, withered trees, trees with no leaves or life. A ghost forest
surrounded her, the jagged spears striking its old, dead trees, the
trees splitting, the shattered trunks striking the ground with deep
report; dead limbs cracking off as the half-trunks buried
themselves into soft, black earth.

Zwicia was afraid!

Muttering her most sacred chant, she bent to
the disk, seeing ... others ... with her on the path.

Did she see the Mage who was no Mage? And the
... girl?

Lxlop!

She saw the deadly creatures all around her!
.......

Without warning, they were gone. She was
safe.

Beyond the dark, did she see ... light? A
sliver beam of vertical light above the dead trees? Light ... from
the pit .....?

She was unsure.

There was a noise. Beside her in the room. In
the present. A noise that was the sound of her name spoken.

"Zwicia."

Too far away. Too far away to drown out the
crystal-images that she saw.

"Zwicia."

Again, the noise.

There was another visualization, now. Growing
in the disk.

The glow was gone. The future glow ....

She was seeing, once again, the distant
past.

Somehow, she knew this. That it was ... long
ago.

Underground. She was underground again,
floating in a cored-out mountain. Below ground where the Founders
had heated up the inner earth until it glowed with light and
power.

Plummeting from holes above ... she saw ...
water.

Water, earth-heat at the center quickly
boiling it to steam, the steam rising. Rising. Rising. Rising.
Rising .....

Rising ....

Zwicia was weary. Weary with breaking out of
crystal-traps.

And still the pictures came, a steam cloud
boiling up to find its way into the light through high peak
slit-holes. Hissing! Bubbling! Steaming!, the blistering, white
cloud condensed to scorching water drops to collect along a narrow
mountain ridge, the drops splashing down to become a stone-ribbed
rill.

Frothing down the mountainside to join other,
boiling streamlets.

Farther down, the rivulet bubbling over high
peak falls, the water cooled. Enough that, presently, the creek
could sustain life. Had within it, fish. Fish. Swimming.

Flowing more quietly through the foothills,
sleepy insects buzzed above the stream, the stream's bank busy with
grass and yellow flowers.

Here and there were willows, their sad,
supple, light green branches waving to the ground.

Joined by other brooks, the cooling stream
formed, finally, into a tributary. Narrow first, and swift.

Which, presently, fed by other runnels, grew
into a river broad and deep, its course lined with high plains'
trees. Oaks. Elms. The mighty cottonwood.

Meandering through the plain, the wide water
approached the delta ridge (on the sea, called the Leech) where all
waters end, the sluggish flood draining into a far-flung sinkhole
in the ground; there, to slide down dark and silent cavern floors.
Draining lower, ever lower until cascading into the fiery center of
the world, there to be hissed to steam again, ascending to condense
into hot rain.

Forever and forever.

"Zwicia."

Again, the sound. The sound of Zwicia's
name.

Louder, now that Zwicia was so tired.

The crystal-image shifted.

There was the Mage who was no Mage.

There was a ... dagger.

No!

Zwicia must give warning!

No! No! No! No! No!

The knife was ... struck .........

"Zwicia."

Exhausted, the Weird lost concentration, her
aching fingers old and stiff and clawed, the disk turned opaque
again, the pictures ... gone.

"Zwicia."

It was the girl, Platinia. Beside Zwicia in
Zwicia's room.

"Zwicia here," the Weird grunted, the Weird
still half-asleep. Dreaming ... with the crystal's help. Chanting
to avoid the crystal-power. To keep from being snared by
crystal-traps.

"Zwicia, do not be afraid."

It was the girl.

"Zwicia see future."

"What did you see?" the girl asked,
timidly.

"No fear for you," Zwicia said, pointing a
fleshless finger at the disk, using her other hand to wipe sweat
and limp wet hair from her wrinkled face. "No fear for you."

The girl was relieved.

"The Mage who not Mage, come."

"What? I can't ... understand," the girl said
in her baby voice.

"The Mage who not Mage, come."

"The Mage?"

"The no Mage."

Suddenly, remembering, Zwicia screamed again,
the girl crying out as well, drawing back, the girl's hands
covering her frightened mouth. "The Mage," said Zwicia, trying to
explain. "A knife...!"

The Weird able to say no more, the girl
helped her to bed.
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In the dark, wearing the rented tunic, which
was nothing but a simple shift with the addition of a yellow strip
he'd stitched on himself, John stood before the pie-shaped door
that led to the under-the-stairs passageway to the other world.
Beside him on the hall floor, was the old, hand-cranked static
electric generator. Late last night (after he'd dragged the
cardboard boxes out of that storage space and stacked them in his
den) he'd tried cranking the antique machine. Worked up a sweat
doing it. But found he could make the instrument put out the kind
of static he needed for the crossover.

Before shoving the generator into the black
space and revving it up, though, John wanted to make sure he had
everything with him that he would need in the other reality.

John had the iron "discount store" chain
around his neck, the steel-ringed, amber lens filter he'd purchased
from the camera store soldered to it. While the "gem" didn't look
exactly like the yellow Mage-crystal of Stil-de-grain, it should
resemble it enough to fool most people. (Although John hadn't
understood his fascination with Jiles' camera equipment that day in
the office, it was the yellow filter's resemblance to the Mage disk
that had "clicked" in his mind.)

Positive that the last thing John wanted on
this trip was to have anything to do with the dangerous, genuine
crystal, he thought he might be able to put a counterfeit disk to
use. What gave him influence in the other land, after all, was
possessing a Mage's crystal, any metal-ringed piece of yellow glass
about his neck good enough to fool the simple souls who lived
there. After all, he'd been there for months -- accorded every
privilege of a Mage -- before he'd learned how to use the real
crystal. (It had also occurred to him that it might be unwise to
flaunt the fake "medallion." Seeing the wisdom of concealing the
"gem" until he wished it to be seen, he'd tucked the yellow lens
filter inside his tunic top.)

First thinking about hiding the gold in one
of his boots, but deciding he was more likely to lose his boots
than his tunic, John opening a seam in the bottom of the rental
tunic and worked the gold chain into the tunic's hem, stitching
shut the opening.

Speaking of the tunic, he'd been delighted to
find that the costume people had sewed in a couple of pockets. Very
un-Stil-de-grain, but useful to a man unaccustomed to carrying
small necessities in belt-pouches.

He had on the rented boots -- less soft, less
comfortable that the ones he'd owned on the other side -- but
serviceable.

The necessities taken care of, he'd put a lot
of thought into what else he wanted to take along.

A small, .22 semi-automatic?

No.

He'd decided against that for personal
reasons. He'd never forgive himself if, in a moment of panic, he
shot one of those, helpless, medieval types. ... Not helpless, he
had to remind himself; just harmless compared to someone from a
more technically advanced civilization.

It also struck him as unwise to take
something with him that was clearly from another world. A
flashlight, for instance. A compass. Binoculars. A jackknife.

He had allowed himself one, modern advantage,
however -- something less modern than unavailable in the other
world.

Fire.

Nestling in his right, tunic pocket was a
brown cylinder of liquid butane, John considering the lighter to be
his "ace in the hole." Should he need extraordinary "magic" to get
out of trouble, real fire would trump the other world's magic-cool
flames. (What he'd say if someone saw the device and questioned him
about it, he didn't know, John trusting the small size of the
lighter to make it inconspicuous.)

The question still nagging him was whether or
not he was making this return trip for the right reasons?

To extend his life by going where time was an
irrelevancy?

To gain the undeserved respect he got as
Pfnaravin, Crystal-Mage?

Hardly admirable reasons.

Was he making the trip to satisfy his
curiosity about the outcome of the actions he'd set in motion when
in the other reality?

Or did he intend, like the last time, to help
the forces of good -- assuming they still needed his help --
against the followers of the evil Mage-King of Azare?

Might it even be that, in his loneliness, he
wanted to see some of his old "friends": Platinia, Golden, Coluth,
Zwicia -- none of them really his friends, though he'd come to care
for them.

Or could it be something as simple as
restlessness? Boredom? The feeling of rootlessness he'd had since
his parents' death?

Whatever the reason -- he was going.

Deciding on the trip yesterday, he'd worked
out the details, first and most important, what to do with Cream.
If this journey went like the last one -- months spent there, only
a day going by here, all he had to do was leave his cat plenty of
dry cat food, a bowl of water, and fresh clay in her litter pan,
Cream, like any cat, needing her human at feeding time. Her bodily
requirements satisfied, she might not even notice he was gone.

In the end, though, guarding against an
emergency, John had taken Cream to an animal boarding outfit,
paying in advance for a week of care (which would constitute maybe
two years of Stil-de-grain time. If John hadn't returned in a week,
the animal care people were to call Paul Hamilton, asking Paul to
find a good home for Cream. John hated to do that to Paul, (though
the possibility of Paul getting drawn into this was remote), John
not consulting Paul because his colleague had his own problems at
the moment. (It was also the case that Paul was dead set against
John having anything to do with the other world -- John's
determination to return to Stil-de-grain sure to come out if Paul
discovered John was boarding Cream.)

In the end, without talking to anyone, John
had taken a highly indignant Cream to the "animal farm."

Only one detail left. How to make certain the
old, hand-operated, static electric generator went with him to
Stil-de-grain, John solving that difficulty by passing a length of
rope under his belt, then through a slot in the machine's base --
tying the rope ends. Since his clothing had gone through with him
the last time, the generator would, too.

Above all, was John's desire not to get
stranded there, a risk he'd minimize by staying only a short while
-- then getting back out. A sensible scheme if anything about a
journey to another world could be called sensible!

It was dark outside. Cold and dark.

Was this another motive for going to
Stil-de-grain, a band that, though foggy at dawn and dusk and rainy
every night, was pleasantly warm during the day? Did it all come
down to John needing a vacation under a golden sky?

Just one more example of the less than
adequate reasons John had for returning to what he'd thought -- the
first time he'd gone there -- to be a dangerous place for a modern
man. A place that had turned out to be less threatening than he'd
believed. Completely safe, given his hand-cranked generator.
Nothing like being able to return to the good old USA at a moment's
notice!

He'd stalled long enough.

Squatting down, John picked up the machine --
this hand-cranked model weighing less than the electrically driven
Van de Graaff -- another plus.

Setting the generator on the floor in front
of the wedge-shaped hole, John used his foot to scoot the machine
into the space before getting down on his hands and knees to crawl
into the cramped, black area, John continuing to push the generator
ahead of him until they were both inside.

Sitting back, his head under the tallest
place of the steeply sloping "roof," John pulled the dynamo to
him.

First snubbing up on the rope, he felt for
the mechanism's handle; began grinding the electrostatic machine's
crank, the contraption's flat, vertical, plastic disks hissing as
they slid past each other, offering considerable resistance at
first, then slipping more easily as they picked up speed, the disks
emitting a sizzling sound as the apparatus' gears rotated at ever
increasing speed.

Yes!

John could feel the static on his body start
to build! Slower than with the electric model, but fast enough.

Ignoring the strain the cramped position put
on his cranking arm, disregarding the sweat popping out on his
forehead, setting his teeth, John turned the handle faster still,
John feeling his hair began to rise.

Faster. Faster! ........ Now!

Fully charged, no longer needing to turn the
handle, John released the crank, the generator whining down, John
elbowing his way further into the hole.

Impossibly, farther ... until ... like the
last time, he had the sensation of falling
......................

 


* * * * *

 


John awoke with the same, stunned sensation
he'd had on the first trip, to find himself in the tower room in
what he now knew was Hero Castle -- the room built over the spot
where the Hero (whoever he had been) was supposed to have left in
the distant past to enter John's world.

Rising shakily, John found himself standing
on the wet floor of that circular room, the space constructed of
large, curving, age-darkened stones, the golden light of
Stil-de-grain shining through a squared off hole in the two story,
stone-slab roof. About the hole, John had certain knowledge. In
order to produce the piezo effect of static electricity, Melcor,
had caused an earthquake, the temblor shaking the roof, large slabs
hurtling down to crush the unfortunate Stil-de-grain Mage.
.....

John was still thinking
fuzzily. Was conscious of feeling ... airy ... a response he'd also
experienced the first time he'd come through. ..... He felt ...
strong. Because he was. Conditioned to earth's gravity, John was
more powerful in Stil-de-grain than its weak gravity
natives.

Above all, John experienced ...
disorientation.

Sensing nothing in his hands, John glanced
down fearfully ... to find he was still holding what was now an
ultra light generator. He hadn't lost his ticket home!

Around him was the familiar, circular tower,
wedge-shaped recesses built into the ten-foot thick walls,
depressions that allowed defending archers access to cross-shaped
arrow slits.

The only furnishing in the turret was a
limestone slab table, stone benches paralleling it.

The floor was, if anything, slimier than when
he'd been here last, its stones appliqued with patches of
gray-green moss, the tower smelling even more musty than he
remembered.

No sign in the ageless, upper room of how
many days ... weeks .... months ........ years .... had passed here
compared to the time John had spent in his own world.

As John glanced around the room, the
super-light static electric device still in his arms, he realized
he'd been smiling -- both from the knowledge of the complete
success of his trip and from the tower's familiar look.

Back to reality.

For now, he had to locate a hiding place for
the generator, an out-of-the-way spot where no one was likely to
come across it, somewhere to put it until he had time to stash it
in a more secure hiding place. ......................

Under the stone table -- a too obvious choice
but the only one. (That this room was seldom used, was the
machine's best defense.)

Walking to the left, careful not to slip on
the scummy floor, John bent over to set the generator down; stooped
to untie the rope; used his foot to slide both rope and machine
under the table as far as he could.

Straightening up, stepping back, looking,
John was satisfied for now, the generator practically
invisible.

John had a recognizably uncomfortable feeling
-- cold knees. Followed by the irrational desire to pull the
knee-length tunic down over his legs. For someone from a
pants-preferring world, drafty tunics took some getting used
to.

Now that he thought about it, his bare
shoulders were cold, as well.

His mind functioning well enough, he was
ready to leave this tower room through the curving hall -- the
room's only exit -- after that lope down the castle's twisting
stone stairs to the lower floor.

Perhaps, to find Platinia?

One more glance about the room and John was
off, his boots slipping on the mossy floor before scuffling over
dryer hall-stones, John tap dancing down the first of many, slab
stairs, his heavy boots as light as ballet slippers in this band's,
weak gravity.

"Tripping" down short flights of irregular
steps, every hand-built corridor and stairway of the castle less
than "true," John wasn't surprised that the castle's byways
continued to confuse him. On the positive side, John reasoned that,
if he chose the twists and turns that took him down, he'd reach the
first floor where he knew his way around. On first, he could locate
the great room with its raised "harvest" table, high round,
windows, and vaulted ceiling, a room replete with tapestries
bleached by age into a uniform ivory, the wall coverings originally
embroidered with colorful, imaginary animals and ill-clad,
primitively-armed knights. If the Hero had gone to John's world and
returned to teach his people this kind of "castle-culture" (as the
natives believed) he had to have visited John's world in the early
Middle Ages. Leaving open the question of how the Hero, landing in
the center of North America among primitive, plains Indian's, got
to Medieval Europe. Then back again? Just another enigma of
world-to-world travel.

Nearing what had to be the first floor, John
whipped around a turn to find himself on a landing just as a man
coming up stepped on the riser. A soldier, by the look of his
uniform, the officer seeming less surprised to discover John going
down than John was to find him coming up!

"Slavey," said the short, dark-haired man
calmly, "What is your name?"

"John."

"An odd name, but probably common in
Stil-de-grain."

A soldier? In Hero Castle? A short, dark man,
dressed ... in a short, green striped army tunic.

Though John's mind was still somewhat
disoriented, seeing a military man in Hero Castle registered a
warning! Ignorant of much of this world's culture, John knew this
"green-striped" man for what he was: a fighter of the Malachite
Army.

Malachites in Stil-de-grain? When John was
here last, Malachite had been the enemy.

Could it be that the allegiances in this
world had shifted?

Possibly.

Twentieth-Century coalitions had certainly
flip-flopped in crazy ways in John's world!

On the other hand, this man could be a member
of occupying forces, Hero Castle forfeit for Stil-de-grain's loss
of the war.

Whatever the truth, the situation advised
caution.

"You are a castle slavey?" Narrow-eyed and
swarthy, the soldier was used to having his questions answered.

"Yes." Lying came naturally when your life
was at stake.

"I'm looking for my company Head. A man with
one arm. Have you seen him?"

"No, sir."

"If you do, tell him that Zoner looks for
him."

"I will, master," John mumbled, hanging his
head as he'd seen servants of the castle do in his own
presence.

"Go on about your business, then."

"Yes, master."

The order given and received, the two of them
continued past each other, the young soldier going up, apparently
searching for his commanding officer, John continuing to descend --
but more warily.

Another turn and down another, short flight
of stairs, this time with wider steps and ... John was at the
bottom, emerging at one end of a hall he recognized: the front
corridor that led into the dining room.

His meeting with the soldier making him
cautious, John slunk through the shadowed, cloth-draped corridor,
flattening himself against one wall until he reached the thick
stone buttress beyond which, lay the dining hall.

Coming up behind the arch support, pressing
himself against the pitted, cold-stone pillar, using one eye (and
little of that) John peered around the edge of the columned
entranceway. Seeing ... the dining room with its central hearth,
iron framework over it hung with pots.

Beyond the fire stone cooking area was the
familiar raised trestle table at the far end of the large room.

Other than these "built-in" objects -- except
for a few wooden chairs here and there against the room's walls --
the room was empty. Clearly, it was too early for the evening meal,
the steep slant of light rays coming through the second story,
windows verifying the time.

Still hiding behind the entrance arch, John
looked the room over more carefully. Saw the faded tapestries
covering its walls.

Raising his eyes, John noticed that flags had
been added to the room's decor, their staffs placed in evenly
spaced holders around the large, rectangular hall, the pointed
banners ... green.

A solid, glowing green. The color of the
sky-band of Malachite!

Staring into the gloom that obscured the
timber roof trusses, he noticed something else that hadn't been
there before. A rectangular object, a chain suspending it at a
story and a half.

A ... cage?

Whatever it was up there, it had bars; was a
bulky enclosure like a tiger cage in an old-time carnival.

Was something or someone in the barred
structure?

Concentrating on the object above, John
failed to pick up the sound of rhythmic footsteps, John with barely
enough time to duck back behind the arch-flange as a squad of
marching men tramped into the dining hall from the opposite side.
Dark-haired soldiers in green striped tunics. Malachites!

Following the soldiers were white robed ...
priests. At least they looked to John like they might be priests.
...... Smelled like it too, the odor of musk permeating the damp
air.

Had he seen men of religion dressed like that
in the streets of Bice? Smelled that dark, thick scent as they
glided past? Maybe.

Risking another peek, even as far away as he
was, John recognized the soldier John had run into on the stair
landing.

Leading the troopers was an older soldier --
broad green sash angled across his chest. Their officer. Seamed
face. Scarred right cheek. Short, gray hair.

Something about him ....

Yes.

This was the Head the young soldier had been
seeking. Described to John as having but a single arm.

What the soldier meant was that the Head had
the use of only one arm, the commander's right arm hanging
unnaturally, apparently paralyzed.

"Halt," ordered the Head, the rough sound of
his voice echoing from the walls so that it was clearly
understandable at John's distance. "Take him down," two men
quick-stepping to the lower end of the ceiling chain, after a
lock-click, lowered the heavy barred box, the resistance of the
square, age-darkened beam helping to keep the heavy object from
crashing to the floor.

Swinging a little as it came down, the ribbed
block's metal bottom finally scraped onto the flagstone floor.

Getting a better look at the box now that it
was at ground level, John could see it was, indeed, a cage and that
there was a man inside. An old man, by the look of his gray hair,
sitting in the center of the cramped enclosure.

Everyone's attention on the over-built pen,
John chanced a longer look around the arch.

Why was a helpless old fellow like that in
confinement? Nor did it make sense that the coop had been hoisted
off the floor to swing in the middle of the air.

Like everyone else was doing, John now stared
at the captive. .....

Did John remember seeing that man before?
..........

Wasn't that the man in John's house!? The man
who was backing under John's stairs the night of the lightning
strike?

Looking past the soldiers, John saw the
approach of a table-like machine, pushed in on a wood-wheeled
platform, castle slaveys squealing the device into the room.

A rack! like the late King, Yarro, had in his
dungeon. Except that this "improved" model was mounted on wheels as
a way of exporting torture.

John took another look; pulled his head back
quickly.

Accompanying the infernal instrument was ....
a bear? Wearing a white, long-sleeved robe? A trained chimpanzee
topped by a silly hat?

A man, John decided, the guy's head
completely devoid of hair ... including ... though John was too far
away to be sure ... eyebrows and lashes? In the place of hair, the
man's head had been painted with horizontal bands of color.

John risked another look, seeing that the
strangely painted man had something strapped to the lower front of
him, something that flopped as he walked.

Could this be a ... clown?

No.

The strangely shaved and painted person
seemed to be the chief of the robed priests, the man?? coming to a
halt in front of them.

The rack, with its squealing wheels, stopped,
John saw the slaveys retreating as the chief priest minced over to
stand beside the Army Head, the strangely decorated priest's head
bobbing about as if attached to a weak spring.

"May I be the one, sir?" the odd looking
creature said in a whispered hiss that nonetheless slithered around
the rough, stone walls to where John was hiding.

Ignoring the priest, the Army Head waved a
hand at the cage, a soldier stepping smartly to the cage door,
bending, unlocking the door, swinging it out.

"Come out," the Head commanded, the old
fellow failing to respond, instead, collapsing on the floor of his
cage.

"You and you," the Head indicated two
soldiers, "bring him out."

Obviously reluctant to obey that order, the
soldiers detached themselves from the squad, each bending to enter
the cage to squat beside the recumbent form.

Taking an arm apiece, the soldiers dragged
the fellow out -- the old man dressed in the shirt and pants of
John's world.

More than ever, John thought this must be the
fellow he'd surprised in his house the night of the lightning
strike.

Their job done, the army leader waved the
soldiers back in line, the men saluting, the officer nodding a
return salute, the Head approaching the prisoner. Slowly.

Bending over, the officer's paralyzed hand
flopping awkwardly as it stubbed into the floor, the army leader
put his ear to the supine man's chest. Listened.
..............."This man is dead," the Head announced, his voice
dry, gravely, the soldier standing again.

"Dead?" piped the banded man, his voice
rising to falsetto. "Dead!?"

Unexpectedly, the priest prostrated himself
on the stone floor, arms spread wide, a lament ululating from his
mouth, a keening that rose in pitch and intensity until it shrieked
from the stone room's unforgiving walls.

The other men in robes -- lesser priests? --
taking up the cry, they also threw themselves on the rough floor,
rolling and thrashing like men in spasm.

Ignoring the freakish actions of the
white-robed priests, the commander signaled with four fingers, four
soldiers stepping forward to march to the corpse. Halted, two men
at either end of the body, the soldiers stooped to pick up the dead
man by his hands and feet, the pallbearers slow-marching the corpse
out the back of the room, their booted feet scraping mournfully on
the flagstones.

Meanwhile, the chief priest had risen to jump
about and scream, the other priests mimicking him like men
possessed.

"Quiet!"

A thunder shot in that echo chamber of a
room, the robed men fell silent, their bodies frozen in the
grotesque poses of their bizarre ballet.

"But we must mourn him," hissed the man with
the banded head.

"Then do it quietly."

"It is not fitting. When a Mage dies, he must
be mourned with song and dance."

"Mourned?" the army Head said, sarcastically.
"You were about to stretch his joints until they snapped."

"Still, a Mage is dead, mighty soldier," the
clown said with his sibilant lisp. "More than a Mage. The greatest
Wizard of our, or any other, band -- Pfnaravin."

Pfnaravin? The Mage John had been mistaken
for.

Could the man in the cage actually have been
.....?

No.

Another mistake had been made, errors like
this to be expected in a superstitious era. On the receiving end of
that kind of stupidity, John could appreciate how wrong ideas got
started in this backward place.

More and more, John believed the man in the
cage to be the poor old man John had caught in his house the night
of the storm. Probably the same guy who was hiding in the woods
surrounding John's house, no doubt a transient who'd been checking
to see when John was away from home. Had found a way to get into
the house to keep warm and find something to eat.

It all fit!

Slipping into the house the night of the
storm, making a noise that awoke John, hearing John come down the
stairs, the old fellow had panicked, in an attempt to hide, had
pried open the stairwell door and ducked inside just as the
lightning bolt struck the house, the static from that strike
charging the old man with electricity so that the old guy had
vaulted through to this other reality.

The way people's minds worked here, anyone
appearing from John's world was likely to be thought to be the
missing Mage, Pfnaravin, the assumption they'd made about John when
he'd first come across.

The same thing had apparently happened to
this derelict.

With ... a major difference. That a Malachite
force had captured Hero Castle; may have overrun all of
Stil-de-grain, for all John knew.

Learning that John (Pfnaravin) had gone to
the other world, finding the old man coming back through the
"tunnel," these Malachites had mistaken the man for Pfnaravin
returning to Stil-de-grain, the great Wizard a dangerous enemy of
the current, Malachite regime.

No wonder these Malachites had put the old
fellow in a pen. Hoisted the whole shebang in the middle of the air
where even a Mage couldn't get out and where no one could get him
out. Even caged, they were afraid of Pfnaravin's power!

What it looked like was that they were about
to torture the old guy when he'd done the sensible thing -- dropped
dead.

John heard clanking.

Glancing out at the great hall again, he saw
that the soldiers had unhooked the chain from the top of the cage,
were pulling the slack chain off the high beam; coiling it up as it
came down, the soldiers clattered the iron-whorl up on the
rack.

"Lift the gaol upon the cart," commanded the
officer, the soldiers gathering to put their backs into picking up
the heavy cage, hoisting it beside the pile of chain.

"Detail for labor ... march!" -- a squat of
ten putting their shoulders to the laden platform to push it out of
the room's other side, the ungreased, wooden wheels squealing
loudly under the extra weight of the cage-and-chain, the army
commander and the rest of his men marching out as well.

The soldiers and the rack gone, the priests
resumed their "song and dance," the priests now waving knifes,
daggers that, heretofore, they'd concealed under their robes.

The priests' strange antics fascinating him,
John continued to glance out at them from time to time until, their
shrill voices rising to crescendo, the priests began ... slashing
their own wrists with their knives! John could see spurts of blood,
the men's white robes soon spotted with vermilion!

All bleeding -- including the color banded
chief -- each priest ducked his head to suck blood from his own
wrists. Disgusting!

Putting away their knives at last, tightening
the sleeves around their self-inflicted wounds to stanch the
bleeding, forming a line behind their holy clown, the lot of them
"bunny-hopped" out of the room, exiting in the same direction as
the soldiers.

Leaving the shadowy-cool room in blessed
silence.

The action over, John still curiously numbed
by his transference to this world, he realized he was ... hungry
.... the cooking pots over the fire stones at room center calling
to him.

If he took a pot of "vittles" with him, he
could lose himself in the vastness of the castle; in that way, gain
the time he needed to figure out what had been going on here in his
absence.

That settled, as timid as a deer in a forest
of wolves, John edged out from behind the arch. Had gone but a
single step when a soft sound froze him in place!

Mewing?

Whirling about, John spied a figure hidden by
a floor length tapestry across from the arch that had been John's
refuge.

A ... girl. In her arms, a large, squirming
cat.

A slender girl with black hair and dark,
fearful eyes. Standing rigidly, as if rooted to the spot where
she'd been concealed.

Platinia!
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As she had feared, the Mage,
John-Lyon-Pfnaravin had returned. Platinia could feel his terrible
green eyes stabbing at her back as she led him toward the tower
room. Could he see inside her mind? Was that the reason this Mage
was still alive?

Melcor had not known her plan. When Melcor
was building crystal-power to bring back Pfnaravin, Melcor had not
known that Platinia would bring the ceiling down or he would have
stopped her. Because he could not read her mind, Melcor was
dead!

Though she had tried to kill
John-Lyon-Pfnaravin in the same way, she had failed to do it.
Failed because ... he was holding his white cat. She could not hurt
a cat.

So John-Lyon-Pfnaravin had escaped to the
other world. And, as she had feared, was back again. As terrifying
as ever.

"This place continues to confuse me," said
the Mage at her back. He said that quietly to keep any soldiers who
might be near from hearing.

Though knowing everything (he was Pfnaravin!)
he often talked like that. Like he was lost.

Platinia felt mixed-up all the time.

At one time, she believed she had control ...
at least a little ... of this Mage, John-Lyon-Pfnaravin. By
thinking, she had helped him build his power. At the battle.

"Are you sure we're going to the turret room?
The one I was in when I went to the other world? The one you were
in, too, helping me go?"

"Yes."

You must be careful with a Mage. Even now,
without his magic crystal, the Mage sensed Platinia was misleading
him. Which she was -- taking him up and down and round and round.
To give her time to think. To think of how this Mage could die.

If she failed to find a way to kill him, she
must take him to the room.

She wished to take him anywhere but to the
tower room!

She had been looking for the cat when the
soldiers came into the hall. That was why she was back of the
curtain.

The soldiers and the priests.

Not priests of the god of light, Fulgur. But
priests from Malachite.

After the soldiers and priests had gone, she
was still behind the curtain. With the cat. It was then that
John-Lyon-Pfnaravin had discovered her, making her very much
afraid.

He had gone. Now he had returned!

He had asked for food. She had found him some
and he had eaten. In a pantry off the eating hall.

Poison was a way to die. But she had only
heard of poison. How could she poison someone without poison?

While eating, John-Lyon-Pfnaravin had asked
his questions. Like he always did, his glittery, green eyes boring
into Platinia's mind. (As she, sometimes, could bore into the mind
of others.) She was very much afraid! Afraid that the Mage could
see murder in her mind!

But he did not.

This time, his questions were not about a
"sun" a "moon" or "stars" -- whatever those things were. Nor did he
ask if the world was round or flat. Or other, mysterious questions
of that kind, questions that made no sense. No. This time, his
questions were about the war.

She knew little, but thought that Malachite
was winning. Otherwise, why would there be these soldiers in the
castle of the Hero?

That was what the Mage thought, too.

He wished to know about his crystal. If she
had taken it to the man called Coluth, like she had promised.

What could she say to that? Of course, she
had not done that. Crystals made men into Mages. Made them still
more dangerous. When this Mage had left from the tower room, the
crystal, on its chain, was on the floor where he had stood.

He had told her to take the golden gem to
Coluth, Navy Head. But she had done another thing. Instead, not
wanting to look at that thing of power -- certainly, not to touch
it -- she had left it there. Until she could find a stick.

Finding a stick, she used the stick to pick
up the crystal's chain.

She knew what to do then. Put it in Melcor's
secret hiding place.

The Mage, Melcor, did not know that she knew
of his secret place. But she had watched Melcor slip the wall stone
out and swing it to the side. Watched Melcor consult the magic book
that he kept there in that large space. (Melcor had put her under a
light spell that bound her. But he had forgotten to take away her
mind. Or sight. So she had learned what Melcor thought only he
knew. About the hiding place.)

"Are you sure this is the way? We've been
going up and down stairs a long time."

The Mage could not be fooled much longer. It
was dangerous to lie to Mages. Ever! She would have to take him to
the tower, after all. Since there was no means that she could see
to make him dead, she must do what he commanded or he would hurt
her!

"We are almost there, John-Lyon." She had
remembered that he wanted to be called that name. John-Lyon.

Even after he had become the Mage of
Stil-de-grain -- for his own reasons -- he denied that he was also
the dread sorcerer, Pfnaravin, Crystal-Mage of Malachite.

Who could understand the mind of Mages?

When the soldiers came in the not so long
ago, they had come to catch Pfnaravin. The Army Head had asked the
castle slaveys about Pfnaravin. Why he was not in the castle like
the Head had thought.

Platinia had told the Head that the Mage had
traveled to the other world. But that he would come back soon. That
was what the soldier wished to hear. Platinia always told men what
they wished to hear.

That was when the soldiers built the cage. To
trap Pfnaravin.

After straining to lift the cage up all the
stairs, they had put it on the place where Pfnaravin must come
back. In the tower room.

Platinia had showed them where to put the
cage so that, when the Mage returned, he would return into the
cage, and so, be trapped.

As the Head soldier had wanted, she had tried
to throw her mind into the other world: to beg John-Lyon-Pfnaravin
to come back. Though she could only hope her mind was with the
Mage, she had wished that John-Lyon-Pfnaravin would come back. She
was so sure the soldiers would then kill the Mage! It was the
perfect time to do it since he would return without his
crystal.

Then, everything went wrong. The other man
had come instead. Platinia knew the other man was not Pfnaravin.
But did not tell that to the soldiers. (Platinia only talked to men
when she was forced to do so. Men were dangerous! Men hurt
her!)

The old man in the cage had said he was not
Pfnaravin; but the soldiers did not listen. The chief priest had
wished to torture the old man. The Head soldier had said no. That
first, they would give him time to realize that he must answer
questions. It was then that the Army Head had the old man's cage
raised up into the air. For safekeeping.

But the old man died. From her hiding place
behind the ... tapestry ... she had seen that. Heard the Army Head
say the old man was dead. Saw the soldiers take his body out.

It was after that, after the others left,
that the real Pfnaravin had found her hiding behind the cloth.

Platinia was tired from all this climbing.
Her mind was wandering.

Did the soldiers know that the real Pfnaravin
had returned to Hero Castle? She did not think so.
John-Lyon-Pfnaravin had hidden from the soldiers, as she had been
hiding. They had both seen the old man die.

If Platinia had gotten free from
John-Lyon-Pfnaravin, she would have told the soldiers he was there.
Since Pfnaravin was without his crystal, the soldiers could have
killed him.

But the Mage had stayed with her every
minute. He had gone with her as she got his food. He had kept her
with him while he ate.

And after eating, the Mage had questioned
her. About the crystal.

What could she say? She must tell the truth
to the man with eyes that pierced her mind and body. Eyes the color
of the sky of Malachite. Making chills go through her when he
looked at her and smiled.

So she had told him. But with a little lie.
How the soldiers had come so that she could not take the crystal to
the man, Coluth. Told him she had hidden it instead. Of course, the
soldiers had come much later. A fact she had not told the Mage.

Then, John-Lyon-Pfnaravin, desiring his
crystal, had wanted her to take him to the crystal's hiding
place.

Which meant that he would be safe from her.
Safe from ... everyone. For how could she find a way to kill the
Mage while he wore his crystal!?

Now, her time run out, she led
John-Lyon-Pfnaravin through the curving, upper hall. And finally,
into the tower room beyond.

The floor was wet. Slippery. But that was
always true. There, to the left, was where she had bent Melcor's
magic to make the ceiling fall.

Melcor's body and the stones that crushed him
had all been taken out. In the long ago.

The room smelled ... bad.

"So, you said that Melcor had a hiding place
in here? Where is it?"

"It is in that, wall, John-Lyon." She had no
choice. She had to tell.

"Show me."

Platinia still leading, they crossed over to
the wall.

Bending down, she counted stones from the
bottom. One, two, three. One, two. That was the stone that moved.
That was the stone that, when you put your fingers on its edges,
you could pull it out.

She had seen Melcor do that. Later, when she
had to hide the crystal, she had been surprised how easily that big
stone moved. But only if you pulled straight out.

It looked just like the other stones in the
room's dark walls. Dirty. With black streaks. Sometimes, like the
others, wet with morning or with evening mist.

But that stone was different. When, just like
Melcor, she had pulled on its roughened edges, it had come straight
back. After that, like Melcor, she had moved it to the side, the
space opening in back of it. A large space. A space for the hiding
of the magic book.

She had never learned to read. She did not
know anyone who could. Anyone who was alive. Melcor could read the
book. But he was dead.

Could John-Lyon read the book of magic? He
was a Mage, so maybe he could read.

Would the reading of this book make him more
dangerous? At that terrible thought, she felt sweat start to streak
her forehead!

With both book and crystal, would he be too
powerful for anyone to kill? Using Melcor's own magic, she had
killed Melcor. But Melcor was a lesser Mage.

Now that she thought of it, it was strange
that John-Lyon-Pfnaravin had said nothing of the book ........ But
not as strange as other things that the Mage did.

"Well, if this wall opens, show me how its
done."

She could delay no longer. The Mage was eager
to have his crystal. With his crystal around his neck, would he
hurt her now? Or would he wait and hurt her later? Platinia knew
nothing of the mind of Mages. Only that he would hurt her sometime.
Like before.

Putting her fingers on the edges of the
block, the stone that was two more than three blocks up from the
slippery floor, she pulled.

Again, the block came out. She swung the
block to the side.

"Clever," John-Lyon said.

The tall Mage shouldered past her, now. Was
doing something strange, like he often did. Was using his hands as
if to measure the size of the hidden place.

Was the crystal still there? The yellow
Mage-crystal of Stil-de-grain? Platinia, trying not to look, had
stuck it back into that black space. Had shaken it off the stick so
that it fell back in there.

She had not seen the book. She did not want
to look at a magic book any more than she wished to see a
Mage-crystal. Such things were dangerous.

"For now, Platinia, if you don't mind, I'd
like you to stand out in the hall. To warn me if soldiers are
coming. Would you do that for me?" The Mage spoke differently than
Melcor did. Differently than King Yarro spoke to her. But she was
not fooled. He did not want her to look for soldiers. He wanted her
outside the room when he put the crystal back around his neck.

While his orders were like questions, she
knew she must obey.

"Yes."

"Thank you. I won't be a moment."

The Mage was so ... polite ... that
sometimes, she had been fooled into liking him ... a little
............

She must not be fooled!

Trembling, Platinia left the Mage in the
tower room.

Was there time for her to run and get the
soldiers? Time before the Mage got the crystal around his neck?

No.

All her plans were ruined. She had lost her
chance to kill him. Now, no matter what he ordered her to do, she
must obey. She would look for another chance to make him dead ...
but it would be a long, long time. Again, she was the slavey of
John-Lyon-Pfnaravin. As John-Lyon-Pfnaravin was, again, the
Crystal-Mage of Stil-de-grain.

She had a sudden, horrible thought! Had the
man, Golden, found the green crystal of Pfnaravin that King Yarro
had hidden in Xanthin Palace? If so, would Golden give it to the
Mage?

She shuddered again, sweat running down her
face unnoticed. She did not want to think about a double Mage!
There was too much terror in that thought!

Trying to hide her mind, even from herself,
she waited in the hall. There was nothing else that she could
do.

So, she waited, cold in the damp hall. Cold,
though she wore her long, black robe.

Presently, she heard a sound. It was the
thunk-thunk sound of Mage-boots on the stone floor. He was coming
out.

In a wild hope, Platinia thought that, maybe,
someone else had known of the secret hiding place! That someone
else had stolen the Mage-crystal! That there was still a chance of
killing this John-Lyon-Pfnaravin before he got his power back!

Turning, she saw that he had something in his
hand. A ... paper ....."Did you find ...?"

For an answer, the Mage pulled the yellow
disk from his tunic front. It was on the chain about his neck.

Quickly, Platinia turned her eyes away.
Though the golden crystal had a different look, there was no doubt
it was around his neck.

Thinking about crystal-power, Platinia
trembled so that she could hardly stand. Looking up again, she was
relieved that the Mage had put the crystal back beneath his tunic.
She could think again.

"Are you feeling all right," the Mage asked,
suddenly.

Before she could scream, his hand was on her
face! Touching her cheek! Touching her forehead! "You're sweating.
Do you have a fever?" .....

Desperately, Platinia probed the Mage's mind
........

No.

In his mind, the Mage had no wish to harm her
now. She could feel that. Feel that as she touched his mind with
hers. Instead, he felt ... pity. Why, she did not know.

She also did not know how to answer the
Mage's question. When he asked questions, she almost never knew the
answers. He had asked about a ... fever. She did not know what that
was.

"I ... I ..."

"Don't worry, Platinia. I don't think you've
got a temperature. You're not sick, just frightened." Sick??
Temperature?? "We'll get out of this yet. You're afraid of the
soldiers? Is that is?"

"Yes." That was true. Platinia was also
afraid of them. They were men.

"Melcor had a couple of other things in his
hiding place. A book. And this." He showed her the piece of
paper.

Though the paper frightened her, he made her
look. The page had lines on it. That was all that she could
see.

"It's a map. If I don't miss my guess, more
than a map. An architect's blueprint of Hero Castle." Architect???
Blueprint??? "I don't know a lot about the castle but I do
recognize some of the rooms and the dining hall."

He was looking at the ... map ... now. His
mind was on the map, not on hurting her. And that was good. "Though
I've got to study this a bit more, I think that it shows an
underground tunnel out of here. ... A secret passage underground,"
he added when he thought she failed to understand.

Of course there was a Mage-hole in the
castle. Everyone knew that. Mages had secret ways of travel. Though
she knew little of the world, even she knew that!

True, Melcor had never taken her inside the
castle through his secret hole. But he had one. Maybe more than
one. Everyone knew that about a Mage's castle.

"Platinia." The Mage's eyes were upon her,
making her shrink into herself. "You must tell no one about the
tower hiding place." Though her tongue failed to speak, she nodded.
"I've put a spell on the door so that it's death, even for you, to
open it again." She barely had the strength to nod.

The Mage smiled his loving/evil smile,
knowing she must obey. "You said that Zwicia is still here?" She
had told him that when he had asked before. While he was
eating.

She nodded.

"If this is what I think it is," he said, his
lips smiling under his knifepoint eyes, his finger pointing at the
... blueprint?? "we can get in and out of the castle anytime we
like. Nothing like an ace in the hole to use in an emergency."

Ace in the hole???

When Mages spoke, who knew what they might
mean?
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Platinia knew more about the castle than she
would admit, John decided, as, bound for Zwicia's room, he followed
the girl down the irregular stone steps that led away from the
tower. Knew the byways of the castle quite well (most of which
she'd taken him down, for some reason, when she'd led him to the
tower room.) He wondered if, using her knowledge of the keep, he
might be better off to hide in some out-of-the-way spot in the
castle than to try to escape from it. ......

Decided against that.

He'd already asked Platinia how the war was
going and she didn't know any more about the fate of Stil-de-grain
than he did. To learn what had been going on -- ostensibly his
purpose for coming back to Stil-de-grain -- he had to get out of
the citadel. Find some way to mingle with the band's more
knowledgeable natives.

If the paper he'd found in Melcor's hiding
place was a blueprint of the castle, he should be able to locate
Melcor's "escape" route, a discovery that would not only get John
outside where he could question people about the war, but also give
him his own private entree to the turret room and ... home.

What luck! Platinia knowing where Melcor hid
the book, the hidey-hole proving to be big enough for the static
electric generator. (No sense advertising that he had the device
with him. Which was why he'd sent Platinia from the room while he
retrieved the machine from under the stone table and hid it in the
wall space.)

Clever way to disguise a hiding place. Who
would believe, in a primitive building like this, that the fifth
stone up in the dead center of the far wall was a "capstone," the
wall "hollowed out" behind it, that block certainly looking as
solid as the rest of the wall. And was, as long as you weren't
pulling it straight out into the room. Who, after all, would
accidentally tug on what appeared to be a building block?

John's first look in the cavity had shown him
his Mage-gem, pulsing with a faint, golden glow against the
blackness of the pit.

He'd also run into a small book in the
"safe," John lifting it out to crack open the black, embossed
leather binding, and ruffle through what looked like white leather
pages. Scraped calf skin? Goat skin? A glance at the book's spidery
script (in what could have been gold leaf) had told him he wouldn't
be able to read writing that small. (Assuming he could read it,
that reading in this world worked like speaking, daylight magic
serving as a universal translator for print as well as for oral
communication.)

Unable to do anything with the book right
then, John had put it back, pushing it out of the way.

It was when going for the crystal that John
found himself trembling. After all, he'd brought the fake disk so
he wouldn't be exposed to the danger of wearing the real one, a
sensible enough plan at the time. Now though, with Malachite
soldiers running about the castle .....

The question was: why not have the real gem
handy in case he got in trouble? The answer: because wearing a
Mage-gem could drive you crazy. Literally! ..................

Was there a compromise to be found in the
word: wearing? For instance, what if he didn't wear the real
crystal, but had it with him just in case? That way, he could gain
all the respect he needed by showing the lens-crystal about his
neck. Failing to impress, he'd have immediate access to the
Mage-gem.

With the Malachites on the loose, not a bad
idea. Furthermore, if he felt himself unduly influenced by the
close proximity of the gem, he could put it somewhere out of the
way.

Delay increasing the chance of being
discovered with every minute that passed, John looked into the hole
again. Saw that faintly pulsing glimmer of golden light, the
crystal, on its chain, calling to him.

Trembling with both desire to have the
crystal and fear of it, John had forced himself to stick one hand
into the hole.

Watching as best he could, he stretched his
hand up and over the mystic book, extending his fingers to pat
around the luminescent gem, delicately, until he felt the squirm of
metal. Certain it was the necklace, with exaggerated care, he
lifted the chain an inch without touching the disk. Looping a
finger through the metal links, he gently raised the chain, the
crystal sliding away from his fingers to the bottom of the
necklace.

After that, with infinite care, John gentled
the crystal out of the hole, the disk now looking like nothing but
a two-inch in diameter circle of clear, gently curving, amber
colored glass.

Holding out the top of his left tunic pocket,
John dribbled in the gem and its chain.

Good. He had it but hadn't touched it, the
disk an "insurance policy" which, like all insurance policies, he
hoped he'd never have to use!

It was after retrieving the gem that he'd
shoved the static electric generator in the hiding place -- a tight
fit -- while scraping in the generator, turned up the paper which,
unfolded, he recognized as a blueprint of the castle!

Refolding the parchment, keeping it, he'd
swung the stone "cap" back into position and pushed it into the
wall to cover the hiding place.

To Platinia's question about whether or not
he'd found his Mage-crystal, he'd showed the girl the fake disk,
finding he'd been right about the effect that even an amber colored
piece of glass would have on the simple people here. Respect!
(Respect, translated terror!)

In spite of the unpleasant surprise of
finding Malachite soldiers on the premises -- what it came down to
was that things were working out better than he had any right to
hope.

"Are you sure that Zwicia will come with us?"
Platinia had already indicated as much, John asking that question
again to try to stimulate a quiet chat as they walked along.

What he got was an affirmative nod, serving
him right for asking a question Platinia could answer by nodding.
"How much further?"

"Soon."

A great little conversationalist, Platinia.
Too bad there wasn't much of a living to be made as a child-sized
mime.

So they continued padding along in silence
(silence not a bad idea with soldiers in the castle.)

Down and down, creeping through castle
corridors by the gloomy light that filtered through narrow, lofty
windows. Or, where there were no windows, prowling by the
shadow-light of irregularly placed fire stone ceiling torches,
torches that were kept burning at all times in those airless halls,
John imagined. A good use for magical torches. No heat. No burning
out. No refills necessary. Just torches that, once thought alight,
would burn forever -- unless someone thought them out.

Torches.

Did he remember that, on his last trip, the
torches of Stil-de-grain looked ... brighter? Less ...
flickery?

Without warning, Platinia stopped, John
almost running over her!

Looking up at him, her brown eyes resembling
holes in the general dark, the girl motioning John to silence.

Yes. He could hear it now. Ahead of them. A
sound. Talking.

Careful not to snag the map on Platinia's
black robe -- her garment, like her eyes and hair, invisible in the
shadowed penumbra of far-spaced torches -- John edged past the girl
to take the lead, both of them slipping down the hallway,
themselves hardly more than ghosts in that windowless
passageway.

"Don't you think we have to tell the Head?"
said a male voice, the nearness of the speaker startling John to a
sudden stop, the voice coming from a branch of hall just ahead.

John held his breath.

Listened intently.

"You going to tell him?" Another voice. Both,
men's voices. Soldiers?

"No reason for it. He don't have to hear." A
third voice.

Creeping forward at dead slow, John --
Platinia trailing -- came to an intersection in the hall.

With utmost caution, John leaned out to look
around the corner. Jerked his head back, that quick glance showing
him several soldiers; less than ten paces down the branching
corridor; at what looked like a guard post.

Another peek.

Two soldiers were seated to the right, behind
a rough, thick, wood table, a third standing before the table. Not
standing. Pacing. When John had first looked, the man --
fortunately -- was walking the other way.

Farther on was an end wall with a heavily
braced door, wide strips of black iron riveted to it in triangular
patterns. The back gate of the stronghold?

John felt a gentle tug on the back of his
tunic. Platinia, wanting him to back away from the soldiers.

Putting his hand behind him, John waved her
off.

"What about Gouter, will he tell?" First
soldier.

"Gouter's so drunk he couldn't remember his
mother's name."

"After he sobers up, I mean."

"No. All we got to do is tell him not to and
he won't."

"I don't like it." That was the first voice
John had heard, the voice of the soldier who was striding up and
down, nervously, his military boots clicking with agitated
regularity on the flagstones of the connecting hall, making a
scraping sound as he turned at either end of his "run."

"You worry too much." The second voice.

"Anyways, it don't make no difference." The
third soldier.

"You get commanded to do a job, you should do
it." First soldier.

Hearing the nearby, about-face of the pacing
soldier's boots, John took a longer look, only to discover that the
best way to recognize which of the three men was speaking was by
tone of voice. All three were short. All muscular. All dark -- with
black hair. Each in a short, light green, military tunic with dark
green piping.

"And we would have if somebody hadn't hauled
the body off," said soldier number two.

"That's what worries me," replied the first
soldier, still pacing back and forth, if anything, more agitated.
"Who could have done it?"

"But don't ya see, Knab, it don't matter.
Whoever done it, he won't tell." The third soldier's voice was
pitched somewhat lower than the other two.

"Yeah, he'd get in worse trouble than we
would if he did."

"Unless it was some crazy person."

"You worry too much. The way I look at it, we
don't get in trouble if we don't tell. But if we say we didn't bury
him like we were told to, we do get into trouble."

"But it wasn't our fault."

"That don't make no difference to officers.
Why you don't do your job, they don't care. That's why we got to
give it time, wait here, take the same time it'd hav' taken ta bury
him."

"I suppose." A doubtful pause. "Still, it
gives me the creeps not finding the body where we were told it
would be."

"Like I say, you worry too much."

"But it was a Mage. It was the Mage,
Pfnaravin."

"So?"

"So ... what if he came to life again. Just
walked off."

"Then me and you is better off than if we'd
buried him."

"Huh?"

"Sure. What you think a Mage would do to you
if you was to have buried 'im, then he come alive underground. What
you think a Mage would do to the men who buried him alive?"

"But if he's still alive and shows up. What
will the Head do to us for not burying him?"

"We say we done it. That the Mage dug hisself
out again."

"Yeah. That would work, I guess."

"Anyway, the war's won." Second soldier. "Got
that bunch to beat in the Claws, down Realgar way. All that's left
of them."

"And when the war's over?"

"Don' know. We come here because of the dyin'
of the magic over Malachite. Same as what's happenin' here. What I
can't figure is that it don't seem to do no good to win. The
magic's dyin' anyway." Grunts of agreement from the other two.

A pause.

"As for me, I'm tired of waiting here." This
was the first soldier John had heard speak: Knab. "You two can stay
here if you want, but I got a better place to wait."

"Don't let no one see ya."

"I won't."

John felt panic seize him! The soldier was
about to leave!

Boot steps on stone ... coming John's way ...
louder ....!

With no chance to back down the hall, John
flattened himself against the corridor wall, at the same time
reaching back to press Platinia to the wall, as well. If the
soldier swung down their hall, there was no chance that he
......

But he didn't! A flash of shadowy green and
Knab had tramped past them to disappear down the other hall, his
clacking footsteps receding ... to silence.

John stood away from the wall again; used
both hands to wipe sweat from his eyes. It took three deliberate,
but quiet, breaths to slow the beating of his heart.

As for the other two soldiers around the
corner?

Silence. ............

Scraping ......

Creaks from the guards' chairs. .......

Nothing else.

Again, John felt Platinia tug on the back of
his tunic.

Fascinating as the conversation was -- these
men obviously the burial detail sent to inter the poor old man
who'd died in the cage -- John had to admit that Platinia was
right. Though there might be a corridor somewhere beyond the
soldiers that John couldn't see, this tee-corridor was a dead end.
The two of them had to retrace their steps and try another
route.

Quietly, John and Platinia turned to tiptoe
back down the hall, Platinia in the lead again.

Until ... they came to a bisecting corridor,
the child-woman ducking left this time instead of right.

With nothing to do but listen for sounds,
make sure he didn't drop the diagram of Hero Castle, and follow
Platinia, John mulled over what the soldiers had said.

Clearly, they'd been sent to bury the old
man, discovering that the corpse was missing.

The man's body gone?

Why?

The only reason John could come up with was
that someone had stolen the cadaver to strip it of the modern,
"otherworldly" clothing the old man was wearing. John tried to
think of an analogous situation in his own world. If he'd run
across the body of an alien from another planet, wouldn't he be
tempted to take something off the body? To keep as a souvenir?

Maybe.

Without enough data to solve the "case of the
missing corpse," John gave up trying. Was content to plod along
behind the sylphlike girl, not that the rest of the trip was
entirely uneventful!

Before getting to Zwicia's second level
apartment -- where John had established her before he'd gone home
-- they had two more scares. Both, from almost running into small
groups of soldiers, Platinia getting John out of the way each time
-- first, down a parallel corridor, the second time, finding them a
hiding place behind a dark abutment built into a massive,
load-bearing wall.

Finally, both of them breathing hard -- more
from strain than from exertion -- they were at Zwicia's door -- in
the middle of another dark, damp, depressing, limestone hallway.
Were there any other kind?

Platinia knocked. Gently. Like Platinia did
all things. ...

Knocked again. ...

No answer.

Lifting the latch, Platinia nudged the door,
the heavy barrier -- once started -- creaking open all the way.

Looking over Platinia's shoulder, having to
concentrate in the flicker of a single, ceiling level torch on the
other side of the narrow room, John saw Zwicia, seated to the right
before a small table. Her crystal lay in front of her, the disk's
chain hidden in shadow.

Crystal-gazing.

The old woman was stroking the watery looking
disk with one "talon," waving the other "claw" in the air, the
Weird making her usual, moaning sounds.

Though Platinia entered, John lagged
behind.

Why?

He had to admit to himself it was because he
was afraid of the Weird's crystal. Afraid of that overlarge,
purplish disk because it had "trapped" him the last time he'd
stared into it, John coming "out of it" to learn he'd lost a couple
of months; had traded that time for tantalizing fragments of ...
what? The past, present, and future? That's what the Weird-disk was
purported to show, at least.

It was only when John's friends had forcibly
"removed" the crystal from him, at the same time locking John in a
small room to "sober him up," that he'd "come to himself" enough to
realize that months had passed him by.

Bad as it had been to have caught the
"crystal-sickness," what was worse was that John had become
afflicted at a critical time. The period when, denied John's
leadership, Stil-de-grain had almost lost the Malachite War. Did
lose a substantial part of the Stil-de-grain Navy.

Not only from a military perspective, but
also from a personal one, ogling the Weird-disk had dealt John a
devastating blow. Had cost John ... independence of action. To put
it more bluntly than John liked to think of it, a single session of
crystal-gazing had made him a gem-junkie.

What had kept him from succumbing to the
disk's allurement -- what had given him the strength to resist
another crystal-fix -- was Platinia's presence. Just having
Platinia in the room with him, he'd believed, reduced his obsession
with Zwicia's disk. The girl beside him made ... everything ...
better. Made food taste better. Made discussions with others go
more easily.

Silly.

But that was the way it had seemed at the
time.

So much so that, at the last, John had
arranged to have Platinia with him every minute of the day and
night.

Feeling that way at the end of his former
"stay" in Stil-de-grain, it was no wonder John didn't want to get
too close to Zwicia's crystal now. Was ... reluctant ... even to
enter the Weird's room.

Then ... John had a thought. If there was any
truth to his former belief that Platinia's presence reduced his
need to look into that intriguing disk -- and there probably wasn't
-- it was stupid to be afraid of entering Zwicia's room right now.
Platinia was inside!

Feeling dumb -- dumb about being
superstitious -- about being cowardly -- about having developed a
mental dependence on Platinia -- John forced himself to enter
Zwicia's cubbyhole of a room.

Felt, as he did so, no increased attraction
to the disk.

Not much ... anyway.

Safely inside, John swung about to close the
door.

Turning back, saw that nothing in the gray
rock cubical had changed since his first glance from the hall,
Zwicia still seated at a small table to John's immediate right.
(Now closer to the Weird, John could see that her disk was still on
its chain around her neck, the flat, thin crystal laid out on the
table before her.)

Bent over, the old woman's humped shoulders
hunched even more, her partially denuded head flopped down, Zwicia
was staring into the foot-wide disk of shimmering glass, the
crystal radiating an aura of pulsing, purple light. John's
imagination? A reflection from the flickering torch on the far
wall?

On Zwicia's other side was little Platinia,
the girl's childlike hand on the Weird's ample shoulder.

"Zwicia," Platinia said in her young girl
voice.

No response from the old woman but
crystal-mumbling.

"Zwicia," Platinia said more urgently, at the
same time shaking the Weird's purple clad shoulder hard enough to
wiggle the Weird's loose-flesh arm, Zwicia's head lolling back, her
eyelids fluttering.

Slowly opened her scummy, clear-colored eyes,
she saw John for the first time. Recognized him. ... Screamed!

John almost dropped the blueprint! "Quiet,"
he urged quickly, putting his finger to his lips, the elderly woman
able to shut off her high pitched, old-crone shriek as quickly as
she'd begun it.

Fortunately, after entering the room, John
had the foresight to close the room's thick door.

"It's just me. I've come back."

"Com' bak'," the old hag said, shaking her
head from side to side, her thin gray hair resembling an African
fly whisk in the hands of a whirling dervish. "Knew, com'
bak'."

Still looking at John with her windowpane
eyes, the old lady clawed her crystal off the table to fumble it
inside the front of her shapeless, violet robe.

For his part, John looked across at Platinia
for an interpretation of Zwicia's babble. Got only a puzzled
frown.

"Zwicia. The soldiers in the castle are
dangerous," John continued, trying again to communicate with the
aged Sorceress. Generally, a losing proposition.

"Dange'us. Zwicia kno'." Whatever Zwicia
"kno," she seemed to be tracking.

"I think I've got a way to get us out of
here."

John waved the map, nothing about Zwicia to
indicate she understood the paper's significance.

"There's a secret passage under this
moldering keep. If Platinia can get us into the basement, or
subbasement, or dungeon or whatever you call the lowest part of
this ruined pile, I think I can find a way out. A way that no one
knows about."

"Zwicia go."

"Something else I wanted to ask," John added.
Since Zwicia wasn't "with it" very often, you must make the most of
having her attention. "The torches. Unless I'm badly mistaken, the
torches seem to be failing here as they failed in Malachite. Is
there now a loss of magic in Stil-de-grain?"

"Som'." Testimony that backed up what John
had heard from the soldiers and what he'd seen for himself in the
flicker of the building's torches.

Not only in Malachite, then, but also in
Stil-de-grain, the magic failed.

Because of the evil influence of the Azare
Mage. At least, that's what everyone believed.

Nothing John could do about that at the
moment. More likely, nothing he could do about it ... ever!

"If we get started, there should be enough
light to get us out of the castle before down-light."

John turned to Platinia who had drifted off
to the side while he talked to Zwicia. "Can you find us some
provisions? I don't want to get far from the castle, but we all
need to be free of the soldiers." Platinia nodded. "It would help
if you could also borrow a torch or two. I'd go with you except
that you know the castle and I don't. Also, the soldiers expect to
see you in the halls. But not me. I'd better stay here with
Zwicia."

The minute John said that, he had second
thoughts. Staying with the Weird and, in particular, with the
Weird's disk -- without Platinia there as a buffer -- still didn't
seem like a good idea. "I have a better suggestion," he added
quickly. "Down-light coming fast, why don't you and Zwicia both go.
Split up to get us what we need. Food. Maybe some warm blankets.
Torches. Spoons would be good. And maybe a knife ....."

"Yiiiiiiii!"

Zwicia!

Screaming!

Startling both John and Platinia!

The scream over as suddenly as it had begun,
they were again "treated" to the fly whisk whirling of Zwicia's
hair as she shook her head. "No tak'! No tak' knif'!"

"What?" John had always had trouble making
sense out of Zwicia's brogue.

"No tak' knif!

"No ... knife?"

"No tak' knif!"

"Why not? It would help us cut bread, if
Platinia finds us some bread. Meat ..."

"No!"

"Why?"

"Zwicia see ...." Startlingly, the old lady's
eyeballs rolled back into her head, leaving only a ghastly pair of
white, ghost eyes to stare blindly, straight ahead. She was
mumbling again as well, waving her hands as if peering into a
Weird-disk inside her mind.

Next came a pause in which Zwicia quieted,
her eyes rotating back -- though the strange, clear color of them
seemed to be dulled over. "Zwicia see ... knif ...."

And that was all that the Weird would say;
perhaps, all she could say. With Zwicia, you could never tell.

Except for being unable to explain herself,
the Weird recovered quickly enough for Platinia to get the old
woman on her feet, Platinia, with Zwicia tottering after her, going
out the door, the girl turning to shut the door, the two of them
off to gather supplies for the hoped for escape from Hero
Castle.

Making sure the door was shut tight behind
the "girls," John sat down at Zwicia's table.

Left to himself, John had the luxury of
laying the folded map on the table before him. Of unfolding it. Of
spreading it out, the parchment's thick, leathery paper making
cracking sounds under his smoothing fingers, like dry leaves
underfoot.

But ... couldn't concentrate on the map. Nor
was he thinking about the supplies they would need to escape the
stronghold. No. He had a more immediate problem.

Survival.

Spelled Zwicia!

Trying to remember, he didn't think he'd ever
heard the old gal scream like that -- to say nothing of screeching
for no reason -- to say nothing of caterwauling twice for no
reason. Prompting John to ask himself what would happen -- John,
Platinia and Zwicia attempting to escape the attention of the
Malachite defenders by sneaking through shadowed halls and down
dark stairs -- if that crazy old woman let loose with another,
no-reason scream!

Zwicia.

Always a burden.

Now, a "clear and present danger" to them
all!
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By the light of a flickering, fire stone
torch, John led the little band down and down, then, down again.
John, Zwicia, Platinia, John keeping track of Zwicia as well as
possible by sandwiching her between himself and the girl.

It was slow going in the dark, stone-damp
halls. Partly because the torch put out such poor light (a perfect
example of magic-loss in Stil-de-grain) and partly because John had
to stop from time to time to consult the map.

As he descended, even as dark as the
corridors were, John noticed a change in castle design. At first,
fire stone torches helped light their way, torches thrust out from
wall niches. Now, they were seeing hanging fire baskets -- a more
primitive form of lighting. Not only were they going down, it
seemed, but also going "older," the castle built on the
substructure of a former edifice that, in turn, was constructed
over an even more ancient ruin.

Where a hall light supplemented the faint
luminescence of his own torch, John would stop to unfold the crisp
"blueprint." Bringing his guttering, but silent, torch-head close
to the page so he could "read" its directions, John would try to
locate his position in the chaotic ramblings of what was proving to
be extensive subterranean warrens under the castle. (One worry he
didn't have -- counting the only blessing he could think of -- was
that the "cool" flames struggling off his torch would set the map
on fire.)

Though he may have taken a wrong turn here or
there, in general, John thought they were headed in the right
direction. There was no denying, though, that the faded, spidery
lines on the antique page were difficult to read. To say nothing of
trying to make sense out of the odd, symbolic notations here and
there in the chart's crumbling margins.

It didn't help John's concentration that he
was tired -- lumbered, as he was, with the items Platinia and
Zwicia had dragged back to Zwicia's room. He'd never have believed
how much those two could scrounge up in such a short time, the bulk
of it packed in the single carryall that Platinia had also
"liberated." Though John had wished at the time for a second
knapsack, it wouldn't have helped. Platinia was too small to lug
much of anything. Zwicia too old.

In the bundle was a spare torch, a change of
clothes for each of them, blankets, some loaves of unsliced bread,
meat, and what looked and smelled like biscuits.

"N' go. N' go," mumbled Zwicia from somewhere
to the rear.

John stopped -- to let Zwicia and Platinia
catch up.

Stopped, looked, and listened, seeing nothing
either before or behind him, the dusky hall trailing off both ways
to total darkness. Hearing only the faint pounding of his
heart.

The women catching up, hitching up his
awkward pack, John started out ... and down again ... leading the
three of them into increasing blackness, increasing mustiness, even
the occasional fire basket on the wall no longer there to offer its
feeble help.

Noise!

Waving a warning, John stopped, the women
bunching up behind him, the three of them hugging a dent-like
irregularity in the wall.

As a precaution, John "doused" his torch by
putting its flames inside his loose tunic top, hugging the light to
his body so only a brown glow showed through.

Footsteps. Boots, clicking along a corridor
somewhere ahead of them. The sounds ... coming closer!

John turned; motioned the women to turn
around. They had to go back!

Whatever else, he must save Platinia, John
thought as he saw the small girl's eyes upon him, her eyes
reflecting the dull shine of the cloth-bound torch.

Strange, even in the emergency, the boot
steps drawing nearer, John experienced the ... feeling ... he
sometimes had about Platinia: that he must protect her.

The footsteps coming quickly, recognizing it
was too late for flight, John unslung his pack, dropping it to the
floor.

Ahead, there was a glow from a crossing
corridor, the approaching steps seeming to be from more than one
person.

What should John do, pretend to be a castle
slavey on an errand, the two women along to help him?

Before he could formulate further plans, two,
short-tuniced soldiers swung around a bend of corridor not five
feet in front of John, the lead soldier holding a torch in one hand
and a sword in the other.

Shocked to see John's party pressed against
the wall, the trooper gave a nervous shout and charged!

Reflexively, John whipped the torch-head out
of his tunic to block the soldier's sword stroke, parrying it down
and to the side. Surprised, the man's yell was cut off as John
backhanded the torch-head to the man's chin.

Feeling the shock of that lucky hit vibrate
through his arm, John saw the soldier crumple to the floor at
John's feet, the man's sword rattling to silence against the near
wall, his torch skidding away to disappear around a curve of the
mantled hall.

Instantly, John had his torch raised to ward
off the other man's attack.

It was in that frozen moment that John
realized that the remaining soldier was ... old. Old and without a
weapon, one arm raised to protect his head from John's blow, the
other dangling at his side.

Sensing the second soldier to be of little
threat, John glanced down at the man at John's feet, the soldier
quiet, an ugly welt swelling the man's chin.

"Just take it easy," John said to the second
soldier, his voice thin even in the quick echo of the bare, hard
hall, John hoping the soldier wouldn't hear the quaver in John's
voice. "I'm not going to hurt you if you don't do something
stupid."

"Is that how you killed the others? First,
rendered them senseless?" The man's low voice was scarred by
age.

Where had John heard that ...?

Then, John realized who this was. The Army
Head; the leader of the squad of soldiers; the officer who'd
ordered the old man's cage to be lowered from the ceiling.

"I haven't killed anybody," John gasped,
historians not trained to hit people with torches, that unnerving
act still tightening John's chest. "This man's only knocked out,"
John continued, waving the torch at the fallen soldier. "And I
wouldn't have hit him if he hadn't come at me with his sword." John
was beginning to think again. What had the Head said? "Somebody's
been killed?"

"Two soldiers," the Head replied, an agitated
tossing of the old man's head indicating that the murdered men were
somewhere behind him. "Murdered with their own knives."

Without warning, the stone corridor echoed
with a terrifying scream!

Zwicia!

The crazy old women had screamed again!

"Quiet, Zwicia," John ordered, the Weird,
like before, croaking off her shriek at his command.

John held up his free hand for everyone to be
quiet. ..... Except for the reverberation of Zwicia's screech,
there were no other sounds. ....

It seemed that this time, at least, the old
imbecile hadn't alerted the rest of the castle's soldiers.

The yell shooting John full of adrenaline,
John took a deep breath to settle himself.

They were back to square one. Wherever that
was.

As for the Army Head, he was just standing in
the corridor, the man's right arm hanging uselessly at his
side.

What had the Head said again? Soldiers?
Killed?

"Did you say soldiers had been ...
stabbed?"

"Yes. Back there." The Head gestured with his
good arm.

"Since I didn't do it, someone else did,"
John muttered, a chill seizing his spine with the realization that
a killer lurked out there in the dark. With a force of will, John
pulled himself together. "As for you, you just stand there while I
have a look at the map."

Careful to use his peripheral vision to keep
track of the Army Head, John unfolded the chart; scanned it once
again.

Just a short ways ahead -- if he understood
the faded markings on the paper -- was a bend to the left. Yes, the
branching corridor the soldiers had come down. Along that hallway,
doors. Two of them. Behind the near door ... what? A symbol John
couldn't identify. Beyond the far door, jagged markings that seemed
to represent steps going down to the castle's lowest level where
there were other notations that John took to be the Mage exit.

Before John could go on, however, John had to
do something about the Army Head. "What's your name?" John
demanded, looking up. Did captured soldiers in this place have to
provide name, rank, and serial number?

"Leet."

"I'm John Lyon."

Now that they'd been formally introduced,
what next? Think about what John could use to tie up the Head, John
finding he couldn't do that. There was something ... unnatural ...
about tying the man's good hand to his paralyzed one.

Neither could John (in cold blood?) knock the
man out.

Nor let the fellow run off to rouse the rest
of the soldiers.

Clearly, John had to do something, but
...

Take him along?

If John thought he had troubles with Zwicia,
what about needing to guard a prisoner who could yell for help at
any moment ........

Then, John thought of a possible solution. A
... Golden ... solution. "Zwicia." John motioned for her, the Weird
shuffling forward from her position in the shadows just back of
him. Slowly. As she did everything. Until she was standing beside
John, the old woman leaning into the circle of fire stone light,
both of them facing the short, gray-haired Army Head. "Do you
remember Golden?"

"'Member."

"And the land of the invisible giants?"

"'Member."

"How, to get Golden to remember the way out,
you hypnotized him?"

"H'nizd?" The old woman gave a negative shake
of her mop-top head.

"Ah ... controlled ... Golden? Took his
soul?"

"'Member." She was nodding this time like an
old time pump handle.

"I want you to do that to this man."

"What?" the Head cried, alarmed.

"Nothing dangerous," John said to reassure
him -- though no prisoner could have confidence in what his captor
said.

"Zwicia do."

At that, the old women fixed the soldier with
her vitriolic eyes. Raised her taloned hands, waving them in the
air. "Yu, tir'd. Yu, tir'd," the old woman said, rhythmically. "Yu,
sl'pp. Yu, sl'pp."

At least the Army Head was watching the crazy
old lady.

The question was -- as they stood there in
the semidarkness, Zwicia continuing to mutter and to wave her
claw-like hands, the loose flesh on her arms jiggling like globules
of lemon Jell-O -- were Zwicia's efforts to hypnotize him
"taking?"

"Yu, ti'd. Comma' me."

And, miracle of miracles, the Head -- Leet --
stepped forward.

Looking closer in the dancing haze of
firelight, John saw that the soldier's eyes were glazed -- an
indication that Zwicia had put him under, and in short order. Did
the old woman's power to hypnotize people have something to do with
her being a Weird? John didn't know. At the moment, didn't care.
The last time he'd been in this world, that time in the land of the
"invisible giants," she'd solved a similar problem for him.

One difficulty down. One to go.

John squatted to examine the soldier on the
floor, finding him still "out." If they could get far enough away
before the man came to, they were safe, the castle a big place,
after all. If the fellow stayed down for five minutes, that would
do it. Surely, in the twenty minutes it would take to organize a
search, John's party should be out of the castle or, at least, in
the Mage-tunnel on the way out.

John stood. Bent down to hoist his pack,
getting his arms through the straps, the brief rest from its weight
making it seem lighter.

As a further precaution, John turned; crossed
the width of hall and bent down to pick up the soldier's sword. If
the man woke up, John wanted to make sure the soldier wasn't armed,
precluding the man trailing John's party all by himself.

Angling the blade of the short sword over his
shoulder and working it under the flap of his pack, John was ready.
"Follow me."

And he was off, turning his head to see the
army officer pivoting woodenly, the soldier plodding forward, the
expanded procession continuing down the corridor, then bearing left
to take the branch of hall from which the solider had come. For
that was how John read the map. Ahead and to the left.

A necessary, though gruesome choice as it
turned out, the party coming upon the sprawled bodies of the dead
soldiers the Head had specified.

Bloody ... their pooled blood more black than
red in the feeble light of a single wall torch!

After the initial shock of that macabre
scene, John realized where he was in the castle. In the hall of the
tee-shaped corridor. It was in the corridor to the right that John
and Platinia had crouched to listen to the three soldiers of the
burial detail talk about the missing body of "Pfnaravin."

Five feet ahead in that widened space was the
same wood table, one of the soldiers tumbled under it, his legs
sticking out at unnatural angles. Still seated in a chair, flopped
forward, was the other man. His face a ghostly white, a red-lipped
"grin" where his neck gaped open, the thick pool of blood from his
jugular still dripping off the tabletop.

Seeing the dead men in that familiar
location, John guessed that the soldier he'd knocked out back along
the corridor was the third man of the burial party.

Thinking along that line, John imagined that
the third soldier was the "nervous" one, the one frightened because
he'd failed to follow orders to bury "Pfnaravin." John could
speculate that the soldier had slipped off to tell the Army Head
that "Pfnaravin's" body was missing, bringing the Head back here
only to discover ..........

John shuddered. Turned to console the others.
Found that was unnecessary.

The Head was still "out," seeing nothing in
his mesmerized state. Platinia's face was at its solemn best.
Little -- including the brutal death of others -- seemed to phase
her. And Zwicia was calm. While the old lady was capable of
screaming at nothing, she hadn't turned a hair at the sight of all
that blood.

Stopped in his tracks, shivering now, John
couldn't seem to find the nerve to by-pass ... death.

Across the widened hallway from the dead
soldiers was the heavily-braced door. The exit John had thought was
the postern gate.

Needing to stop looking at the dead men,
grateful to have something else to do, John unfolded the map again.
Consulted it.

According to what he thought it showed, the
fortified door was, indeed, the postern gate to the castle. Now
that he was closer to the door, could look at it with something
more than quick peeks from a distance, he saw it was barred and
chained, three massive rusty padlocks fastening it shut. How the
lock and chain arrangement opened, he didn't know. It didn't matter
anyway since he had no key.

The situation was beginning to "fit," at
least. It was through that back door that the soldiers were going
to take the body.

Assuming that theorization held up, one of
the dead men must have a key to the locks.

An idea John could verify -- provided he had
the stomach to search their bodies.

Only he didn't.

Or it could be that the third man -- the one
he'd knocked out down the passageway, had the key.

None of which mattered.

Sooner or later, he had to lead his party
past the slaughtered soldiers, in spite of the knowledge that out
there, somewhere, was a killer!

The passage of time helping him pull himself
together, John motioned to the women.

And they were off again, sidling past the
bodies, John's knapsack scraping the left wall, the bulk of the
pack causing him to slip on the blood-slick flagstones.

Unknowingly holding his breath, John panted
out his relief when he'd finally passed the dead soldiers.

The others clear as well, John shifted his
carryall until it was as balanced as possible, then led the retreat
into blackness, John's single torch the only light, once again.

John's emotion now? Elation! Elation that he
was still alive! (Not admirable, but entirely understandable!)

Though wanting to hurry now that the map
showed them close to their goal, John had to go slowly enough so
the women and the zombie-like Army Head could use the torch's
guttering light to keep from tripping on an increasingly uneven
floor.

All that mattered, John told himself, was
discovering the Mage-exit -- and finding it quickly, a task made
more difficult because John kept pausing every second step ... to
listen.

He shook his head; reminded himself there was
no time to lose. And yet, he stopped again. ....... Why?

Because he imagined he heard noises in the
dark? Rustlings? Footsteps that dogged him down the corridor,
moving when John moved, stopping when he stopped? ...........

Refusing to give in to paranoia, John set out
again. .......

There!

Certain he'd heard something following him,
John stopped cold and raised the torch, in the same instant
pivoting quickly, his eyes gnawing at the shadow edges beyond the
crude circle of throbbing light. ... Saw ....

Eyes! Glowing red! Near the floor just beyond
the torch's circle! ... Small eyes. Narrow eyes that suddenly went
... out.

A rat.

Nothing but a rat, human presence disturbing
the loathsome creature in its foul domain.

Relieved to have an explanation for those
haunting sounds, John waved the group on and was immediately
rewarded with ... the other door! Right where he thought it should
be! (Besides gaining confidence in his ability to read the map,
John was beginning to get a sense of scale from the paper's
markings.)

Motioning to the rest who came up to cluster
around him -- the Army Head still sightless -- John creaked up the
door's unlocked, wrought iron latch and shouldered the door
forward, its rusty hinges squealing, the rough, wood slab moving
steadily, if noisily, inward.

Yes.

Stairs.

Spiraling down.

Stepping through the doorway -- the rest
staying close to take advantage of the fuzzy circle of light of
John's elevated torch -- they began the dizzying, cylindrical
descent.

The narrow stairs a corkscrew, John
concentrated on placing each foot on the triangularly irregular
stone steps, at the same time, wondering how the mesmerized soldier
behind him could feel his way without falling. Apparently, even
"asleep," a hypnotized man was "awake" to danger.

Down and down. To wetness and to increasingly
foul air. Until ... they hit bottom.

Everyone off the stairs, John stopped to
unfold, then refold the map so that only the basement of the castle
showed, the sturdy thickness of the folded page helping him hold
the map still in the weak light.

Taking his time, John studied the "vault"
part of the page.

As nearly as he could tell, another twenty
feet should take them to a heavy barricade: the door to the dungeon
of the castle? It didn't matter. If John read the map right, they
didn't go through that door, anyway, but turned to the left to
slide through what looked like a narrow, side corridor.

After that, ten feet further on, they should
come to the object of their search: the opening to the secret exit,
the start of a tunnel that slanted up and out of the castle.

Sweating, John made weak from the strain of
wandering through dank passageways with real (or imagined) enemies
on every hand, from carrying the pack, from having to breathe
miasmal air, he forced himself to move.

To turn left.

To pace off twenty steps.

Yes. The monstrous door.

Turning left again, taking ten more steps,
John lifted the torch to find himself in a widened spot in the
hall, an area that, surprisingly, seemed to provide both better air
and better light.

Looking up, expecting to find a wall torch
or, in this older part of the castle, one of the iron, fire
baskets, John saw a faint, direct light slanting down from some
kind of shaft.

The secret passage!

To gain perspective, John backed the width of
the "swollen" hallway until he was pressed against the opposite
wall.

Only to have his hopes fall. From that
vantage point, what he'd taken to be an escape passage was nothing
but a four foot high, narrow window, a small shaft that slanted up
and up until emerging into what had to be the light of day. A faint
light at best, down-light nearly upon them.

John consulted the map again. Saw what still
looked like a tunnel at this location. It was just that, what the
map showed to be a passageway was, in reality, a 40-inch-wide,
10-inch-high window -- ten feet up the wall.

Shocked, angered -- John thought furiously,
John not coming this far to give up easily (the strength of his
determination bolstered by having no back-up plan.) "Hold the
torch, Platinia," John said, trying to keep dejection from his
voice, the girl, always obedient, coming forward to take it. "Hold
it high."

Swinging the pack off his back, lowering it
to the ooze-slick, rubble-stone floor, John crossed the space
(Platinia coming with him.)

Standing again before the window-wall, John
found that the partition was roughly constructed of stacked, three
feet blocks of dark, moss-grown rock, little, if any, mortar.

Glancing up, John saw that the builders had
formed the ceiling of the corridor by continuously wedging in the
upper wall blocks until the thick slabs gradually pinched in to
touch overhead, a more primitive method of roofing than either post
and lintel or arch-dome-vault construction.

Back to the first business of all captives.
Escape!

Though he didn't see how it could help, John
decided to climb the wall in order to get a more direct look at the
window that, on the map, still seemed like the entrance to an
escape "hatch."

Putting the toe of one foot on the jutting
edge of a lower block, finding finger holds higher up, John stepped
up on the wall.

Stabilizing himself, he scrambled to the edge
of the next block to find a higher finger niche. Pulling up again,
he discovered he was already head-high to the window.

Scraping with his boots until he'd found
secure toe holds for both feet, getting the fingers of his left
hand through the clammy window slit, John turned to look down at
the girl.

"Hand me the torch, Platinia."

Stretching up as far as she could, the girl
pushed the torch up to him.

Holding tight with his left hand, bending
down as far as he could without slipping, John grabbed the torch by
its fire stone head, his fingers buried in the cold magic of its
flames.

Straightening, flattening himself against the
wall, John then made small toss/catches of the torch until he had
it firmly by the handle.

Ready at last, holding the flames before the
window slit, taking a deep, mind clearing breath of the window's
fresher air, John peered through the window slot to be surprised by
something that couldn't be seen from the floor. Instead of a
uniformly narrow opening sloping up at 45 degrees until it cut
through to the outside world at fifty yards, the space behind the
meter-thick, window-wall took a radical plunge. To become a
passageway, a corridor both wide enough and tall enough for someone
to negotiate: the Mage-exit as marked on the map!

Posing the question: why wall up this end of
the escape way, leaving only a window slit on the castle side?

Only one reason seemed possible. To disguise
the fact that this was the way out! From the corridor floor, there
was no way to tell that beyond and below the window was a
man-sized, underground tunnel. To discover the space behind the
window-wall, someone would have to climb the wall as John had done
and look directly down through the window space, something no one
would do -- unless having a reason to suspect there was a tunnel
here.

The problem now was how to get past three
feet of solid stone wall, John not even sure a stick of dynamite
would penetrate that barrier.

Mages.

And their secrets. ............

Secrets not only known to Mages, but also to
.........

In addition to Melcor, the long dead
architect who built this fort had to have known its concealments;
would likely have been the person who designed the keep's
intricacies -- probably the same man who'd drawn this map. The man
who'd constructed the tower room ........

It was worth a try!

Letting go with his hand, John jumped down
the three to four feet, hitting the unyielding floor hard enough to
jar him, but not hurt him.

Taking a step back, holding the torch high,
John tried to see some kind of ... irregularity in the wall .. ....
the faint light of the magic flames making that difficult.

Handing the torch to Platinia again, John
stepped forward and began to run his fingers over the cold, wet
wall, feeling around the mossy edges of the blocks.

Felt here. ............ There.

Until John stretched his arms to encompass a
two block width of the wall, his fingers seeming to find a
"fit."

Hoping this was what he was looking for,
digging in, John pulled. Straight back.

Nothing ....

No.

Not nothing!

Imperceptibly at first, then noticeably, John
felt the wall ... shift ... felt the blocks above and below the
stones ... move!

Yes! Just like the slab hiding the secret
cavity in the tower above, a stone door could be pulled directly
out into this underground corridor, coming out more easily all the
time, until an entire, jigsaw section of the corridor wall had
cleared the building blocks to either side, John then able to drag
the stone door to one side.

To reveal a narrow tunnel hacked out of
living rock, slanting up to end in a hole of light fifty yards
further on!

The wily Melcor's escape route.

In the dark, John grinned. goodbye, Hero
Castle!

At least for now!

 


 


-14-

 


The old man was still trapped, there in the
cavern, there in the dark, his anger building that such a thing
could happen to one so elevated! Down-light almost here, he could
see past the people he had been trailing, all the way to the cave
mouth.

Even if he could get by them, what then? With
hostile Malachites in command of Hero Castle, who knew what else
the Azare-Malachites might control in Stil-de-grain?

Still, it galled him that he was still a
captive.

Who were these rustics clogging the one-torch
darkness of the cave mouth? Except for the Malachite Army Head, he
did not know. (That the Head was now a prisoner, gave the elder
cold satisfaction!)

Drawing back against the wall, the old man
closed his eyes.

As clever a graybeard as he had been, first
to think himself into a heart stopping trance as the means to
effect his own escape, then to disguise himself in "borrowed"
slavey clothing, the young leader and the women had almost
discovered him. (That was the second mischance since escaping from
the trap, the first, when he had blundered into the soldiers.
Quickly extricating himself from the soldiers' clutches, he had
avoided this party by withdrawing into a black alcove as they
passed by.)

Pressed against the rough cave wall, hidden
behind a bulge of stone at the end of the steeply slanted, man-made
Mage-hole, he cursed silently to himself. If only he possessed his
crystal, he could blast these others who were in his way!

He had been following these slaveys for some
time; had seen the surprisingly strong youth kill the soldier; had
seen the strange old woman -- definitely a Weird -- capture the
mind of the Army Head. After that, trailing them from shadow pool
to shadow pool, he had watched them discover the soldiers'
bodies.

Thinking these others would raise an alarm,
he was surprised when they continued, taking the route that had
eventually led them to the place that was the object of his search:
the opening to the escape hole!

The four of them recently passing through the
disguised portal, the leader had turned to draw back the door to
seal the secret entrance. (After his passage, the old man had also
taken the prudent course of closing the hidden doorway.)

Thinking further back, while he might be
momentarily denied his rightful freedom, he could take satisfaction
in being well again. Though violating his person by confining him,
the Azare-Malachites had fed him, his body gaining strength quickly
in this lighter band. As for the diseases that had infected him in
that other, pestilential land, the magic of this world's light had
long since banished them.

There was one puzzlement. How had the
Malachite soldiers known he was the Mage ....?

"Come out of there."

The nearness of that echoing command stunning
the old man, he opened his eyes to see the young leader, torch in
hand!

Nothing else to be done, the patriarch
emerged from the recess, careful to hobble pitifully over the
irregular floor as he came to stand before the youth.

"I mean no harm, sir," the elder said,
hanging his head, at the same time exaggerating the high timber of
his old-man's voice.

"I won't hurt you. I just want to know who
you are and why you're following us."

"I am ...." The old man stopped short;
coughed to cover what had almost been the blunder of saying he was
the Mage, Pfnaravin.

In the other, non-magic, world, he had been
unable to pronounce his own name as the native speakers would. In
this world, however, day-magic translated every tongue, saying his
name in Malachite would translate to perfect Stil-de-grain.

Though trying to look downcast, the elder's
mind was whirring.

Now that he had been discovered, it might be
best to use his otherworldly name. "My name is Robin. A harmless
old man, sir."

"And you're following us because ...?"

"Because I have nowhere else to go. Nowhere
at all. I was lost in the castle, you see. Lost and alone. And when
I saw your party, I followed, hoping you would drop but a morsel of
food along the way."

"I think we can do better than that, Mr.
Robin."

"I would work, sir. I would work in order to
be fed," Van-Robin said, humbling himself as the best way to
achieve his final goal.

He glanced up to see that the tall youth
looked skeptical. No ... sympathetic. Good.

Standing in the quavering light of the
youth's raised torch, Van-Robin made so bold as to stare at the
fledgling's unlined face, seeing something that shocked him!

Green eyes?

Yes.

In the other world, he had seen men with
colored eyes, though less piercing than these green ones.

Green eyes: an indication the leader was from
the other world! Though how the youth could have found a way
between the worlds when he, himself, had tried for untold decades
to do so, was a mystery. Could this puppy have a power that belied
his pubescence?

The younger of the women had now approached,
slipping back from the cave mouth on silent feet.

Did "Van-Robin's" senses tell him this small
girl was also a source of power?

Without his crystal, he could be sure of
nothing.

At the thought of the lost crystal of
Malachite, the old man -- affecting to be more painfully back-bent
than he was -- suffered genuine torment. He must have his crystal
back! He must!

Controlling himself immediately, it occurred
to "Mr. Robin" that he might use this party to help him find his
gem.

Unlikely, but possible.

The leader -- tall, green-eyed, young -- had
known about the Mage-hole, after all. A suggestion, if not of
hidden power, at least of impressive knowledge.

All in all, "Mr. Robin" (as he must think of
himself again) could have fallen into worse hands. Had already done
so! Had been caged! His soldier-captors knowing him to be Pfnaravin
-- though he had strenuously denied it.

"Come with us," the youth was saying. "We're
having something to eat. We're going to stay here during
down-light."

Interrupted from his reverie, the old man
nodded with what he hoped looked like gratitude.

"By the way, my name's John Lyon."

The man then turned to indicate the girl.
"This is Platinia," the girl giving no sign as the elder bowed. ...
Could she be deaf? "And the woman up there ...," the youth pointed
to the cave mouth, "... is Zwicia. That man," another point, "is a
Malachite soldier, Leet. We've ... got him under ... restraint ...
for the moment."

"Quite wise. Quite wise, young sir," whined
Robin, bobbing his head in eager agreement. "Malachites cannot be
trusted. I, myself, have just escaped their clutches."

"For now, at least, you're safe with us."

With that pronouncement, the leader pivoted
to stride off for the cave mouth, Robin shuffling close behind, the
silent girl trailing.

Arriving at the cave opening, Robin brushed
wispy strands of hair from his eyes, the better to observe the
scene.

Inside the narrow jaws of the rock-toothed
cave were the others, dimly visible in the fading light of day. The
cavern was additionally half-lit by the torch, the leader now
sticking the pointed torch handle into a crack in the center of the
stone floor near the grotto's entrance. At cave center, was a bulky
carry pouch, the mute girl passing by to squat before the bundle
and unfasten the pack's straps.

Beyond the cave, fog wisps rose from the
clouded valley, the cavern exiting high upon a cliff, only the
denuded tops of other, stony mountains visible in the down-light
distance.

John-Lyon motioned him to seat himself by the
left wall, the leader then waving to the girl ... Platinia ... the
short girl rummaging through the carry bag, extracting wood bowls
and food, eventually bringing a food plate to Van Robin.

Cold meat.

Cold biscuits.

She brought, as well, water in a metal cup,
then returned to prepare other plates.

"Zwicia, this is Mr. Robin," the leader said,
interrupting Robin's concentration as Robin, after sniffing at the
food, was about to eat. How dare he ...!

Calm. Calm was what was needed until Robin
regained his crystal. At times, even men of magic must debase
themselves to gain advantage.

As for the Weird, she only grunted as she
received her bowl and cup, her eyes clear but ... wild.

Had Robin heard of this Weird, Zwicia? Could
she be the Weird of Bice?

Though it had been a long time since he'd
inhabited his own world, Robin still remembered much.

All served, sitting, they leaned back against
the cave's walls to eat, Robin eating, at the same time glancing
furtively about. Memorizing. First, names. Then details about the
other four.

The old woman, seated against the left wall,
her bird legs sticking out, was mumbling to herself. Even with her
Weird-crystal hidden behind her ample, purple robe, Robin knew her
for what she was. She must be a Weird for only one of magic could
trap the mind of another as she had snared the memory of the Army
Head.

The Army Head. Listening from the dark, Robin
had heard the Head tell the young leader about the dead
soldiers.

A strange collection. The leader ...
John-Lyon ... clearly from the incomprehensible, other world. The
girl, Platinia, possibly of power. The old Weird. The Malachite
Army Head.

And now, Robin -- though these others did not
know it, the most exotic of them all!

When finished eating, the girl taking away
their empty bowls, John-Lyon spoke. "So ... fill me in."

Suddenly, Robin was aware that the leader had
begun to speak in English, the women turning their heads to
stare.

Ah!

Down-light had come.

At the moment, Robin (as he must continue to
remember to call himself,) the Weird, and the mind-drained Head
were seated along the left wall, John-Lyon sitting on the other
side of the narrow cave mouth, the girl placing herself beside the
leader. At the grotto entrance, the badly flaming torch kept the
dread, down-light animals away.

"You said you were recently a prisoner of the
Malachites?" continued the young, John-Lyon.

Hearing English from this other-worlder,
Van-Robin mirrored the man's speech by answering in that barbarous
tongue. "Even so."

John-Lyon paused as if knowing something
strange had happened ... though failing to understand what.

He frowned.

Turning his head to look out the cavern
mouth, the leader smiled, understanding that, even in the absence
of day-magic, he had understood Robin. "English! You speak
English!"

"Even so, sir."

"You can't know how I've longed to have
somebody I can talk to at night ...!" The dark-haired leader
stopped abruptly.

Smiled broadly, knowingly.

"Of course! You're the man in the cage."

How did John-Lyon know that!? What was
Robin's response to be!? ......

"Yes."

"But I thought you died."

"It is my ..." What was it that the people of
the other world called that internal organ? "It is my ... heart. It
does not ... beat ... sometimes. But then, it does again."

"So they thought you were dead. Carried you
out. Then, you woke up and wandered off."

"Yes, revered sir."

"John Lyon will do."

"Yes, John-Lyon, sir."

"Tell me about it. How you got to be in the
cage."

What did this leader want? What should Robin
say?

"There ... is ... another world."

"I know. And you're from there, right?"

"That is correct. Somehow ... I was ... here
...."

The young leader nodded, understanding. "When
I came awake, all around me was a cage."

"That figures. They thought you were
Pfnaravin -- an enemy of the current regime in Malachite. Set a
trap for you."

How could this man know of the soldiers and
of Pfnaravin?"

Could Robin chance a clarifying question?
..... "You are also from the other world?"

"That's right."

"May I ask how you know of this Pfnaravin,
then?"

John-Lyon paused, placing his hand to mouth,
thought lines creasing the man's smooth forehead, John-Lyon also
hiding secrets. "Let's just say I've had some experience with the
people here. Know that they sometimes make mistakes."

It was plain that John-Lyon knew more than
most. Was this because he was a man of power in the other world?
And, more importantly, could he, even without the other world's
machines, exercise that power? Caution in dealing with the youth
was increasingly advisable.

"The cage was in the tower room?" Robin bowed
assent.

Suddenly, John-Lyon laughed, the noise
echoing down the stony grotto. "You're from Kansas City. You got
here by going under the stairs."

Again, Robin was shocked! Never would he have
suspected that this man would know so much! "Also the man in the
woods. Looking out at me when I drove in or out in the Mazda. Were
you in the house that night to get out of the storm or to get
something else to eat?"

Ha! Now it was clear! This John-Lyon was the
man in Robin's house, the man coming and going, the man appearing
on the stairs.

Staring through the pulsing torch-shadows at
the youth, the old man could not detect hostility. Rather, the
darkened face of the man-child still showed sympathy.

"I did not mean offense, kind sir. I was but
... hungry."

"That's all right." The green-eyed one
signaled his forgiveness. "And let me make another guess. When you
heard me stirring upstairs, you pried the nails out of the storage
door and tried to crawl back under the stairs so I wouldn't find
you. What a nasty surprise that must have been. To have a lightning
strike vault you from there to here!"

"It was, sir. Oh, it was. And to be caught in
a cage. Accused of being someone else. I have had a most terrible
time."

"Not to worry. You're safe with me now."

"In exchange for your protection, I would do
anything you ask, kind young sir. Carry items. I am old, but still
am strong. I know nothing about this place. About these strangers
who would hurt me."

"Though there's much that I don't know
myself, I have had occasion to learn something about this world."
The leader thought to himself for some moments. "For starters Mr.
Robin, you're in a country called Stil-de-grain. As you've probably
noticed, the gravity is lighter here than at home."

"Yes. Lighter."

"About your heart ...?" Asked with empathy.
Good. Robin had taken a right step with that explanation!

"Only when terrified, do I ... faint. With
you, I will be safe. It will never happen."

"Good. But enough talk for now. We've all had
a tough day. Some sleep will put us right for tomorrow."

The piercing eyed leader frowned. "You came
through the secret door -- the Mage-hole -- after us?"

"Yes."

"Did you close it behind you?"

"I did, sir. As did you, yourself, before
me."

"Good." The man was smiling, something he did
often and for little reason. "That makes us safe from pursuit. We
can get a good night's sleep, at least." The leader smiled again.
"Before we turn in, though, let me assure you that I know a way to
get us back to our own world. So don't worry about that. Give me a
few days to learn what's been going on, and I'm out of here. You
can come, too."

"That is very good." Imagine! To think that a
person of Robin's stature -- in all the bands -- would contemplate
a return to the other, magic-less world! Ignorance, alone, pleaded
for the youth's life!

"My problem is over there," the leader
continued, motioning at the mindless Army Head. "But I'll think of
something to do with him in the morning."

"Thank you again, sir. I am most grateful.
And most lucky to have found a man so knowledgeable and so
kind."

"That's all right." The leader put up one
hand, as if to banish praise. "You can get a blanket out of the
pack." He pointed. "Though it's warm here at night, it gets damp
because of the prevailing fog."

"Yes, sir. Thank you kindly, sir."

All the while Robin was getting his thin
blanket, all the while wrapping himself in it, all the while
stretching out on a flat place in preparation for sleep -- the
others doing the same -- he thought about the strange, green-eyed
man.

Clearly, this English speaker was from the
other world. Specifically, was the new owner of Robin's house in
that dreadful place. (Though Robin had watched the youth from the
other world's woods, this was the first chance Robin had for a
closer observation of ... John-Lyon.)

As Robin pulled the blanket tighter against
the nighttime damp, he could only conclude that he must treat the
young leader with exaggerated care!

What was certain was that there were
mysteries about him. There was, for instance, the means by which he
passed between the worlds. Of some interest was the leader's
statement that the Army Head posed a problem. How could this Leet
be troublesome when the Weird ... Zwicia ... had stolen the Head's
mind, making the soldier vulnerable?

Questions without answers, answerless
questions prompting caution.

As Robin settled down at last, secure enough
in his mind to allow himself to fall asleep, he began to plan a
strategy. For now, he must "gentle" the leader by courting the
leader's trust. (For, as with animals, domesticated beasts were
easier to slaughter than feral ones). He would begin to "tame"
John-Lyon on the morrow. Arise early, perhaps, to surprise the
leader with a gift.

Hmmm.

Though Robin did not understand the leader's
"difficulty" with the Army Head, if Robin could find a knife --
though making good use of the soldiers' knives, fear of discovery
had made him drop them in the bastion -- he would ingratiate
himself with John-Lyon by presenting the newly awakened leader with
the troublesome soldier's, severed head!
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Was the source of John's nervousness the fact
that he was carrying so many coins in his modern world pocket? Not
that they made that much noise, though he'd gotten more thick gold
and silver pieces than he'd expected for his "beautifully-crafted"
chain. ("Beautifully-crafted" was what the owner of yesterday's
large inn had called John's simple gold chain when he'd bought it.)
Whatever it was that was making John edgy -- sudden flights of
birds to right or left, unexplainable insect silences in the
thickening scrub along the narrow trail -- John was uneasy. Now
that he thought about it, he had the same sense of foreboding he'd
felt when escaping through the underground passageways of Hero
Castle. (And it didn't help to know that old man Robin had been
shadowing him!)

John's little party had been on the path for
three days now, at the beginning, sliding down steep, shale slick,
goat trails that plummeted from the cave mouth to the valley below,
then toiling over barren flint hills.

At first meeting solitary trappers who packed
layers of animal hides on their backs, they were now encountering
lone traders in long tunics and soft caps, some porting their
merchandise on carry-frames, others leading ponies laden with
whatever goods the trader had for sale -- cloth, metalware, food,
clay pots -- the path beginning to flatten out as they worked their
way out of the foothills of the Hero Mountains. The sky, yellow as
long as mountain peaks foreshortened their view, had spread out to
reveal its normal, rainbow pattern of concentric rings. Gold
overhead, orange in the direction they were going, green behind
them at the horizon.

The group John led was a strange one.
Platinia dressed in a new, white tunic, walking beside the
shuffling, purple clad Zwicia. Then the bent-over, bleary-eyed
American, Mr. Robin -- still something of a mystery. And bringing
up the rear, Leet, the Malachite Army Head, stiff-backed even in
the robe that hid his military tunic, his paralyzed right arm
flopping in time to the beat of his stride, the soldier still under
Zwicia's "spell."

The somnambulant Head now at a safe remove
from his army unit, John decided it was time to wake him up, John
signaling a stop, the others coming to bunch around him.

Glad to rest, Robin and the women swung off
their light packs (knapsacks, one of the first things John bought
from a peddler who was selling trapper gear.)

"Zwicia, it's time to take the curse off
Leet."

"Cur's?"

"It's time to give up your control of his
mind."

Zwicia looked doubtful.

"He's a long way from his army buddies now.
No way they could help him and no way he could do us any damage
with that paralyzed arm."

"Is that wise, sir?" cheeped Robin. "Might he
not slip away?" As if to emphasize something that had slipped away,
the old man brushed his withered hands over what was left of his
sweat plastered hair.

"He might. And that wouldn't be so bad,
either. What could he do to us here?" A question that had the old
man looking both upset and obsequious -- his normal look. "I know
he had you in that cage. That he mistook you for Pfnaravin. And I'm
not saying you have to like him. It's just that he'll be less
trouble fully awake."

The explanation delivered, John signaled to
Zwicia.

Following orders without complaint -- for
once -- turning, the old woman began waving her spidery hands
before the Army Head's eyes.

"You 'waken up. You 'waken up."

Said several times, like a chant.

A quick pass of her claw-like hands, and Leet
slumped; then straightened to glance around, shocked at his
surroundings. And who wouldn't be?

"You back with us?" John asked.

"What ...?" The dark-skinned, short-haired
Army Head turned to face John, confused.

"We're several days beyond Hero Castle.
Zwicia, on my orders, has kept you out of commission for some
time." What John was saying seemed to be soaking in. "As soon as
I've learned what I came here to find out, I fully intend to return
you to your men. For now, don't give me any trouble or back under
you go."

The Head stared at John. "I am your
prisoner," he said, at least getting that much right. Pausing as if
struggling with himself, Leet made a feeble salute with his left
arm.

"It would help if you could think of yourself
as just another traveling companion," John suggested, not too
hopefully.

On the other hand, John didn't care what Leet
thought. In the three days they'd been on the road, the party had
visited enough inns for John to have discovered there were no
Malachite troopers this deep to the "claw-ward" side of
Stil-de-grain. Any action the old army officer might try against
them would reveal him to be a hated Malachite. Viewed
realistically, Leet was in more danger from the locals than John
was from Leet.

"But ... how could ...?!" Leet's voice was
rising, the Army Head just noticing Robin, the man Leet had
pronounced dead.

"Things are not always what they seem," John
said, dryly. "In the first place, this is Mr. Robin, not
Pfnaravin." Leet continued to stare at Robin, Robin glaring back.
"And in the second, he has a medical problem that sometimes makes
him appear to be dead."

Since the Army Head looked like he'd absorbed
that explanation, it was time to move on. "From now on, the line of
march will be Platinia after me, then Zwicia, Leet and Robin."

A nod of John's head and everyone -- but Leet
-- shouldered a pack, the group trudged off down the loose pebbled
path.

From John's point of view, the big
disappointment was that John had been unable to find out any kind
of overview of the war. All that the locals knew was what John had
determined for himself that, so far, this part of Stil-de-grain had
been spared.

What was strange was that both the merchant
and the hostel owner's other patrons (who quickly heard about the
chain-for-cash swap) had become afraid of John. So much so there
was obvious relief when John and his group had finished their meat
stew lunch and hit the road.

It was only after John undertook some tactful
questioning of a barkeep at a smaller, wattle and daub inn at the
end of that day's journey that John was able to piece together what
had happened. It seemed there were rumors of a band of thugs
operating in the countryside, criminals said to have come from
"beak-ward", the robber pack thought to have raided Xanthin City,
looting jewelry and other treasures from the Stil-de-grain palace.
Putting two and two together, John had come to the conclusion that
the innkeep at the first tavern, seeing the "excellent" quality of
John's gold chain (another world's machine stamping out the chain
perfectly) had concluded that John and his band were this criminal
element, newly arrived from Xanthin with stolen objets d'art.

All of that, prologue, John's party
continuing down the track, the trail flattening out, thickets
pressing in on the path, clumps of taller trees rising in the
distance, John occupying his mind by thinking again about their
fellow traveler, Mr. Robin. Time well spent since there was
something ... sneaky ... about the guy.

Awakening in the cave the morning after
they'd left the secret passage, John had caught Robin rummaging
through the pack, maybe looking for another blanket. If so, why had
he stopped when John caught him at it?

All John really knew about him was that he'd
been the man in the woods outside John's home, had been getting in
John's house, and had been vaulted to this world.

Back to the present.

They were headed for the City of Grege,
located at a fork in the Tartrazine. At least that's where the last
tavern owner had assured John this trail would take him.

City or no, John had decided this was the
last day to seek information before doubling back to Hero Castle.
Much as he wanted to learn how the Stil-de-grain-Malachite-Azare
war was going, he was even more concerned about keeping within
striking distance of Hero Castle and of home.

The decision to turn back firmed up in John's
mind, John gave his attention to the countryside around him, bushy,
dark green trees closing on the road, by the look and smell of
them, scraggly pines.

Overhead, the glow -- John almost said "sun"
shine to himself -- that came from the golden sky was warm, but not
too hot. Nor was the morning cold. Of the bands John had heard
about, Stil-de-grain had the most moderate climate. Fog every dawn
and dusk. Rain every night. But a comfortable temperature during
the day. No wind. Had historian Paul been right when he'd guessed
this place to be an artificially constructed terrarium?

In the only other band John had visited,
Malachite, it had been too warm for John's comfort, even though
Golden, a Malachite native, said the temperature was unnaturally
cool. A failing of the magic, Golden had said, the green sky
darkening over that unfortunate band. No wind? Except that in
Malachite, John had felt the beginning of a wind, an evil, magic
wind, Golden thought, blowing misfortune from the dark band of
Azare.

So passed another hour of walking at a slow,
Zwicia dictated pace, the only sounds to be heard, the scuffling of
boots on loose rock, the twittering of tree-infested birds, and an
occasional, meaningless Zwicia-mumble, the trees crowding ever
closer, their scent blocking competing odors.

Until John found himself at the edge of a
defile that plunged into a heavily-wooded valley, the ubiquitous
pines joined there by deciduous trees -- oaks, elms, hickories --
soaring to knit a leafy canopy above the road.

Before clambering down from the rim to enter
that tangle at the bottom, John called another halt.

Below them, forest birds shrieked from
leaf-thickened branches before flying off with the warning that the
most dangerous of creatures -- men -- were near, the strident bird
calls striking John as harbingers of hate.

Stupid. Superstitious. ..........
Worrisome.

"Keep together," John warned, and waved the
others forward, John still in the lead, Robin bringing up the
rear.

Easing down the rocky slope, the party
entered the woods at the bottom.

Dark and damp -- was the first impression of
the forest. Cool -- was the second: the temperature dropping
beneath the thatch of trees. Underfoot, the path turned slick as
lichens squirmed across the forest's fenny track, the path itself
wriggling like a wounded snake. Slithering past ... what? Ponds?
Bogs?

Birds flitted through the latticed ceiling of
dark greenery. Shrilled at them from treetops.

Squirrels skittered.

Insects scraped and buzzed.

Until, in defiance of explanation in that
thickening forest, the animal noises ... stopped.

Silence. In nature, a truly ominous
sound.

It was then that John's fears solidified into
two dangerous looking men on the trail ahead, not so much coming
toward John's party as blocking the path. Glancing over his
shoulder, John saw that retreat was no longer possible, three other
strangers positioned directly behind them.

All with the look of the predator.

Now aware of the intruders, everyone
stopped.

John glanced behind him to see the rough men
closing, John whirling back to find those in front were armed, a
long knife dangling from the belt of the bigger of the men ahead,
the other man with a club.

Not knowing what to do, only that he had to
do something, John slipped off his pack and fumbled out the
soldier's sword, the only weapon the party had.

With a gravelly yell from the men in front,
the hardened looking strangers closed in a burst, the first to
reach John's party knocking Robin to the ground and grabbing
Platinia.

Seeing that the bandit had a knife at
Platinia's throat, Zwicia gave one of her paralyzing screams which,
if John's party had been armed, might have helped.

As it was, Zwicia's yell caused only
momentary confusion, a space of time in which John could feel
Platinia looking at him, pleading with him to surrender so that she
might live.

Throwing down the sword, John told himself
that neither fight nor flight was an option, the situation
hopeless.

"Good," grunted the largest of the men.

Close enough for John to see him clearly, the
bandit leader wore a hodgepodge of clothing -- soldiers boots, a
woman's robe of green silk, a traveler's woolen cloak, a red,
merchant's hat (each piece no doubt stolen from a different
victim.) The leader's dark face framed an old scar hacked down his
forehead, below the scar, shark-dead eyes.

The big man motioned for John's party to take
off their backpacks and dump them on the ground.

"You," the fellow said to one of his other
men. "Look." Putting his short bow on the ground, the underling
inspected the women, the thief who'd been holding Platinia hostage
letting her go so she could be searched.

Giving the women a cursory pat down, the
robber stuck his fingers into the belt pouches of the Army Head and
Robin.

Recognizing John as the group's leader, the
man searched John more carefully.

Found ... nothing ... not even the money,
John thought grimly, a pocket in the side of a tunic unknown in
this land.

At another arm wave from the large man, three
of the man's four followers tore into the packs, John noticing for
the first time that the fourth man was too misshapen to do the sort
of work the search required, the grotesque robber seeming to be
more animal than man.

Again, except for supplies, the bandits found
nothing.

Enraged that John's party had so little worth
stealing, the cutthroat cursed loudly and drew his knife, the
others, seeing him do that, also pulling their belt knives.

Was the thug going to order his men to
massacre John's party? John tensed his muscles in preparation to go
down fighting.

Except ... that the bandit leader ...
hesitated.

From his position at the front of the line,
looking back, John could see that Platinia had fixed the felon with
her intensive gaze. A look John knew. A disconcerting stare.

Glancing at the leader of the robbers, John
saw the man's butchered face break into a grim smile. The smile
into a grimace. The grimace into a leer. Clearly, at least for
Platinia, the man's plans had changed.

"Tie the others. Sassu, blindfold that one,"
growled the hoodlum, pointing at John.

And it was done, quickly, efficiently, the
man's three, able-bodied followers tying everyone but Platinia, the
man slipping a sweat-soaked cloth around John's eyes, knotting the
blindfold behind John's head.

A pause, and John was prodded off, the feel
of bushes scraping against him on both sides making it plain that
he was being herded off the trail.

But not far, John's guard forcing John to the
mossy ground, John leaning back to find himself positioned against
a tree.

And the others? No indication they'd been
taken to the same place, the lack of noise arguing they had
not.

What should John do? What could he do?

Time passed, John straining to hear ...
something ... picking up a mournful bird call to interrupt the
generalized droning of an insect inspired silence.

Was it possible that, tied and blindfolded,
John had been left alone? Or was one of the thugs there with
him?

Tentatively, John tried to get his legs under
him so he could rise. Got a sharp crack on the head for his
trouble.

That question answered.

More time went by, John's arms cramping, the
tie rope cutting off feeling in his hands.

How long had it been?

An hour?

Two hours?

Thirty minutes?

Whatever the time, the only human sound John
had heard so far was someone coming through the brush -- and
someone leaving.

Until another bandit pushed through the
thicket.

"So, you came back, did you?" said a thick,
sarcastic voice. Not the voice of the leader but of another of the
robbers.



"He was watching ahead on my orders." That
was the leader's bark. Apparently, three of the five bandits were
there with John. "Go to check on the others. It is time that this
new man makes a kill."

John heard a low, ugly laugh but couldn't
tell who had made it. Followed by the noise of bushes swishing as
one of the men exited as ordered.

"Kill him," ordered the leader.

Sweat runneled John's face and neck! His
breath choked in his throat!

Unable to do anything but listen to his
approaching death, John's universe shrunk to the hiss of a blade
drawn from a leather sheath!

Shaking uncontrollably, his mind a blank,
John heard another sound ... a strangled cry, like the combination
of a gurgle and a gasp followed by a thud!

The next thing John knew, someone was pulling
him up by his armpits, John's legs so shaky he almost fell -- would
have, except that he could brace himself against the tree.

John felt a downward pressure on his sore
arms. Heard a ... sawing ....

And ... his hands were free!

Whoever was with him had cut the
tie-rope!

Rubbing his hands, John massaged enough
sensation into his numb fingers to claw the blindfold down around
his neck.

Blinking his eyes into focus in the dark
glen, John saw ... a thick, oddly-dressed body lying at one end of
the small clearing.

"Hooc is dead," said a voice to the other
side, a voice somehow familiar.

Looking quickly, John saw a slender man
outlined against the grove's close-set trees, a dagger in a
blood-spotted scabbard belted at his side, the youth making a
hurried gesture to warn John to silence.

In the dark of the forest, the young man
disguised by his dirty patchwork of stolen clothes, John woke up to
the fact that the youth was ... Golden!
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"Golden! I can't believe it!" Though
startled, John was doing his best to keep his voice down.

"I did not know that you had returned,
John-Lyon-Pfnaravin," Golden said, bowing solemnly, his dark hair
and eyes invisible in the shadows.

"But how did you ...?"

"We are still in danger, sir. Unless, with
your magic ..."

"Let's just say," John said, recovering
somewhat, his knees beginning to steady under him, "that I want to
keep my magic under wraps for now." John was rallying so fast
because, in this surrealistic environment, he never seemed to be as
frightened in dangerous situations as he knew he should be.

"Under ... wraps?"

"Hidden."

"Of course, sir. Like before."

"Like before."

What a strange happenstance. Meeting Golden,
here. If anywhere, John thought he might find Golden in Xanthin,
searching for the green crystal of Pfnaravin that Golden thought
was hidden in the palace, the crystal Golden hoped he could use as
a symbol of power to overthrow his uncle, the "pretend king" of
Malachite. "But you're right. And not only are we in danger, but
they've also got Platinia and Zwicia." Now was hardly the time to
ask Golden about his obvious relationship to the robber band.

"Platinia?" Said with indifference.
"Zwicia!?" Said with fear.

"There are four more of them. Holding the
others. Probably, somewhere off the road like I was being kept
here."

"Yes. That would be the pattern. Should
anyone come down the trail."

"You can find them?"

"Yes." Golden bowed again.

"It's your party," John said quietly.

"Party ...?"

"Lead the way."

Nodding again, Golden turned and, limping
slightly, slipped through the foliage, John right behind him.

Coming to the edge of the forest track, they
crossed the exposed path, Golden fading into the underbrush on the
other side, apparently able to follow a trail invisible to John,
John trailing as best he could.

Brushing through the forest's scrub, swishing
away needled branches, going quickly but quietly, Golden stopped.
Put up his hand.

Gliding up beside the young Malachite, John
looked through a fringe of pine needles to see the members of his
party in another open space in the woods. The men bound and
blindfolded, sitting on the ground. The women standing. The four
remaining criminals on guard.

Before John could think what to do next,
Golden had stepped into the open space.

Tossing up what looked like the bandit
leader's knife so that he palmed the blade, Golden spoke. "Hooc is
dead. Put your weapons on the ground." Realizing too late that
Golden had changed sides, with a curse, one of the thugs pulled his
dagger, Golden throwing the knife, flicks of leaf-filtered light
sparking from the whirring shaft as it spun off to sink into the
man's shoulder. John couldn't tell if it was the man or Zwicia who
screamed the loudest, the bandit dropping his knife to clutch his
wound.

Golden had already pulled another knife, as
John stepped from the underbrush to back the young man's play.

Golden's firepower convincing them, the
remaining thugs drew their knives and dropped them on the ground in
surrender. With a groan, the third pulled the thrown dagger from
his bleeding shoulder, dropping the blood-stained blade also.

The deformed bandit just stood there, his
grotesquely twisted body seeming to isolate him from external
reality.

Realizing that only John and Golden
threatened them, all four bandits suddenly turned and fled into the
woods in different directions, the misshapen man lurching
monstrously, the wounded man grunting and holding his arm but
scattering with the rest.

The fight over, no way to chase down four
robbers, all that remained was for John to calm Zwicia and for
Golden to cut the older men loose.

Worried, John glanced at Platinia -- to see,
in the forest's half-light, the same passive look from her as
always. He could only hope Golden had been in time to rescue them
all from their intended fate.

Following John's introduction of Golden to
the men (as a friend from an earlier time) and their thanks to
Golden, the party collected the bandit's weapons.

"I don't want to be lumbered with the bow,"
John said, making decisions on the spur of the moment. "Cut the
string, though. That way, if the bandits double back, it won't be
operational."

"Yes, John-Lyon-Pfnaravin," Golden said.

For his own protection, John picked up one of
the highwayman's broad-bladed daggers. Stuck it in his belt.

After that, everyone up and ready, Golden led
them back to the path.

Stuffing their scattered supplies into their
bandit-emptied packs, shouldering the carryalls, the party set out
once more along the winding forest track, John leading but
signaling Golden to walk with him at the front, John having a
number of questions for the taciturn young man.

Down the damp trail again, through the
silent, twisting tunnel of trees, the order of march was: John,
Golden, Platinia, Zwicia, Leet, and Robin.

John and Golden opening a lead on the others,
it was time for a little chat. "How did you know about the
bandits?"

"I was in their company," Golden said softly,
also keeping his voice down so the others couldn't hear. Did Golden
describe himself as a member of the gang? Certainly not! Just "in
the bandit's company." For all his sober, sometimes reverential
ways, Golden had never been completely trustworthy. "It was after
the battle. I was wounded. They found me. Took me with them."

In Golden's low, melodious, too calm voice,
the story followed. About how the Stil-de-grain Army had been
ambushed and defeated. About the rout through the marsh. About how
Golden had come to join the robber band, concluding with a tale of
Malachite marauders making it too dangerous for the "irregulars" to
continue in their camp in the Realgar Marsh. Driven out, foraging
on the run, desperate, they'd come "south" to link up with what was
left of the Stil-de-grain Army, rumored to be holed up in the
Claws.

The whole story. At least, all Golden was
prepared to tell.

"I thought the army was destroyed in the
ambush of Carotene," John prodded.

"Yes, though some, like me, may have escaped.
It is more that the navy is thought to be in the Claws."

"Still under the command of Coluth?" Golden
shrugged.

Though Golden had provided John with more
information about the war than John had learned so far, John still
didn't know enough to predict the war's outcome. If there was still
a Stil-de-grain Navy .........

Golden's revelations whetting John's appetite
to learn more, John began to toy with the idea of traveling to the
Claws.

The Claws.

During a quiet day on
the Roamer, John
remembered Coluth talking about that location, the Claws a series
of talon-shaped bays at the "bottom" of an expanse of water called
Sea Minor. "South" of the Island of Xanthin, the island itself a
fortress protecting the Stil-de-grain capital of the same name. (Of
course, "polar-inspired" terms like "North" and "South" had no
place in this pancake world.)

If what was left of Stil-de-grain defense was
gathered in the Claws, and if John meant to go there, that left
John with another sticky little problem.

Leet.

While it was one thing to include the
Malachite Army Head as John's traveling companion, it was quite
another to give Leet a look at what could very well be
Stil-de-grain's last-ditch defense.

A problem that could be solved.

John held up his hand to call a halt, the
others bunching up like the squeezed bellows of an accordion.

"Leet. I need to speak to you," John said,
turning, the Malachite Army Head marching forward.

Suddenly, Leet bowed low, his crippled arm
swinging forward, his short, gray hair almost in the dirt. "How can
I serve you, great Mage?"

"Mage?" What now?

"I heard the new man address you as
Pfnaravin, Mage of Malachite." Again the old officer bowed.

Though John didn't remember Golden calling
him that, he probably had. Was there no way of keeping John's phony
identity a secret?

The question was, what to do now? "And how do
you know he didn't lie?" Stalling had helped John get himself
orientated before; perhaps it would again.

"Who but a Mage would know the location of
Hero Castle's Mage-hole? Who could overwhelm this bandit pack?" The
officer bowed again. "And I knew the Mage, Pfnaravin, would come
back from the other world. The signs were clear. If I have given
offense by failing to recognize you sooner, my Mage, I beg your
pardon." Again, the awkward bow.

Of course! Put that way, it was plain even to
an unbeliever like John that John was the Malachite Mage!

With nothing else that John could do, he
might as well go for it!

"As it happens, I'm also the Mage of
Stil-de-grain," John said, pulling up the fake yellow crystal,
briefly showing it to one and all.

Shock!

Awe!

Respect!

And the turning away of heads until John put
the filter back inside his tunic.

"As for being Mage of Malachite, the former
King of Stil-de-grain stole my green crystal. It's probably hidden
in the palace at Xanthin." Golden nodded soberly, his face showing
satisfaction that, at long last, John believed him about the
crystal's whereabouts.

Only the old American, Robin, looked
incredulous. Which -- knowing nothing about the stupidities of the
politics of this other world -- he would.

Pulling himself together, Leet spoke. "I see
my duty. My failure to capture you was an omen. A sign that you are
fighting for the right. It is time for true Malachites to stand
against the usurper, Lithoid. I offer myself in your service." A
pretty speech followed by a salute and a deep, deep bow.

What a strange twist of fate, John thought,
doing his best to return the salute in a military manner. Just
another indication that, with a crystal of any kind, anything was
possible. "If I release you to return to Hero Castle, would your
men follow you?" From what John had learned from Golden,
Stil-de-grain needed every man she could scrape up.

"Yes, though we are not numerous. I came with
thirty. Two are dead."

"And the priests who came with you?"

Leet pantomimed his indifference.

"Go ahead, then." John had another thought.
"If your men will join us, what's the chance that other Malachites
will? If we spread the word that Pfnaravin has returned to fight
for Stil-de-grain?"

"I fear ...."

"You don't think that will happen?" John's
vision of a quick end to the war (and a quicker passage for himself
to his own world) faded with Leet's wrinkled frown. "You're joining
us."

"I have lived long. Seen much. Other, younger
men will be less easy to persuade."

"I suppose." Nothing to be done about that at
the moment. "For now, return to the castle and round up your men.
Send the priests out of the castle on some sort of errand. Then
find some Stil-de-grain forces and turn yourselves in. In the
Claws, maybe."

"Yes, sir." Again the bow.

The decision made to send Leet back to Hero
Castle, and if Robin didn't like it, too bad, John made certain
that Leet was provisioned for the return trip.

When a bag had been packed, John saluted. "To
honorable men."

"To honorable men," said Leet soberly,
returning the salute.

At the last, John felt sad to see the short,
one-armed military man doing his "about-face" to stride off down
the trail; wondered if, in spite of Leet's good intentions, he
would ever again see the old officer.

John leading his party off again, nothing
else of note happened -- if you didn't count the fear of his
companions at having to camp out that night in an unprotected
position -- it taking the rest of that day and part of the
following morning to put the dank mire behind them.

Climbing out the far side of the fen to a
grassy plateau, they had to spend two additional days traversing
more open country before reaching Grege, Grege turning out to be
nothing but a ten building farming village.

With no new intelligence about the war to be
learned there, John still wanting to get an overview of the
situation, he decided to press on to the rumored Stil-de-grain
naval outpost at the Claws.

The group stumbling out of the cramped, Grege
inn in the fog of next morning's up-light, Golden -- the man who in
his capacity as entertainer claimed to have been everywhere --
recommended a new path, one that paralleled the nearby Tartrazine
River.

Entering territory totally unfamiliar to him,
John relinquished the lead to Golden, Golden assuring them they
would soon cross the Realgar border, Realgar the last, outward band
before Cinnabar.

Traveling cross-band through mostly open
territory again, John had time to relax and look at the
scenery.

Farming country.

Houses built a considerable distance from the
road. Backyard pens fencing pigs and poultry away from vegetable
gardens.

Were those black, brown, and white dots in
faraway pastures sheep and cows?

It was another morning of unrelieved boredom
(except for when they encountered the occasional traveler -- pack
bearer, hunter, or pony merchant) before John's party neared the
new band, the gold of Stil-de-grain's sky smudging into Realgar
orange.

Approaching the band of Realgar, the border
still some distance away, John saw a wall of vegetation rising
before them as they approached, becoming a line of over-sized trees
and enlarged, mutant bushes.

The border!

Almost there, the air began to cool, the
bands of this world progressively colder toward the rim.

Nor could they mistake that "floaty" feeling
when they crossed into Realgar to stand beneath the
larger-than-life vegetation.

Band-sickness -- in reverse.

Continuing to parallel the Tartrazine, an
occasional glimpse of the waterway showed it to be slowing more and
more until it broke apart into a muddy, many-fingered delta.

Another day found the puzzling Tartrazine
gathering itself again, this time within a rocky channel, finally
to disappear into a great, roaring, sinkhole.

"River's End," said Golden matter-of-factly,
as if the subterranean disappearance of a mighty stream was the
most natural phenomena in the world!

After that, the road took a sharp bend to the
left, a pathway that put them on a direct line to the Claws, Golden
said.

Seeming to bounce along in Realgar's light
gravity -- even Zwicia able to keep from dragging her feet -- they
skirted low, round top, tall-treed hills, seeing orangish mountains
to the far right that Golden identified as the Mage Mountains of
Realgar.

One other oddity John noticed was that even
fewer people traveled the roads of Realgar than he'd seen in war
weary Stil-de-grain. When asking Golden about this peopleless
phenomena, all John got was a tall tale about how the King of
Realgar had eliminated half his population in a project to mark
trails through the country's Great Marsh: clearly, a legend passing
for history. As for the few Realgarese?? they did came across, they
seemed no different from anyone else. Except that they were dressed
in sky-orange tunics, the natives a bit taller than the average
Stil-de-grainer.

It was early the next day that John and his
people turned a tree-lined corner to see soldiers at the bottom of
a shallow ravine thirty yards ahead of them. Stil-de-grain
troopers, judging by the gold piping on their tan uniforms.

"Stop," called a guard, holding up his hand
as soon as John's party came into view. The man still leaning on a
low, wood-framed barricade, his four comrades came instantly awake,
nervous hands closed on sword pommels.

Still twenty yards from the barrier, John
signaled his party to stop as ordered, John continuing to approach
the officer, the soldier coming around to John's side of the
portable fence.

"If you have goods for trade," the guard
said, "we'll take a look at 'em. But our orders are that no
strangers be allowed back 'a this checkpoint."

"I've come to see the Naval Head, Coluth, if
he's still in charge." The soldiers behind the checkpoint exchanged
glances.

"Who looks for the Navy Head?"

"John Lyon of Stil-de-grain." John didn't
think it would hurt to mention the guard's home band.

"Is that supposed to mean something to me?"
The sentry had a round head and stocky body. Was brusque but not
unpleasant.

"No. But it will to Coluth."

"Anybody could say that," countered the
guard. He grinned a crooked, waiting-to-be-convinced grin. The
military mind. Not much flexibility there.

"This is the Mage of Stil-de-grain," Golden
said quietly but authoritatively, Golden deciding on his own --
Golden-like -- to disobey John's command to stay back.

"Yeah? I heard that the old Mage was dead and
that the new one disappeared."

When in doubt, pull out all the stops. Which
in this case meant flashing the fake Mage-crystal, a single, golden
gleam from the ersatz gem having the guards shying back.

"I suggest," Golden continued dryly, "that
you escort the Mage and his party to his destination."

"Yeah," the leader said thoughtfully,
stroking his chin with one, hairy hand.

After a long moment, he turned to the other
guards. "Auers and Caven, come with me. You other two keep watch
here." The guard turned to John again. "If you are the Mage, sir,
we're glad to have ya. But if you're not ........" Even though
mildly put, the threat was implicit. "As it is, I'm sure ya won't
mind if I....?"

Never quite finishing his thought, the fellow
signaled the rest of John's people to come forward, the guard doing
a routine check of everyone in John's party. (He didn't seem to
discover Golden's throwing knife, however. Not much of a
surprise.)

At an order from their squad leader, the
other guards moved the wooden barrier to one side, John waving his
people forward and through the guard station.

"I'm Whar," the guard announced as his men
replaced the barrier across the trail, the soldier taking the lead,
the other two men he'd chosen posted in the rear.

Boxed in this way, John and company were
escorted down the trail, past two other, considerably more
elaborate bulwarks further on, other clots of Stil-de-grain
soldiers manning them.

Beyond the barricades, the road descended by
easy stages to a narrow, coastal plain. Continuing through tall but
sparse vegetation, they began to pass ramshackle huts and uniformed
men, John's party eventually finding itself in the center of a
noisy encampment, the seaside crowded with military personnel, some
carrying out assigned tasks, others talking, gambling, resting. As
advertised, this was the gathering place of what remained of
Stil-de-grain power.

Hugging the sea at that point, John got his
first look at the Claws: massive scimitars of glittering water cut
into the Malachite plain. One. Two. Three. Three, hooking inlets
nestled together ... a sparkle of others in the distance.

Trees lined the sides of each of the sweeping
bays, tie-up docks thrust out into the water from their inland
points, ships tied along the moles: a few naval ships, many more
merchantmen.

Even crowded with boats, the arcing bays
looked like talons. Or to be more accurate, like scratches a giant,
three-toed water bird might have "clawed" into the land, the sea
rushing in to make sickle-shaped estuaries.

The guard continuing to lead, they threaded
their way through the noisy press, passing the first of the three
sea arms, the landward end of the waterway crowded with a full
compliment of docked ships, other boats floating farther out,
fastened to the wharfs with ropes.

Pushing their way past the second inlet, they
left the crowded waterfront, John's party marched up a slant of
ground toward a hilltop inn, the building a three story structure
with a thatch-topped roof and walls of mud-daubed logs.

Coming to the inn's split-trunk porch, the
officer halted the party. Leaving his fellow soldiers to watch
John's group, the military man clopped up on the porch to push
through a line of orange-clad loiterers leaning on the porch rails,
the soldier opening the door to women's voices and the expectant
mumble of pre-dinner talk.

Back of him, John heard the tired thud of
packs slung to the ground.

Minutes later, the trooper clattered out
again. "Come with me," Whar said, as he hopped down from the porch,
his hobnailed boots digging solidly into the turf. "He's at tie-up.
Will be 'til near down-light, most likely. Likes to look at the
ships."

"I think, if its all right, I'll let the
others get settled," John said.

Eyeing the tired old man and the women, the
soldier nodded, signaling his comrades to stay with the group.

"Pretty crowded inside but I've spread the
word to make room for you."

"Thank you." As always in this less than
democratic place, even phony Mages got undeserved respect.

"Oh," the soldier said to John as John's
people bent down painfully to drag up their carryalls, "as you can
see, everyone around here is armed."

John got the message. As John approached the
Admiral, NO SUDDEN MOVES, John nodding, at the same time hoping
Coluth didn't have memory lapses about old friends.

The remaining soldiers helping, Platinia and
the others hoisted themselves on the board porch to stumble through
the heavy, vertical log, doorway -- Zwicia grumbling for them
all.

The soldier leading, they went down a gradual
slope leading to the bay, having to weave around tents, military
personnel, and jerry-built wood structures hastily constructed as
quarters.

Approaching the harbor, they threaded their
way through gangs of sailors packing supplies on their backs or
hauling barrels in three-wheeled carts. Whatever the military
situation, the ships were prudently being resupplied for their next
mission. No doubt, Coluth's doing.

Others were engaged in fitting oars or in
crafting ship parts, sawhorses set up for that purpose, workers
shaping wood with simple tools: hammers, saws, bow-driven drills.
Navy men, John thought, though merchant seamen looked about the
same as enlisted personnel.

At the ship-crowded quay, John was led past
sweaty stevedores who, as the workday came to an end, were
stripping off their leather jerkins and jumping off the dock into
the bay's tangerine-colored water, the men sputtering, calling to
one another, making crude jokes, and splashing like children. High
above like giraffes in the veldt, wooden dock cranes looked down on
the chaotic scene with remote disdain.

And there was Coluth, the large, raw-boned
man standing by himself at wharfs-end, looking out to sea, dressed
in an unpretentious naval tunic.

"See anything out there as
seaworthy as the Roamer?" John called by way of announcing himself.

Coluth turned; shaded his eyes with a big,
blunt-fingered hand as John came up.

"John-Lyon-Pfnaravin!" the Captain cried,
recognizing John at last, Coluth clasping John on the shoulder.

Remembering that John was the Mage, Coluth
quickly removed his hand. But not his grin!

Seeing the Head receive John as a friend, the
soldier's duty done, Whar saluted both John and the Navy Head in
turn, pivoted, and marched back down the dock. One soldier, at
least, on whom Stil-de-grain could still rely.

"Good to see you old friend," John said,
saluting in the Stil-de-grain style, getting a broader, battered
grin and a salute in return, Coluth's rough, square hand clinched
at an angle before his chest. And John was glad to see the naval
Head. Of all the people John had met in this other reality, Coluth
was the most likable and reliable. Looking closer, there was also
no denying that Coluth had aged. Even in the dying, orange light,
John could see gray streaks in the navy man's short, brown
hair.

"John-Lyon-Pfnaravin," the Head said again,
as if he had to speak the name to believe it. "Now that you have
come, all is well." Just blast 'em with crystal power like you did
the white civilian army, was what Coluth meant. Everybody's
solution to any problem. Mage power.

"There are reasons I can't use my power ...
just yet," John cautioned.

Now that the greeting was
over, both John and Coluth automatically turned to look out over
the gently lapping, sky-orange waters of the ship crowded bay, the
men standing side by side as they'd done so often in more peaceful
times at the deck rail of the Roamer.

"There is little but your power to save us,"
the Head said, resuming the conversation. Coluth shrugged. "The
army ... is no more."

"The Army Head?"

"Etexin was killed at Carotene."

"I heard about that disaster from
Golden."

"Golden escaped?"

"Yes. Just how, I'm not sure." Golden had
told John, of course. It was that John was never willing to take
Golden at face value. "He's with me here," John continued, nodding
toward land, "along with Platinia. The old team back together
again." Hearing that, the weather-loosened skin of Coluth's
seaman's face tightened into a smile of remembrance. "Your navy
transported the army to Carotene?"

"Yes." Coluth's face looked sad again.
"Off-loaded 'em just this side 'a Sea Throat."

"I waited at tie-up. After some days, five
messenger birds flew in as a single flock, none trained to speak."
Messenger birds were this world's method of long-range
communication. A kind of parrot, taught to repeat a piece of news
before being released. "It was then that we knew the worst; no time
to school the birds, Gagar said, only time enough to release 'em as
a silent warnin'."

"Even then, I waited. 'Til I had to gave the
order to go or risk the ships."

"And Gagar?" Gagar was the messenger bird
handler for Stil-de-grain, as much a bird himself as a human.

"He's here."

"Good." Birdie looking as the parrot man was,
John had been impressed with Gagar's intelligence gathering
skills.

"Some soldiers got away. They're still comin'
-- in twos and threes." Too few to do any good, said Coluth's
inflection. "And 'a course, the king is here."

"Yarro?"

"Yes."

"He was in the capital." Hearing Coluth's
simple telling of the disaster, John was beginning to feel that
John's return to his own world had come perilously close to
desertion! "On the way here, I stopped at Xanthin. Thought it wise
to bring young Yarro here to safety." A child-king in exile -- a
pathetic definition of safety.

"You can level with me Coluth," John said
quietly, no one on the mole close enough to hear, the mariners
apparently under orders to give the Admiral his privacy. "Is this,"
John waved his hand to include not only this 'Claw' but the others,
"all that's left of Stil-de-grain?"

"Looks like. Gagar says the birds from
beak-ward have been discouraging." Beak-ward -- the opposite end of
Stil-de-grain's circular band. What John always thought of as
"North."

The worst of the bad news delivered, the two
men stood side by side for a moment, looking seaward from which the
Malachite attack would likely come.

Quiet had come to the dock by this time, as
workers, sailors, and camp followers drifted off toward supper and
sleep.

"Now that you are here to lead us ...."
Coluth didn't have to finish that thought. It was John Lyon, Mage
of Stil-de-grain, whose magic must save them.

John knew better, of course, but couldn't
tell Coluth the truth: that John was afraid to don the genuine
crystal.

On the other hand, John had been able to work
a kind of magic the last time he was Mage. The "magic" of John's
world -- technology. It was John's idea, after all, to mount the
rams that gave Stil-de-grain ships some "punch."

It wasn't John's fault ... at least, not
entirely his fault ... that the rams had been improperly used.

Given time, it was conceivable that John
could come up with other military gems to stave off a Stil-de-grain
defeat.

On that mental note, the ubiquitous evening
fog thickening to haze out the harbor, down-light coming fast, the
two men quit the mole, nothing else needing to be said.

 


* * * * *

 


The next day. The first council of war. The
place: the inn.

John, Coluth, Philelph (Coluth's Second)
Gagar (master of messenger birds) and two officers John hadn't met
-- the new Army Head flanked by his Second.

Entering the pine tar smelling war room by
ones and twos, they were seated around the splintered,
food-stained, rectangular dining table appropriated from the common
room below.

John, dressed in the best white robe he could
find on short notice, sat at table's end, in the place of honor.
Platinia sat to John's right -- because he still felt uneasy
without the girl beside him. These seven, plus old man Robin to
John's immediate left, Mr. Robin practically begging to be
included, the old guy pathetically eager to understand his
situation in this confusing world, a desire with which John could
sympathize.

Coluth, underdressed in a frayed officer's
tunic, was at the far end of the bare, rough-sawn, trestle
table.

The room itself (a cow shed by Xanthin
standards) had been designed for post-hunt parties rather than for
military planning sessions, mounted deer heads on the room's white
plaster walls serving as decoration, the animal trophies adding the
"perfume" of damp hair and hide to the room's pine-pitch smell.

Everyone expectantly in place about the
thickly planked table, Coluth stood to bring the meeting to order.
"Now, there is hope," Coluth said, coming as close to an expression
of optimism as he ever got. "I wish to introduce Army Head, Nator,
and his Head Second, Forsk." Indicating each man as he spoke his
name, Coluth bowed deeply in John's direction.

The Army Head was the elder of the two.
Middle-aged with steely eyes under a fringe of close cut, dappled
gray hair, stocky body, strong-fingered hands, wide gold sash
slanted from shoulder to waist of his military tunic. Nator had
replaced Etexin -- recently deceased.

Forsk, the Army Second, was taller. More
slender. A junior officer with a heart-shaped face and pale blue
eyes. Same uniform; narrower sash.

"This is ..." Coluth's voice fell to a
dramatic whisper as he indicated John at the table's other end,
"John-Lyon-Pfnaravin, Mage of Stil-de-grain."

John's return being noised about last night,
Coluth's announcement could not be much of a surprise to the new
men, the soldiers saluting smartly nonetheless. Curiously, this
non-news enlisted a choking sound and strangled look from Robin. An
odd response. Unless the old man was remembering how he'd been
caged after being misidentified as Pfnaravin, that memory still
haunting him.

The introductions over, Coluth sat down;
scraped his straight-backed chair forward so he could rest his
forearms on the table.

Now was the time for John to strut his
stuff.

Rising majestically, all eyes upon him, John
pulled up the chain around his neck until the fake-crystal cleared
his tunic top. Just a peek, then back under the robe the filter
went.

Seeing what they'd been conditioned to think
was a Mage-crystal, the two army men saluted again, nothing like
the display of power to impress the military. "As some of you know,
even the magic of a Mage is limited," John said, resuming his seat,
leaning back comfortably, everyone else at the table sitting at
attention.

On the grounds that nasty surprises should be
aired as soon as possible, John continued. "I must disappoint you
by saying that, for the time being, there is nothing I can
contribute to the war effort. You must see to your own
defense."

Around the table, faces fell.

Truth, yes. But told in a way that maintained
morale. "Rather, I should say that we must look to our
defense."

Relief! The Mage was still with them!

No doubt about it, John was, once again, the
defacto leader of Stil-de-grain. As soon as possible, as befit his
station, he must locate a pointed Wizard hat and several,
gold-trimmed robes of Cinnabar silk ....

John pulled himself up short.

Was exercising power the reason he'd come
back to this alternate "reality?" ........ Perhaps. ...... Even if
it was, however, John as Mage could be nothing but beneficial to a
defeated Stil-de-grain.

Clearly, with a boy-king on a non-throne,
what was needed was not only John's guidance, but also a little
"old-fashioned," 20th Century know-how.

But first things first.

"The depth of water in the Claws. Is it the
same as the approaches to Xanthin Island?" To John's knowledge,
harbors and tie-up docks were the only places near land where the
water was deep enough to float capital ships.

"It is shallow except for the center of each
claw." A fact John could rely on. Who would know better, after all,
than Coluth? At the same time, it was too much to hope that
claw-depth was a secret.

"I suppose that fact is common knowledge
among the traders of every band?" Coluth nodded. "Which means that
the Malachite Navy is also familiar with navigation in the Claws."
Another nod. "Then the situation calls for the laying of mines."
What John had in mind was something less clumsy than the ships John
had caused to be sunk in the mouth of Xanthin Harbor when he was
here before.

"Mines? What are mines?" Forgetting he was in
the presence of his Mage, the new Army Head had dared to ask an
unsolicited query. Remembering himself, ducked down in his chair,
eyes averted.

The man -- for all his impertinence -- had
asked a sensible, if "sticky," question. How was John to explain
mines in a world that knew nothing of explosives? For that matter,
did John remember enough high school chemistry to make explosives
-- to say nothing of manufacturing mines to lay in the Claws?

No possibility of that. At least not the
semi-buoyant mines that had first come to mind -- the terror of the
North Sea in John's world. In a "wooden ship" world, however, a
non-technical device could be just as effective.

Submarine nets?

John wasn't up to explaining submarines.

"What I mean is, a method to damage attacking
ships."

John had a sudden vision of the coastal
defenses of the German General Rommel, Rommel planting sharpened
train rails under the water off Omaha Beach to impale D-Day landing
ships. While John couldn't pull off that trick either, he felt
certain some workable defensive strategy would come to him. "I have
in mind underwater devices -- ways to close the inlets against
Malachite vessels. And while we're at it, let's make these
portable, shall we?"

Yes! Though no one at the table -- including
John -- had a clue about what John meant, every man was looking to
him for national salvation.

Excellent!

Under John's leadership, the resurgence of
Stil-de-grain -- if not at hand -- was now a possibility!
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The return to power had its expected
downside, of course. Once the news had spread that John was
Pfnaravin, Mage of Stil-de-grain, people began lining up to beg for
favors. Merchants came to demand armed escorts for their trading
ventures; Realgar fisher-folk complained about the lack of wharf
space with all the Stil-de-grain ships tied up in the Claws; and
craftsmen requested raises over and above their already inflated
war-wages. There were also the good-hearted annoyances: Herria, the
inn's heroically proportioned cook, wanting to try out her special
recipes on the Mage; Isbelia, the chambermaid who, if allowed,
would have spent her life fluffing the Mage's pillow; Graccia, the
inn's soubrette, whose sole desire was to "fluff" the Mage.

In addition, scullery maids and drudges
lurked in second floor hallways to catch a glimpse of the mighty
Pfnaravin.

Then, there was John's relationship with the
king. At least once a week, it was politic for John to go to the
king's room on the third floor, the room where Coluth had put the
king's sad, little, locally constructed throne. On those occasions
-- Coluth proudly making sure that Yarro was dressed in his small,
starched king suit -- John would have an "audience" with the child
so that John could receive the king's "orders." Conversation with
the little boy always went as follows:

 


"How are you today, your majesty?"

"Fine."

"And how are your studies going?"

"Fine."

"Is there anything I can do for you?"

"No."

 


So much for consulting the king. At least the
child, under Coluth's tutelage, refrained from interfering with
John's administration.

In spite of these routine interruptions --
some of which John could avoid by closeting himself in the "war
room" -- John was making grudging progress toward the defense of
what was left of Stil-de-grain forces.

At first, John's worry was that the
Malachites would come before he could beef up the military
situation, a fear that was rapidly diminishing.

True, the Malachites could spoil John's plans
by ferrying their army past the marsh to attack overland from the
"east." It was just that John didn't think they would. Destroying
the Stil-de-grain Army as an effective fighting force, the next,
logical target would be the navy.

Against the probability of a naval attack,
John had taken two precautions. First, he'd ordered the Claws to be
"mined." Not with explosives, but with fixed barricades designed to
gut enemy ships. Modifying his "mine" idea to fit this world's
medieval technology, John had his sailors drop boulders -- here and
there -- in the center of the inlets, plugging the bays at selected
spots. (It hadn't taken an explosion to send the Titanic to the
bottom, after all.) Prior to placement, John had local craftsmen
attach iron rings to the top of each boulder, making it possible
for surface ships to hook onto the underwater barricades in order
to drag them to a new location or to dredge them up entirely when
Stil-de-grain shipping needed entrance or exit from the bays.

Another naval weapon John was thinking about
was Greek Fire, a chemical compound invented by the Byzantine
Empire, the Byzantines shooting what, in effect, was flaming liquid
on Moslem ships. Unfortunately, knowledge of how to produce this
unquenchable fluid had been lost to time -- though it was a good
bet that naphtha figured in the flaming mixture. Still, the
principle of shooting fire at wood ships seemed like a good idea --
until John remembered this world didn't have the sort of fire that
John's world did. Here, they used Wizardly fire -- wishing making
flames spring up magically from fire rock. Cold fire. (For heat,
all you had to do was think hot at a fire stone.)

Perhaps heated fire rocks could be catapulted
at enemy ships, some experimentation needed along that line.

Remembering that he carried a cigarette
lighter, John had set in motion a plan to make gunpowder, which, if
he recalled his high school chemistry, was comprised of sulfur,
potassium nitrate, and charcoal.

Making charcoal would be the easy part. If
fire stones could be heated to sufficient temperature to smelt this
culture's iron, fire rocks could be used to "bake" the flammable
gases out of wood -- charcoal the result.

Golden had put John on the trail of an
alchemist who was supposed to know about "exotic" chemicals like
the kind John needed -- sulfur and potassium nitrate, John hoped.
Unfortunately, the "chemist" was in Xanthin -- setting up a
catch-22 situation. It would take something unexpected (like
gunpowder) to recapture Xanthin, the chemicals for gunpowder in the
very city they needed to take.

Tonight's post-supper business concluded,
John was walking down the narrow, second story hall toward his
bedroom, two guards preceding and two trailing.

Along the walls, the inn's staff had already
lighted the hall torches, down-light soon to be upon them.

John was thinking about the supper meeting
he'd had with Coluth. It had gone well, John thought, Coluth
reporting that four of the six claws were now closed to enemy
shipping, boulders submerged at strategic places to rip out the
hulls of unsuspecting ships.

All things taken into account, the "mine"
project had been a success, the soldiers billeted in the Claws
lending a hand to quarry stone from a solid rock mountain less than
half-a-day away, dragging the irregular blocks to the Claws on
pony-sleds, local iron workers attaching hammered rings to the
boulders. After that, sailors, using wharf cranes mounted on
tugboats, loaded the ringed boulders, then swung them overboard at
the appropriate place to plug the Claws against enemy shipping. By
the end of tomorrow, Coluth had reported -- by the next day at the
latest -- the remaining two claws would be "buttoned up" in the
same manner.

Except for this reality's superstition
against night work -- everyone fearing to be outside at the mercy
of the "terrors" of the dark -- all the bays would have been sealed
by now. As compensation -- since the enemy felt the same
night-fears -- no one had to worry about attacks after
down-light.

An idea John was planning to broach at the
staff meeting tomorrow was shore battery defense. It was just a
question of getting the military to locate catapults on the heights
near the mouths of the respective claws. Like cannon-defense of
harbors in the historic past of John's world, catapults could be
prefired, the "gunners" taking note of the exact spot their stone
"ammunition" landed. After that, all the catapult operator had to
do was fire when an enemy ship had entered the danger zone, the
stone "ammo" certain to hit its target.

As for inn defense, a light guard -- at
John's "unreasonable" insistence -- was kept on the inn's external
doors after dark. No one, including the enemy, would venture out at
night.

Reaching John's bedroom, the leader of the
guards opened the door, entering to make certain no one was hiding
under the bed. Like the young woman, Graccia, John thought wryly.
(John's concern on entering his room was to avoid looking at the
spot behind the doorjamb where he'd hollowed out a hiding place for
the real crystal.)

Satisfied that the room was safe for the Mage
to enter, the guard mounted his torch in a wall ring. Saluting
John, the four soldiers formed up in the hall and marched off.

Down-light coming fast -- the ending of the
light preventing John from communicating with other people -- John
shut the door.

Alone, at last.

On his last excursion to this world, mostly
as a precaution against the "pull" of Zwicia's crystal, John had
Platinia sleep in the same room with him.

Now, largely cured of "crystal-sickness,"
having Platinia in the adjoining bedroom was enough to make him
feel comfortable about being so near the Weird's gem.

The girl leaving the war room before him, she
would already be in her connecting room at hall end.

While John's room was the best in the place,
his bare-walled, white-plastered, small-windowed bedroom was crude
compared to the lavish suite of rooms he'd occupied in Xanthin
Palace, this room featured the bare minimum: bed, dresser,
footlocker, and a straight chair.

The maid setting out a change of clothing on
top the crude dresser, John transferred everything he'd need for
the new day to the pockets of the fresh tunic. (One of the first
things he'd order once he'd gotten settled, was to have pockets
sewn in all his tunics and robes.)

Ready for a fast start come up-light, John
undressed, putting his knife and belt on top his change of clothing
on the dresser, the wide-bladed thieves-knife now in a handsome
leather scabbard some adoring common person in the inn had made for
him. (He'd taken to wearing the knife, more as a badge of authority
than to use in a fight.)

Slipping off his shoes, opening the door to
transfer the torch to a wrought-iron wall holder just outside his
door, he closed the door again and crossed the three steps it took
to slip into the straw mattress bed, John pulling up the light
blanket (some kind of cover necessary in this colder band) and
stretching out.

Though tired, John's head continued to buzz
with ideas.

After long consideration, he'd had to give up
his idea of fire ships -- fire ships a tactic that
Sixteenth-Century Englishmen used against the Spanish Armada. In
that conflict, the English had put barrels of gunpowder, pitch,
tar, and other flammables on derelict ships, towed the wrecks up
wind of the Spanish galleons, set the junker ships on fire, and let
the wind blow the exploding hulks among the Spanish fleet.

Except that there was no gunpowder in this
backward place.

Yet.

Also, no wind.

His mind slowing at last, it was sometime
during his consideration of another, anti-ship weapon called "hot
shot," that John fell asleep. Was in such a stupor he didn't awaken
when the outer door to his chamber opened to admit a shadowy
figure, a specter who hurriedly turned to close the door, after
that gliding to the bed with infinite care. Someone who gently,
slowly, slipped down John's blanket.

Since John was sleeping on his back, it was
easy for the interloper to lift the yellow crystal from John's
chest.

A soft creak toward the far end of the room
caused the wraith to stiffen! .... No. ... No other sound. Except
for the eternal noise of nighttime rain upon the roof.

Satisfied, the shadow bent to John again.

Making certain the crystal's trailing chain
did not brush against John's face, the ghost-figure stretched the
chain up and over John's head, setting the gem above John on the
pillow.

Then came the wait.

A long wait.

The phantom silent.

Until John gave evidence of moving in his
sleep.

At that, bending over John again, picking up
the crystal, the shadow waited until the split second John raised
his head to roll over, the specter slipping the chain from beneath
John's neck.

Grasping the crystal and chain in both hands
now, the robber turned and with quiet, gliding steps, crossed the
room.

Cracking open the hall door, listening, the
thief was swiftly through the door and gone.

The sneak-thief departed, there was another
pause.

But not for long, another person slipping
into John's chamber, this time through the doorway leading to
Platinia's room.

Sidling along the wall, the second figure
reached the dresser where John had put his next day's clothing.
There, guided by the hall light's glow under the door, the phantom
sifted through John's garments.

Found ... John's knife ... slipped it from
its leather sheath with a nearly imperceptible sigh.

On cat feet, the person approached John's
bed.

And waited.

Until John rolled over on his back again, the
ghost figure raising the dagger and plunging it in the center of
John's chest, John's shriek of agony echoing through the room, the
halls, the inn, the sound covering the assassin's retreat through
the open portal into Platinia's room!

Horribly awake, John clutched his chest! In
torment, managed to fumble out the knife!

Around the bright ring of pain, John was
aware of shouting and that there was light and noise and ...
people.

Saw, from a receding distance, the worried
face of Platinia hovering above him, behind her, taller blurs of
faces in the magic flames of many torches, their lights smothered
by shadows crawling toward him from the corners of the room
.........
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It was John's first visit to the "war room"
since the assassination attempt, the army doctor, Quezy, sitting
nervously by his side, Quezy a fussy little man. Bald, with bushy
throat whiskers. A doctor? Or, in this backward place, was he more
a barber-surgeon?

Thank God that bleeding the patient had not
taken hold here as the quickest way to reduce fever! (Of course, in
the daylight magic of this environment, there was no infection to
produce fever, causing John to wonder if he'd have survived a
similar attack in his own world.)

It was not until the second day after he'd
been stabbed that John was "with it" enough to look at his chest,
John was still chewing a pain deadening plant -- the doses looking
suspiciously like poppy buds.

While everyone in John's immediate "family"
was assuring him his life hung by a thread, John was going to live,
the knife strike not compromising vital organs.

John had been most fortunate, Quezy
maintained, that the knife had a wide blade. And that the would-be
assassin was holding the blade vertically to John's body, the blade
jamming between two ribs rather than slipping between them into
John's heart. (John realized he'd been lucky. He just didn't want
to admit it.) In addition, it had been fortunate that John had been
stabbed in a light gravity band. In heavier gravity, he'd probably
still be flat on his back.

Having a small pillow under his robe to hug
to his bandaged chest if he had to cough, John was ready to start
his first, after attack, meeting.

They were all seated at the table when he'd
arrived. Coluth. Golden. Gagar. Platinia. Zwicia. And Robin. The
Army and Navy Heads and their Seconds were also in their accustomed
places around the table. In short, everyone who had ready access to
John's room in the dead of night.

First things first. "Any bright ideas about
who tried to eliminate me?" Everyone around the rough-hewed table
hung his head. Except for Zwicia-in-lavender-robe -- who had
probably not understood the question. "No thoughts at all?"

Though Coluth cleared his throat to speak,
Robin got in ahead of him. "It is my belief that it was the
Malachite Army Head," the old man purred in his unctuous voice.
"The very same that you released, sir. Leet. Trailing after us."
John didn't mind receiving respect from those around him. It was
just that old man Robin overdid the obsequious bit to the point of
satire.

"And why do you think it was Leet?"

"He is Malachite. Already almost here, he had
only to follow the rest of the way." John wondered if Robin knew
that Golden was also a Malachite? Was certain, closed-mouthed as
Golden was, that Robin knew nothing of Golden's intent to be King
of Malachite one day. "Also, because he had but one arm," Robin
continued. "Was weak. The blow that was struck was a feeble
one."

"It seems to me that a man denied the use of
one arm strengthens the other by way of compensation."

"He was also old."

"So are you," John said, Robin shutting his
mouth like a snapping turtle biting at an offending stick. Though
normally suffering fools gladly -- John was a college instructor
after all -- John was too weak to pursue silly avenues of thought.
In addition to John's appraisal of Leet as a man of honor, there
was little chance of the one-armed Army Head sneaking past
Stil-de-grain's checkpoints.

"I have the assurance of the guards," Nator
put in, "that, on that infamous night, no one entered or exited the
inn after down-light." As conscientious as the Army Head had been
about following John's orders, John believed him.

The unmistakable conclusion? That the
assassination attempt was an inside job.

Spending considerable convalescent time
thinking about the attack, John had considered -- then discarded --
the inn's personnel as suspects. Even if one of them might have
hallucinated a reason for an attempt on John's life, John didn't
think anyone working at the inn had the courage to assault a
Mage.

No. The only people likely to have known the
location of John's room on the second floor were the people seated
around this very table.

One of his own people. But who?

Golden? Maybe. Though the young man had a lot
of earlier, better chances to take John out.

Coluth? Jealous of John's superior authority?
Unthinkable.

Philelph, Coluth's Second? Fanatically
devoted to the captain, Philelph would die rather than do something
that could get Coluth in trouble.

The Army Head or his Second? Perhaps.
Ambitious soldiers were sometimes interested in speeding up
promotion by eliminating those above them in the hierarchy. But ...
aspiring to replace John as Mage? Surely, that exaltation was
beyond the dreams of even the most megalomaniacal of officers.

Robin? Unlikely, since John was the old man's
ticket home.

Zwicia?

Platinia?

Both had opportunities to assassinate John
long before this.

One of the guards? Surely, a man familiar
with arms would have made a better job of it.

What it came down to was: no suspect. The
scariest of all possibilities!

Still a secret -- from everyone except the
assassin -- was the theft of John's fake Mage-crystal.

John smiled to himself, the others at the
table waiting patiently for him to restart the meeting. It had to
have been a nasty surprise to the thief to find that the "crystal"
he'd stolen was a reproduction.

But .... back to the problem at hand.

"The assassin's access to me," John
continued, his voice already beginning to tire, "leads me to
believe he is someone in this room."

Dead silence.

"So what are we going to do to prevent
another attempt on my life?"

There was a sudden babble of talk. "One at a
time!" At that command, the others shushed like naughty children.
"Gagar."

"I could train a messenger bird to fly to me
if a stranger were to approach you, great Mage."

"And if the assassin is you ...?"

"But ...." The man sputtered to a halt, his
nose bobbing like a pecking chicken.

"I will double the guard," said Nator
resolutely.

"Guards didn't do much of a job on the night
of the attack," John replied dryly. "I'm not sure I'd live through
twice as much of that kind of help." The Army Head sagged in his
chair. "Putting men outside my door at night might help, though,"
John said. Unless you are the assassin, John couldn't help but
conjecture -- a thought John kept to himself.

I could be your protection," Coluth said.
"Surely you don't suspect me of ..."

John cut his old friend off with a feeble
wave. "You're too valuable arranging the overall defense. The plain
truth is that I can't spare any of you to nursemaid me." A slight
exaggeration. He could spare Zwicia -- for all the good that
....

As if the old women were aware he was
thinking about her, the Weird spoke. "'Tol you. 'Tol you. No knif'.
Zwicia 'tol you. No knif'."

"What was that again?" John asked.
Understanding Zwicia was difficult, even when her mental "train"
appeared to be on track.

"In'a Cr'stal. See in'a Cr'stal."

"You saw something in your crystal?"

"Knif'. See Knif'."

Without further explanation, Zwicia screamed,
a scream that unnerved General Nator, who scrambled to his feet,
sword smoothly in hand! Forsk, Nator's Second, also jumped up,
jerking out his sword and whirling the other way to guard Nator's
back.

Seeing his army colleagues draw their
weapons, Coluth was up and bolting around the table to throw
himself between John and possible treachery, Philelph dashing after
Coluth, glancing about wildly for something he could use to defend
the Navy Head.

Gagar, the bird man, looked ruffled. Which
was how a bird man should look when startled.

Golden ... sat.

Platinia ... sat.

Zwicia continued to scream.

"Zwicia," John cried, more fearful of being
crushed in the melee than of assassination, "shut up!"

As if he'd wrung her scrawny neck, the old
woman stopped in mid-scream.

The ersatz crisis over, John waved everyone
back to his place at the table, the army men scabbarding their
swords, looking smug at having responded so quickly to an apparent
threat.

Which brought John back to Zwicia, the old
Weird continuing to be the wild card in the deck. Thinking back, it
did seem to John that Zwicia had screamed every time she'd seen a
drawn knife. Every time, in fact, she'd heard the word. "You
foresaw this would happen, Zwicia?" John said, everyone again in
place. "The assassination attempt was revealed to you in your
crystal?"

Zwicia nodded.

"And you didn't warn me!?"

"Me warn. Me say, no knif'!"

"Yes, so you did." A warning, like Zwicia
herself, incomprehensible.

"And what else did you see that's going to
happen to me?"

To that, the old woman fluttered her hands.
Began to mumble to herself.

Too bad. If ever John needed a quick peek
into the future, it was now. "That's all right, Zwicia. I don't
need your help. I know how to solve this problem."

If someone around the table interpreted this
to mean that John was on the verge of identifying the assassin, let
him sweat!

"Meanwhile, we've got our military situation
to get squared away." Drained of oxygen, John took a quick, sharply
painful breath.

"Still of top priority," John continued in a
voice he hoped sounded stronger to the rest of them than it did to
him, "is defense of the Claws." Coluth nodded. "And while the Navy
is doing that," John continued, turning to address the Army Head
down the right side of the table, "I want you to set up catapults
on the heights along each of the claws. Stake them into fixed
positions. Have each throw a few rocks so you know where the rocks
will land. Then, should enemy ships row into range, rock 'em.
Knowing where the rocks will fall makes this a can't miss deal."
Light dawned in Nator's eyes.

"I will do that, sir. Unconventional, but
..."

"Effective." Exhaustion was making John
impatient. "I'm also going to require something else. Or I should
say, someone else. Since it's a good bet that a person seated at
this table was in on the plot to kill me ...." John let that sink
in again as he eyed each in turn, "I'll need a new security chief.
For now, the man I want is the soldier who brought me into camp. I
don't remember his name, but he was the officer in charge of the
first barricade I ran into on this side of the Mage Mountains of
Realgar."

The Army Head turned to his Head Second.
"That would be your perimeter security."

"Yes," said the young Second, lost in
thought. He turned his pale eyes to John at the table's end. "Did
you say the first barricade?"

"Right."

"That would be Whar."

"He's the one," John said, remembering. "How
soon can you get this Whar back here?"

"By late this afternoon."

John paused to think of the proper segue from
talk to action. "Other than the little matter of an attempt on my
life, is everything running smoothly? The catapults can be hauled
into position. Test fired?"

"Soon," the Head Second said positively.

"I want to be ready for a Malachite attack no
later than next week." Nothing like an irritated Mage to motivate
action, all the brass nodding their solemn pledges.

"For the rest of today, I'll need a squad of
soldiers to be with me at all times. I'll do the picking."

Suddenly, John was exhausted, his wound
throbbing. Leaning forward to conceal what he was doing, John
hugged the pillow to his chest to deaden the pain, hoping that,
since the pillow was under his robe, no one would notice.

His plans finalized, John dismissed the
others, all squeaking back their chairs, standing, the military men
saluting, exiting the barren, table-dominated room, the civilians
following, Zwicia getting in the way, Robin looking peeved at being
sent packing. Platinia slipped out. Golden -- his limp gone -- the
last to leave, turning to drag shut the heavy, timber door.

Leaving John alone to think grim
thoughts.

Like how losing the crystal -- counterfeit
though it was -- had changed John's situation radically. Before the
theft, he'd been able to fall back on the crystal; show it to prove
he was the Mage; use it to threaten people with its power. Trying
to play the part of Mage without at least a pretend crystal, was
another proposition entirely.

Sans prop, John felt ... vulnerable.

The "saver" as John saw it, was that everyone
of importance had already seen the crystal. No reason for them to
think the gem had been stolen. Continuing that line of thought,
even the thief would not be able to advertise that John was now
"crystaless" because to do so would reveal the hit man as the
robber/assassin.

Then, too, if the going got really rough,
John could don the genuine article. ..... But not yet.

Not ever if John continued to have his
way!
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Rather like a parent takes satisfaction in
the accomplishments of his children, John was proud of his troops.
Proud that, even without him, they had fended off a concerted
attack by the Malachite Navy. Though it was the construction of
John's defenses in the Claws that had won the battle, his men had
to have fought and fought hard. It took men to row the ram-enhanced
merchant ships that had finished off the Malachite cutters come
afoul of those strategically placed, undersea "mines." Men, to work
the catapults that rained down "fire" on enemy ships; on those
Malachites sailors unlucky enough to have come within striking
range of John's shore battery ballasts.

Most impressive to the soldiers and mariners
-- John was told -- was that the victory had been achieved without
the Mage using either magic or "on the scene" support.

And where had John been during the attack?
Though only John's immediate companions knew, fighting for his
life. Again.

While holding a pillow to his injured chest
during the last meeting had seemed like a good idea at the time,
the pillow had been keeping blood from soaking through, blood that
had begun leaking from the dagger wound's newly torn scar tissue.
So much blood, on top of what John had lost already, that,
following the meeting, John had collapsed. To be found later by a
cleaning drudge.

It was Golden who'd invented the fiction that
the Mage was controlling strategy from the palace. Dressing up in
John's Wizard clothing, Golden had let himself be seen at the
window of the war room from time to time, acting the part of
Mage-conducting-the-war-effort from afar. John was told -- and he
believed it -- that Golden played the part of John-from-a-distance,
perfectly. In effect, Golden's "Mage" performance had given John an
idea about the next military idea he intended to spring on his war
council today.

To make a short story even shorter, in the
middle of the two weeks John had been incapacitated, the "Battle
for the Claws" had been won.

It was also during John's convalescence that
Leet and his Malachites had come to the Claws to surrender.
Learning this, one of the first things John did after gaining back
some strength was to "allow" Leet and his men to join the
Stil-de-grain Army, giving the order that the Malachites were to be
issued the uniforms of a special forces unit attached to the local
military.

John now feeling well enough to assume full
command, he'd called this afternoon meeting in the war room.

The usual group -- plus Leet.

Introductions made all around -- John's
formal congratulations given to the two commanders on last week's
victory -- and it was time for new business.

"Unfortunately, gentlemen, the battle didn't
change the power balance." John swept the table with a slow glance,
Coluth and Nator nodding, their Seconds reflecting their respective
Head's concern. "It's too much to hope, I suppose, that our
defensive tactics destroyed a large number of Malachite
vessels."

"Yes," Coluth confirmed.

"When they failed to force a passage,"
General Nator added, the Army Head fingering his golden sash while
he spoke, "then felt the blows of our catapults, they
withdrew."

"A sensible thing to do," John agreed. "It's
always harder to attack fortified positions than to defend them. If
I remember right, the formula is something like three to one. It
takes three times the force to capture an emplacement as it does to
defend it." John paused for dramatic effect. "Which makes our next
task a formidable one."

"Next task?" Coluth asked, surprised. "Are we
not in a good position here?"

"Yes. For now. What I would expect, however,
is another Malachite assault, this time by land. Would that be your
guess, Leet?"

Somewhat shorter than the rest of the men at
the table, the Malachite Head looked uncomfortable in his cut-down
Stil-de-grain officer's tunic. Probably was uncomfortable. "It is
not my place to ..."

John cut him off with a chopping wave. "I
didn't ask you to come to this meeting to keep your place. I'm
asking for your advice." Leet sat up a little straighter.

"I have not seen your army, do not know its
strength ..."

"I'm afraid you have seen our army. It's just
that there isn't much to see."

"A confirmation of the rumor that your land
forces were lost in the Realgar Marsh," the former Malachite Head
said, nodding to himself. Leet pursed his lips. Used his left hand
to lift his dead arm to the tabletop. "If, as it is believed, the
pursuing Malachite Army did not go far into that sucking swamp,
then our ...." He paused; corrected himself. "Then the Malachite
Army is in tact."

"You would expect the army to attack,
then?"

"It would seem to be the correct
strategy."

"General Nator?"

"Agreed."

"Where is the Malachite Navy now?" John asked
Coluth.

"Gone."

"Might they be lingering out there somewhere,
just above the Claws?"

"I sent a ship. The report is, they have
retreated further than the tie-up docks above the Claws."

"I wonder if retreated is the right word."
John paused to think, tapping his compressed lips with a forefinger
as he sometimes did. "They could have pulled back to Xanthin
Harbor. Probably did, immediately after their defeat."

"And while we're playing hide-and-go-seek
with the Malachite Navy ...," blank stares all around, "... where
did the Malachite army go after its victory outside of Carotene?"
John pointed at Leet, figuring that, as a Malachite, he would have
the best idea of Malachite plans.

"I do not know," Leet said, shrugging his
functional shoulder. The others also shook their heads.

"Gagar?" What were spy "masters" for, if not
to ....

"It is my belief that the Malachite army
stayed in Carotene," chirped the little bird man.

"Your belief?"

"Since all Stil-de-grain messenger birds were
released during the rout -- to warn the navy away -- no birds can
come from there. It is my belief the Malachites are still in
Carotene because no messenger birds have come from other places,
saying the Malachites are elsewhere."

"Yes. The case of the dog that didn't
bark."

"Dog ...?" Coluth. At the end of the
table.

"Just an expression," John replied, wincing.
How did you explain Sherlock Holmes' rational approach to
criminology to people with medieval minds?

"What seems certain is that, since their
attack three days ago fizzled, it's a good bet that a Malachite
messenger bird is on its way to Carotene with news of their naval
defeat."

"They will not try again in the Claws,"
Coluth said positively.

"Not with their navy," John agreed. "But it
would be my guess that their fleet -- we didn't destroy their
ships, after all, just drove them off -- has disappeared because
its on its way to Carotene to pick up the Malachite Army." John
twisted around in his chair. Glanced about the room. "Where's a
map? I need a blowup map of the area from Carotene to the Claws."
Another of John's innovations -- the drawing of detailed maps --
had come to fruition.
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Nator pointed to an end table.

"Good! I was afraid you'd left the map behind
when you evacuated Xanthin. Bowing his thanks, Nator had his Second
rise from the main table, to stride to a small, overflowing stand,
ruffling through the untidy pile of map "blow ups" there to find
the one John had indicated.

Locating the right chart, he brought it to
the large, central table, smoothing out the crackling, yard square,
papyrus-like paper in front of John. "Yes," John said, standing,
leaning forward, putting his forefinger on Carotene and tracing as
he spoke. "If I were the Malachite commander, believing, as is the
case, that the Stil-de-grain Army is at half-strength at best, I'd
load my troops on ships here off Carotene. Transport them through
Sea Throat past the Realgar March, around Xanthin Island, landing
them in Realgar territory just to the 'east' of the Claws.

"Speaking of Xanthin," John said, looking up
to see that the others were leaning toward the map, following
along, Coluth standing at the table's far end, "it would be my
guess that with the island captured some time ago, with our forces
holed up here, they have only a token force on the island."

John sat down and waved the map away, the
others settling in their chairs, young Forsk returning the map to
the table before coming back quietly to sit at his place.

John looked down the
center of the table at Coluth. "How few sailors would it take to
handle your average merchant ship?" Not anticipating the question,
the Admiral's light eyes took on a puzzled look, Coluth drumming
the fingers of both, big hands on the table. Another agony of
dealing with these people was that they didn't do well with sudden
shifts of subject. "I know that aboard the Roamer, you had, maybe, 40 men."
Coluth nodded solemnly. "But how many were really necessary on a
trip from here to Xanthin Island."

"To reach the harbor?"

"No. To get to the backside of the island
nearest the Claws."

Coluth frowned, trying to calculate. "That
would require only one change-over."

One of the interesting features of this world
were the looping swirls of water rotating on the surface of the
sea. Rowing-steering from one of the whirls to a counter-rotating
current was the way sailors traveled on this world's seas. "Here,
the waters are calm .... I would say it would require, to be on the
safe side, twenty men on the oars, one to steer. Ten on each oar
bank."

From what John knew about rowing in this
world, Coluth's figures seemed right.

"Half."

Coluth nodded, rubbing his flat nose with one
finger as he sometimes did when puzzled.

"Here's the plan, then. Since the best
defense is often a good offense, we're going on the attack."

"Attack!?" General Nator, sensible man that
he was, was horrified. Had the Mage lost his mind? Attack with
what? Those questions and others could be seen flashing behind the
general's steely eyes.

"Failing to destroy us by sea, the Malachites
will now try by land. The quickest way to do that, by converting
their warships to troop transports in order to help bring their
army from Carotene. Our response will be to transform our seamen
into soldiers. As many as we can."

"But ..." Nator complained, practically
sputtering, "a seaman cannot to be taught to be a ... a
soldier!"

John knew about the feudal situation in this
world, everyone locked into his father's occupation. "If I'm right,
my new, seaman-soldiers won't have to fight. For my plan to work,
it will be enough if they look like soldiers."

At that retraction, General Nator seemed less
troubled ... though still confused.

"The right uniforms and a little drill should
do it. What I want is a force that will overawe a much smaller
army."

"But the Malachite Army is not smaller," the
general countered, not at all happy with this line of thought.
"Furthermore, each Malachite soldier being stronger because he is
from a heavier band, the enemy is better than our troops, man for
man." Unusual for this world, Nator didn't mince words -- even when
talking to his Mage.

"I have no intention of taking on the
Malachite Army in a fair fight," John said reassuringly. "What
we're going to do is recapture Xanthin Island."

Dead quiet prevailed. What, after all, do you
say to the insane?

"If we're correct about the most sensible
course of action available to Malachite commanders, they'll use
their navy to move their army from Carotene to the Claws. I see no
reason to stay here and take the medicine they've prepared for us,
do you?"

Silence.

"I propose an attack on a neglected Xanthin
Island."

Silence.

Until Coluth spoke. "Even if few troops are
holding Xanthin Island, that would be difficult. First, the enemy
will see that only half the oars 'a our ships are manned, that our
ships are helpless to defend themselves, even against what little
remainin' naval forces are at Xanthin. And, won't they have
barricaded the harbor by now?"

"I should think so." Never underestimate the
enemy was the cardinal rule of war. "But I have no intention of
attacking Xanthin Harbor."

"Around the rest 'a the island," Coluth said,
not wishing to sound negative, but determined, like Nator, to tell
the truth. "Our ships can't get close. Too shallow, as you know."
In the past, John had soundings made to establish just that
fact.

"No problem. I've got that figured out, too."
John had considered these objections, of course. (Nothing like
enforced bed rest to provide planning time.) "We hit 'em where they
ain't."

John sighed.

Snappy patter got him nothing but puzzled
frowns.

"We do to them what I was afraid they'd do to
us when we were holed up on Xanthin Island."

John was thinking about
the period after he'd become Mage on his last trip to this world,
when, fearful that a Malachite strike force might land troops on
the backside of the island, he'd had soundings taken around the
island, those fathomings revealing that the only spot deep enough
for military cruisers to approach the island was through the harbor
itself. John had then ordered ships to be sunk in Xanthin Harbor to
close the harbor mouth, a task that had fallen to Coluth, Coluth
sinking the Roamer and another ship to plug the harbor against a Malachite
attack. It was for Coluth's heroics in harbor defense that John had
appointed him to the position of Navy Head -- unfortunately, Head
of a much depleted navy.

"Here's the plan," John said, all eyes on
him, the others waiting with rapt attention -- possibly with horror
-- for him to speak. "If I'm right -- and the rest of you seem to
think I am -- the Malachite Navy has gone to pick up their army in
...." John had almost said the north. "In the area near Carotene.
If so, we control the sea in these parts by default. Even with
half-crews manning the ships, we can get to the backside of Xanthin
Island.

"What I propose is that we do three things.
One. Rig our ships so that every other oar is manned, the oars
wired so that, when a sailor pulls his oar, the untended oar next
to his oar moves in the same pattern. We can even use dummies
dressed as sailors at those non-functioning oars. Fix the dummies
to the handles of the oars so that the mannequins will move when
the oars move -- like they're living men.

"Two. Train the mariners we've relieved of
their seaman's duties to at least look like soldiers. Some drill.
Uniforms. Weapons or something that looks like weapons from a
distance.

"Three. Load our troops on rafts, the rafts
to be towed from the Claws to the backside of Xanthin. It's not far
at all. We'll have to install just enough oarlocks on each raft so
that, once cut free, the mariners on the rafts can row themselves
across the shallows to land. In that way, we disembark an 'army' on
the island.

"An attack from the rear combined with the
sight of our navy off the harbor, the Malachites thinking
themselves outmanned in every way possible, their skeleton force
will surrender."

"It might ... work," Nator said. More and
more, John was impressed with General Nator's perception.

"And if we take the island?" Coluth.

It was good to have men like Nator, whose
every instinct was to obey. But it was vital to have a Coluth who
questioned authority, however gently.

"Then we barricade Xanthin Harbor like
before. Keep a watch around the island to make sure the Malachites
don't pull the raft trick on us."

"And how are we ... benefited ... to have
done this?" Coluth again, rubbing his nose thoughtfully.

"In a couple of ways. First, there is no
substitute for victory." (John hoped that Douglas MacArthur
wouldn't object to a fellow countryman "borrowing" his famous
phrase. After all, that old soldier had ... faded away ... long
ago.)

"Then, too," John continued, "while we're
protected here from a naval assault, we're far from safe from
overland attack. On the island, we're secure from both. And yes,
I'm aware that Xanthin Island can't feed itself forever and is,
therefore, vulnerable to siege. Which leads me to my third
advantage to capturing the island. On the island are certain ...
ingredients ... that I need for our defense."

That will clinch it, John thought.

A look around the table at hangdog faces told
him otherwise. "Have you forgotten that if all else fails, I can
work magic?"

Faces brightened.

Unexpectedly, there was a hammering on the
door!

Startled, Nator's hand found the pommel of
his sword, Forsk, Head Second, fingering his blade hilt as
well.

Though just as surprised at the interruption
as the others, John forced himself to remain calm. "Enter," John
called.

The door cracked open, Whar's face sticking
through apologetically. "Messenger bird, sirs. From the Claws, I'm
told."

Gagar stood where he sat, then turned to
receive John's permission.

John nodded.

Gagar motioning to Whar, Whar ushered in a
boy carrying a large parrot in a cage, the shy young man shuffling
forward with the orange bird. (Orange, because everything in this
world was coded by color.)

Removing a thick leather glove from his tunic
belt, slipping the glove over his left hand and forearm, stepping
forward to open the cage, Gagar got the bird to climb on the glove,
the parrot digging its claws into Gagar's gauntlet.

The bird "secured," Whar dismissed the youth,
the young man scurrying across the room and out the door.

"I recognize this bird," Gagar trilled,
running his hand down the bird's back, looking the bird over. "It
is the newly trained bird consigned to Obolan. Since we're trapped
here ... ah ... located here in the Claws, I have assigned Obolan
to watch the sea at the Claw-mouth below the inn."

The bird and the man were now making the same
bobbing motions with their heads.

Since the bird came from that close, John
found himself wondering why someone didn't just walk the news up to
the inn.

Odd.

Enough speculation. "Let's hear it," John
said, waving his permission for Gagar to make the bird talk, Gagar
always reluctant to "tap" his birds messages with so many people
present. "We're all friends here." Which, John felt it prudent to
remind himself, wasn't true. He was still convinced it was someone
in his inner circle who'd stolen his fake crystal then stabbed
him.

Granted permission, Gagar made the kind of
jerky motion that caused the animal to speak its piece in the
curious, unaccented fashion of all, basically brainless, talking
birds.

 


"azare . ship . at . claws."

 


What?! An Azare ship? A ship from the
legendary, black band? The unknown land of the ultimate enemy?

An intense buzz of worried whispering had
begun around the table, men leaning this way and that to give or
hear an opinion.

The bird having nothing else to say, John
motioned for quiet. Got it as soon as the others realized his
desire. "And what does that mean??"

Before Gagar spoke, Coluth answered. "It'd be
my guess that an Azare ambassador is askin' entrance into this
waterway."

John looked over at Gagar who was petting the
bird, Gagar more interested in his birds than the messages they
bore. "Only one ship?"

"One ship," Gagar affirmed.

"Because of one ship, this bird flew in from
the harbor just down the slope? What is that, a mile away?"

"I would think," Gagar cocked his head to the
side, one bright eye on the ceiling, the other on the bird, "two
miles. Sending by bird is still the fastest way for Obolan to relay
important information."

"I suppose," John conceded.

Reflecting on what John remembered about the
tangled political situation here, the fact that a representative
had arrived from Azare -- the evil, black band about whom this
world's people were even hesitant to talk -- was not only
important, but unprecedented!

The black band.

Everyone's oblique nickname for the band of
Azare. The innermost of bands. The circular country with the
heaviest gravity and a normally blue sky.

From what John had gleaned from reluctant
informants, there had once been a revolution in Azare, that band's
evil Mage, Auro, overthrowing the Azare King, Auro making himself
both Mage and king. Not content with winning the coup, he'd
attempted to conquer the other bands during the so called Mage War
that followed. Malachite falling to Auro's forces, Malachite's
Mage, Pfnaravin, had fled from Malachite to neighboring
Stil-de-grain, after that, putting together a Mage alliance against
Auro: Pfnaravin, Melcor (the Mage of Stil-de-grain), Helianthin
(Mage of Realgar) and the Mage of the mysterious outer band of
Cinnabar, Cryo. Combining their magical powers, these four Mages
had darkened the sky over Azare until the blue band had become
black.

Since magic was a product of this world's
light, blacking out the sky above Azare had the effect of stopping
the Sorcerous assault of the evil Mage.

On the other hand, shutting down the magic of
Auro stopped the other four Mages from taking direct action against
him. Since magic was a product of light, their magic would
disappear as soon as they entered the blacked out band.

What it came down to was a supernatural
stalemate. While Auro could no longer launch an incantational
attack from his band, the men of the other bands could not move
into Azare to eliminate him.

More recently, there was fear that the magic
of the victorious Mages was breaking down, the Mage-magic keeping
the sky blacked out over Azare, failing.

But back to the ship from the black band. Was
the fact that this craft was "loose" another example of Auro
breaking the magical restraints the other Mages had placed on
him?

"Coluth? What do you think?" Coluth shrugged.
"Nator?" A raise of eyebrows. "Do either of you see any harm in
letting the enemy ambassador land? In hearing what he has to
say?"

"If, by entering, he could learn where our
barricades in the harbor have been placed, perhaps." Coluth. Always
practical. "But since the ship-traps can be repositioned ...."

"Then let's do it."

While there was general mumbling and head
nodding in apparent agreement with that decision, there was also
disquiet around the table. Stil-de-grainers were used to fighting
against men from the black band's ally -- Malachite. But to face
someone from the black band itself ....?

"That's the end of today's meeting," John
said quickly, as much to prevent opposition to his decision to face
the Azare ambassador as for any other reason. "Will you arrange for
the ambassador to enter the harbor, Coluth?"

"I will send a pilot boat to guide him past
the defenses."

"How long will that take?"

"An hour?"

"Take your time. I won't see him until
tomorrow, anyway. Frankly, I'd like to meet him in better
arrangements than these," John waved at the deer head, furniture
cluttered room, "... but since that can't be helped, at least I can
dress for the occasion. Until then, you have your duties to
perform."
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Robed in the finest clothing the locals could
provide -- a vestment of white Cinnabar silk striped at the seams
with Stil-de-grain gold -- John sat at the head of the long table
in the tidied-up conference room, Platinia seated behind John and
to the right.

John had posted Whar, sword in evidence, just
inside the door, Whar to let in the mysterious Azarite, rumors
about the emissary's ingratiating manner and bizarre behavior
rocketing through the halls.

After ushering the man in, Whar was to stand
just outside the chamber's door, ready for anything. A squad of
Stil-de-grain soldiers lined the outer hall, all this security at
the insistence of both Coluth and Nator, neither of whom liking the
idea of John's solitary meeting with the enemy envoy.

As a final precaution, John had removed the
Mage-crystal from the hole he'd gouged for it behind the right,
door frame in his room. Had it in a pocket in his flowing robe.

Seated in his accustomed place at the head of
the table, a nervous soldier had just stuck his head in to notify
John that the ambassador had arrived, John signaled to Whar across
the room.

Opening the door, Whar bowed in a smallish
man, Whar exiting, closing the door behind him.

The Azare minister. A diminutive, almost
skeletal man at first glance, draped in a dead black robe, the
legate with the same alabaster complexion of the "people's" Army of
Azare. The army John had destroyed.

So uniformly pale was everything about the
man, in fact, that the diplomat's facial features were ...
indistinct.

Could living for an extended period in total
darkness be turning the people of Azare that dull white color?

Bowing first, the man approached the far end
of the table.

Closer, what few features John could
distinguish in the ambassador's face showed the man to be of middle
age.

Another impression John formed was that,
while small, the man from Azare had, at one time, been strong -- a
probability since he was from a heavy, inner band.

John remained seated. Deliberately.

When the slight, chalky-colored man reached
the other end of the table, John motioned him to sit.

"I am Paliss, of Azare," the man said as he
settled himself in the crude, wooden chair at the far end of the
table, the man looking at John down the long, trestle board. Even
the ambassador's eyes were colorless, their pale irises slitted
against the room's, morning light.

"I am the Mage of Stil-de-grain," John
replied with as much dignity as he could muster.

As if to compound the ... strangeness ... of
the situation, the ambassador began looking around him: at the raw,
white plaster walls; at the moth-eaten deer heads -- the Azarite
smiling. "So beautiful," he said at last, his voice lilting. "So
many gorgeous colors. And the sky outside. It is what one calls
orange, is it not?"

And what was John to make of that?

"I could never get enough of seeing new skies
and seas," the man continued in his high, musical voice. "First,
green, then gold. Now orange. And since I have been here, I have
tasted the delicious flavors of your foods." He looked at John
again, seeing in John's expression the need for explanation. "Of
course, at tie-ups, on the way, I have eaten meat. The meat of
cows. And sheep. Even the flesh of your wild animals. Squirrel.
Deer." He smiled again. "Until now, all I have eaten in my whole
life is fish. And, sometimes, mushrooms," he added, with obvious
distaste. "That is all we have to eat, you see. Fish that swim into
our waters from Sea Throat. It is our Mage who calls them to us.
There are also sightless fish in our lakes and rivers."

The man frowned, the shadows made in the
wrinkle-lines on his forehead the only color on what otherwise
might have been the face of a talking ghost. "It is said that some
in our band eat the flesh of foreigners. But that would be the
meaner sort of person. Of that, I, myself, have no knowledge."

Curiouser and curiouser.

The man began looking around the room again;
grinning at the walls, the chairs, the ceiling; as if meeting old,
old friends.

"But time is short," the ambassador said with
a sigh, one hand soaring as if in protest. Again, he fixed John
with gray-pale eyes. "My master, the Mage-King Auro, orders the
immediate surrender of your few remaining forces."

"Your master may order as he pleases," John
said dryly, still more fascinated with the man than with the
message. The message, John had expected. The man ....?

"My master, the Mage-King Auro, further
orders me to inform you that if you refuse to surrender, he will
destroy your band and everyone therein."

John remembered the white, hypnotized army
from Azare. Men, women, children, animals, sent to root up every
tree, bush, and blade of grass along their invasion route. John
would never forget the first time he saw that "army" stretched
across the valley below his vantage point on a hill top. That long,
undulating, horizon to horizon line of men, women, and children
bent over, hacking at the ground with hoes and scythes. Along side
the people were "drugged" animals: white ponies, dogs -- pawing,
scratching at the land. Leaving nothing but plowed ground behind
them.

Recalling Auro's "scorched earth" tactics,
John could believe that Auro was capable of commanding the
destruction of everyone in Stil-de-grain.

John leaned back in his chair, affecting a
languid pose. "You may inform this Auro that the tide of battle has
just turned."

"Tide ....?"

That's right, John thought. No tides in this
moonless world. "That we have now begun to win. From his dark band,
your Mage is helpless to generate the kind of light-driven magic
that I will soon employ against him."

Unexpectedly, the Azare ambassador laughed. A
high, rippling, crazy laugh.

John waited -- there was little else he could
do -- until the man quieted. "I am sorry," the ambassador said, the
small man wiping his eyes with a cloth he extracted from a pouch in
his robe, trying, but failing, to keep from smiling. "It is just
that I have not laughed for a long time. It is a great joy to
laugh, is it not?"

"Seriously," the little man continued,
mastering his feelings at last, forcing himself to frown if only to
lay emphasis to his words, "I must tell you that your magic cannot
be compared to that of my master. You are under the illusion that,
trapped beneath the band of darkness, he is powerless. Nothing
could be further from the truth. Auro, Mage-King of Azare, has
found a theurgic source. More direct, more powerful than yours. You
and all your Mage-allies cannot stand against the new-found magic
that my master wields."

"I think we may have a few surprises that he
will find ... discomforting," John said, affecting boredom,
refusing to take the ambassador's threats seriously.

"If so, he will become angry and destroy the
world." Suddenly, the man across the table had sober eyes. "There
are secrets known only to him. There is a way -- he told me this
directly -- of exterminating the world and all its people."

"Insane talk."

"Insane?" As supercooled water freezes
instantly at a touch, the ambassador's eyes turned glittery.
"Insane?" he repeated slowly, his voice a hush. "Insane, is life
within the dark. If you are old, remembering, long ago, when the
sky was blue. To struggle to recall what 'blue' can mean. To find
that words like red and gold and violet have all faded in your mind
to faceless gray. To have your people sicken with diseases, because
there is no longer magic. To live on and on without a hope."

The ambassador leaned across the table, his
hands palm up, beseeching. "Now that I have seen a world with
colors -- smells -- tastes ... do not take it all away! Do not say
that you fight on!"

"There is another way," John replied, almost
sympathizing with the plight of Azare's people. "Join us. Make your
stand against the evil."

"You will not surrender?"

"Never." At least, John thought to himself,
until he'd tried a couple more of his own world's tricks.

"You refuse to believe my master can destroy
the world?"

"Yes."

"Perhaps you reason as those of the Mage War
reasoned. As Pfnaravin reasoned. That my master has no influence
outside his blacked out band. Though once that was the truth, it is
the case no longer. My master can now stretch out his hand to all
the bands. You have seen the darkening sky? That is why Malachite
fights for my master. They saw him take away their magic as their
Mage, Pfnaravin, together with other Mages, took away the sky of
Azare. Have you not also seen the firmament of Stil-de-grain grow
dark? Do not be foolish. Auro demands surrender. Or he will
annihilate the world."

"Even if he could do it, what advantage would
there be to him to destroy this world?"

"Advantage? The word means little to a man of
Azare."

"You have your answer. Return to your own
band with my refusal."

"Do you not know that I need not return? That
my master has already heard your reply? That through my ears he
hears; through my eyes he sees?"

"Then let him hear my demand," John said,
loosing his voice to echo harshly in the barren room. "If he
withdraws his Malachite allies, I will leave him in peace.
Otherwise, he is as doomed as they." Running a bluff had always
worked well in this world, John had found. He could at least hope
that this one would succeed, as well.

As if controlled by an inexperienced
puppeteer, the Azare ambassador jerked to his feet. His limbs
flailing about him, the man stumbled back, knocking down his chair,
in the same motion collapsing to the floor like a rag doll thrown
by a petulant child.

"Whar!" John cried, jumping up, the far end
door shoved open immediately, the stocky bodyguard rushing in,
sword on high, the rest of the squad of soldiers tumbling in behind
him. "The ambassador seems to have fainted. Tend to him. I want him
back on his ship and his ship out of the harbor by noon today."

Sheathing his sword, Whar bent over the
silent form of the Azarite, the other soldiers forming into a
double line flanking the door, John walking around the table,
arriving in time to see Whar place his fingertips to either side of
the ambassador's throat.

After a long moment said, "This man is dead,"
Whar standing, ready for further orders.

"Dead!?" Whar nodded. The ambassador had
become mildly agitated. But ... dead?

True, the emissary looked as white as death
-- but was no whiter than before.

"Check him again."

Kneeling once more, Whar felt for the
arteries in the man's neck. Closed his eyes to give total
concentration to pulse beats, however slight.

Next, Whar pressed each of the man's wrists
in turn. "Listened" with his fingertips.

Then peeled back the ambassador's eyelid, the
bodyguard peering at the eye, carefully.

Standing, Whar shook his head.

Abruptly, John heard a distant shout. Then
another, closer yell. And finally -- all in the room listening with
him -- a running sound below, then up the wooden stairs.

At the approach of the footsteps, Whar pulled
his sword, the soldiers squaring off to face what could be a
potential threat, swords swished from scabbards and held at the
ready.

Could have been a threat, but wasn't.

Instead, bowing himself into the room was a
youth, winded, gasping for breath. A young sailor by the look of
his leather tunic.

"Speak," John commanded.

Dragging in a ragged breath, the young man
tried. "I ... come from ... the harbor. Coluth sent ... He says the
others ... sailors ... from the black ship of Azare ... are all ...
dead!"

"Sit in that chair," John said, motioning to
Whar to pull out a chair along the table for the runner, the
messenger collapsing into it, sweating, breathing heavily but
somewhat more steadily. "Now, tell me."

"I was on the mole, myself. Working. Close to
the inn. Near the strange Azare boat. ... Their sailors were all on
board. ... Kept there by a squad of soldiers at Army Head, Nator's,
order. Suddenly, the sailors all fell down. Fell down dead."

"All of them?"

"Not one left alive. I was the nearest man
the Navy Head could send. To tell you this strange thing. But ... I
am no ... runner."

"You did right to come as quickly as you
did."

Now what? "Whar!" John looked up to locate
his guard. "Have someone take this man where he can get a glass of
wine."

Whar nodded; motioned the man to stand, then
signaled to one of the soldiers who, sheathing his sword, led the
young marine out the door.

The crisis over, John pointed to the corpse,
the four nearest soldiers putting away their swords, picking up the
body by its extremities, carrying it out the door.

John dismissing the rest of the sentries, the
last soldier to leave turning to close the door behind him.

Whar remained.

"I'm going to want autopsies," John ordered,
not knowing what else to do.

"What?" The guard asked, staring.

"I want to know why they died."

"Surely, it was because of your magic that
they ...."

Of course. Since the ambassador and the Azare
sailors were the enemy -- "playing" on John's court, so to speak --
it was natural for people to think John had lost his temper and
killed them with his magic.

Which, now that John considered it, was
probably a good thing for his own people to believe. It was no less
a diplomatic light than Machiavelli, after all, who'd postulated
that a ruler's power sprang more from his people's fear of him than
from their love.

Leaving the question of what had caused these
mysterious deaths ...........

Poison?

Had Auro ordered the Azarites to commit
simultaneous suicide as a terror inspiring act? (In John's world,
it would have been biting into cyanide capsules placed in
hollowed-out teeth. Very Nazi. Very C. I. A.)

On the other hand, John remembered Azare's
citizen army of white civilians. How they'd moved with a single
mind. How, even in distant Stil-de-grain, they'd been bewitched by
the evil Mage. Given that kind of long-range control, was it
possible that Auro had the omnipotence to order his people to die?
Even over a great distance? A speculation John decided to keep to
himself.

Belatedly, John shuddered at the thought of
all that power.

Hoped neither Whar nor Platinia noticed his
weakness.

To prevent an unfortunate disclosure of
cowardice, John waved Whar and Platinia from the room.

Alone, returning to his Mage chair, John
tried to reconstruct the conversation with the Azare agent.
Particularly, the threats. Particularly that most disturbing
threat, that in a fit of insanity, the dark Mage had the power --
and the will -- to kill the world!

Overtired, the blood red streak of scar
tissue on his chest pulling uncomfortably, it was fortunate John
had sent the guard and the girl away. Trembling, the way John
was.
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Platinia had never understood the Mage. He
had said there would be a war and there was no war. He trained many
men for war ... but there was no war. Was this because he had
bewitched the island men with magic? She had seen him order men to
stuff seaman's tunics with cloth, putting cloth heads on top the
cloth bodies until, sitting in boats, the Mage had made the cloth
men come to life so that they rowed the boats with living men!

Platinia shuddered at the thought of such
unnatural power. Shuddered as she made herself small in the great,
carved, gold leaf chair.

She was with the Mage in the wood and marble
war room, the Mage again in the boy-king's palace on Xanthin
Island.

Truly, she feared the Mage more than she
feared the jagged lights of power that, day and night, fell upon
the city. (Lightning bolts was the Mage's name for this fearsome
force.) Streaks of crashing Sorcery that the evil Mage sent to
blast down houses.

When first the terror came, even though
Platinia was in the far away palace, she could hear the people of
the city screaming. They were ... terrified ... was the word that
the Mage had used. A word that meant afraid.

Afraid? Platinia was the one afraid. Afraid
of the Mage's power! Afraid he would find out what she had done.
Afraid each time he smiled and looked at her with his green and
savage eyes! And yet ... if she could run away as she had once
thought to do, she did not know if she would do that. Did this mean
that John-Lyon-Pfnaravin had used a spell to bind her to him?

At least the Mage had not hurt her since he
had returned from the dreadful, other world. As the leader of the
robbers had hurt her when he raped her in the woods.

In spite of her great fears, no one had hurt
her as the Priests of Fulgur had hurt her!

Huddling in the giant chair, shrinking down
inside her small, black tunic, Platinia remembered the priest's
torture drops. And the priest's burning needles. And the wet
drowning cloth they stuffed into her nose and mouth until she could
not breathe! Almost retching, she thought of the ants they had made
to crawl into her mouth and down her throat!

Yarro had hurt her to make her build his
pleasures: eating, drinking, women. She could do that. Sometimes.
Look into a man's mind and build his thoughts and feelings. She
could also do that to the Mage. Sometimes. She could ... sense ...
his fear of Zwicia's crystal. Build his will to stay away from that
dangerous talisman.

Now, they were waiting. In the early morning.
Waiting for the others. The Mage's men.

Platinia wished she could have caught a cat.
But that morning, the Mage had hurried her.

How long had they been back on the young
king's island? Long, long. Long enough for the evil one to find out
they were there ... and send the ... lightning. Long enough for the
Mage to work the magic of the metal sticks so that people's houses
would be safe. All the houses that were left.

Now, when the lightning struck -- and it fell
down on them even in the night! -- the lightning hit only the
streets of Xanthin. People in the streets were killed, but not as
many as before when the ... bolts ... tore down houses.

Why did the Mage not protect all the people
with his magic? She did not know. Would she ever understand the
most dreadful of all Mages, John-Lyon-Pfnaravin?

Most days of meetings in this wood and gold
and marble room, Platinia sat behind the Mage. To strengthen his
thoughts and feelings when she sensed that was his wish. Today, she
would listen to the men. Listen to their talk. Today, she would try
to understand.

The Mage was dressed in a silk robe. All
white, striped with the gold of Stil-de-grain. Outside in the hall,
there would be the Mage's guards. And Whar.

Like when they were at the Claws, Whar
guarded the Mage both day and night.

Platinia did not like this Whar!

From across the room there came a knock on
the wide, grooved door.

"Enter," said John-Lyon-Pfnaravin. He said
this in a loud voice that went over the polished table, across the
room, and through the door.

The door was pushed open, the Head soldier,
Nator, coming in.

After that, other men came, too. Gagar, who,
when no one else was there, would let her pet his birds. (Somehow,
though he was a man, she was not afraid of Gagar. Was this because
he seemed more like a bird than like a man??)

Gagar's birds were big! Big for birds. In
many colors, though most, here in Stil-de-grain, were yellow. When
they were at the Claws, most of the talking birds were orange. All
the yellow birds had glisteney, golden eyes and long, downturned
beaks.

Though she loved to pet the talking birds --
Gagar even let her feed them bits of fruit sometimes -- the birds
never talked to her!

When everyone was in the room and seated
about the big, shiny wood table, the Mage spoke. "I want to know
the people's reaction to the continued bombardment." (Platinia did
not know this word ... bombardment.)

There was much silence after that. Looking
past the Mage, Platinia saw the men's faces. But could tell nothing
of their thoughts. Nor could she see into their minds. There were
too many in the room for her to do that.

"Coluth?"

"Now that your magic has protected the
houses, the people are ... less afraid."

"But still afraid."

Silence.

"I have heard the wish," said Nator, the Army
Head, "that the Mage would use his power to protect the streets as
well."

"You can't put up a lightning rod on every
corner ..." The Mage stopped suddenly, as he did sometimes when
saying something no one understood. "Any Mage's magic has
limitations. Installing the magical lightning rods on every home in
Xanthin will have to do for now. What I want to know is, is there
any sign of open rebellion against my ... that is ... against the
king's rule? Is there sentiment for a capitulation to Auro so he'll
stop hurling his magic against the capital?" Capitulation??

"I do not think so, sir," said Nator. "No
talk of surrender that I have heard." When saying that, the Head
did not sound like he believed his words. At least, that was what
Platinia thought.

From the pause that followed, Platinia could
tell that the Mage was also uncertain about the Army Head's
answer.

"On the other hand," the Mage continued,
after a space of time to lean his elbows on the table; to rest his
head in both his hands, "what you're inferring is that the folks in
these parts wouldn't mind seeing a bit more magic from me, is that
it?"

There were slight smiles around the table and
the shuffling of many feet.

"As some of you know," John-Lyon-Pfnaravin
nodded his head at Golden, "I've set up a lab in the palace."

"Lab?" It was Gagar, who rarely spoke.

"Workroom for magic," Explained
John-Lyon-Pfnaravin. "For now, though, I've got to ask a question.
It's always been my understanding that magic can only be worked in
the daytime; only when it's light. That magic is a function of the
light."

"That is true," said Coluth, looking
embarrassed at being asked such a simple thing. Though the Navy
Head did not show his feelings, he and many others often wondered
at the childish questions of the Mage.

"Which leads me to ask how the dark Mage can
blast us after down-light. I can see how -- if he's breaking loose
from the magical restraints put on him after the Mage War -- he
might be getting enough light-magic to hit us in the daytime. I
think it's common knowledge that, for some time now, he's been able
to reduce the magic of other bands by darkening their skies. So its
reasonable to believe that he's been able to make his own sky less
dark, getting his magic from a lighter sky overhead. But how he can
hit us at night, I don't know."

Shrugs around the table. First a simple
question from the Mage, then a question that no one but the Mage
himself could answer.

Still, the Mage was right. What was most
fearful was that the evil one could work his magic, even in the
dark. No one could do that. Except the evil one!

"As for how he's hitting us, I think I know.
I think he's bouncing the magic off the sky dome."

At this talk of magic, Platinia found herself
shuddering. She was cold inside and out. She wished she had a warm,
warm cat to hug and hug.

"And what do the people think about these
nighttime bombardments?" That word again.

"There is no need to worry about the people,
great Mage." Nator.

"They love you as do we." Coluth.

From the way John-Lyon-Pfnaravin sat up
straight, from the way he held his head, Platinia knew the Mage was
angry. As only the Mage could get angry. Quickly. Quietly. "The
most dangerous kind of advice I could receive," the Mage began, his
voice low but threatening, every word pointed to draw blood, "is
not to be told the truth. I asked if there was popular discontent
with my leadership and you tried to soft-peddle your answers. Even
you, Coluth, my oldest friend among this group." Platinia could
tell that the others were also shocked by this sudden change in the
Mage's mood. "Sure, the people of Xanthin were grateful to me at
first for devoting every craftsman and military man on the island
to the making and putting up of lightning rods so that people's
houses would be safe from this magical attack." Again, the solemn
nods, everyone afraid to disagree with the Mage. "In the 'What have
you done for me lately department,' I know that people are asking
why I'm not retaliating in kind. I know that people are doubting my
magic." John-Lyon-Pfnaravin settled back in his kingly chair. Still
upset, he began to drum his fingers on the chair arms. "In addition
to the dimming of the sky, I'm also aware that the wind has begun
to blow. Just a breeze now, but growing perceptibly stronger day by
day. A steady wind from the direction of the black band." The other
men looked ... sick. Though no one wished to speak of it, they were
afraid of the evil wind.

The Mage stopped tapping to stare around the
table. Even from behind him, Platinia felt the cold of his green
eyes. "And you have the nerve to sit there and tell me that the
people are all for me? That no one is thinking of surrender in the
face of this magical pressure?"

"There may be some who would trade freedom
for peace, but not the army ..."

"Today. But what about tomorrow?"

Platinia could see nothing but long faces
around the table. The Mage was saying out loud the worries of the
others. "What we need," John-Lyon-Pfnaravin said, after a heavy
pause, "is a spectacle to take the people's mind off their
troubles." Spectacle?? "Something to give them confidence in their
own Mage. And I plan to give it to them." When John-Lyon-Pfnaravin
turned to the side to look at the men nearest to him, Platinia
could see a smile grow on his lips. He was less angry now. "Once we
got control of the island, I was able to contact the local
alchemist that Golden told me about. It took awhile to explain to
him just what chemicals I needed, but I think I've got the right
ingredients at last. So, you can spread the word that, soon, I'll
work some magic like nobody's seen."

"In the day or ..." Nator started
cautiously.

"No. I mean after down-light."

At that, the men mumbled to one another,
approvingly.

What would the Mage do? What could he do at
night?

"And another thing. You can alert the people
that they can expect an important announcement on the morning
following the spectacle. That the days of Stil-de-grain as punching
bag are over!" Punching bag?

Whatever "punching bag" might mean -- and in
the Mage's fierce mood no one had the courage to ask -- Platinia
knew that John-Lyon-Pfnaravin was about to display his power.
Seeing his magic at the battle of the White People -- helping him
strengthen it and use it -- Platinia could only be afraid of what
the Mage might do!

 


* * * * *

 


For many up-lights following the meeting, the
Mage had Platinia sit in the hall outside the Mage's magic room,
Platinia sitting on a chair, the Mage's guards standing nearby.
Inside, the Mage waited, people coming to bring him ... things.

Coluth, the Navy Head came. Then went
away.

Tschu, the alchemist, brought large boxes of
secret ... things.

After that, terrifying pops and bangs came
from the room! Strange smells too, making even the guards
afraid.

Now, toward down-light, the Mage led Platinia
and the guards down the hall and stairs and outside the palace.
There in the courtyard, they found Coluth and a man driving a pony
cart. After that, the Mage's party went through the palace's three
walls and down the empty streets of Xanthin, toward the harbor.

Behind the guards came the rattling cart, the
Mage turning to shout instructions at every crossroad -- always
that the pony driver must be careful.

Though Platinia had not seen what was put in
the cart, in was a big thing. Hidden under a large, heavy cloth.
From the lumps under the canvas that the thing pushed up, it seemed
to be ... a box of jars??

As they walked along, it was strange to see,
here and there, big holes where houses used to be. (There were also
piles of sticks and plaster of what were once houses. The ... bones
... of houses that had not yet been carried off.)

In the empty city, the guards tramped loudly.
The pony cart behind them squeaked, the ponies clopping. Even
Platinia's footsteps clicked on the roadway stones.

As fog wisps gathered in the down-light air,
the people they did meet were scurrying home. Those who still had
homes.

Recognizing the Mage guarded by his soldiers,
the people -- dressed in the leather tunics of workers -- hurried
to one side or to the other of the street, bowing and bowing
respectfully to that man of terrible power. When Platinia turned to
see where these people went after the Mage had passed, however,
Platinia saw black looks directed at the Mage's back. Black looks
from frightened faces.

As usual, the Mage walked on with quick, long
steps, looking neither at the people nor at the buildings. Past the
chained up shops that, in the daytime, sold food. And drink. And
clothing. And pans. And jewelry. And ... all other things.

Here and there, they passed ruined shops that
the evil Mage had struck down with his lightning, the boards and
brick and stone of them still in great heaps.

"You're sure that everyone's been informed?"
the Mage asked suddenly, Platinia turning to the front again to
listen.

"Criers have been at work all day," the Navy
Head said. "Everyone must know."

"Good. And they'll all be watching the
harbor?"

"It is a certainty."

Watching the harbor? Of course. To see the
magic the Mage was going to make that down-light.

Even with no one in the streets after dark,
watching was possible, Platinia knew. With the city's buildings
climbing the harbor hill, everyone in a higher house could see over
the lower rows of houses. Knowing that no one would come out after
down-light, the Mage had planned well, making it possible for
everyone to see his night magic from their locked up homes.

"They will be told tomorrow that I will go in
person to Azare to fight the dark Mage?"

"They will be told. By the criers."

The Mage's party now entered the street that
went along the water, the tie-up docks of the harbor just ahead. At
the tie-up docks were boats.

Out beyond the boats, already hard to see in
the distance, great arms of land hugged a harbor in the sea.

The Mage stopped. At the beginning of a dock.
"You will wait here," John-Lyon-Pfnaravin said to the guards. Whar
saluted, as did the guards, all together.

"That's the ship, that's destined to be
scrapped -- at the end of the quay?" the Mage asked, pointing at a
small boat tied at the far end of the wooden dock, just barely to
be seen through the thickening fog.

"Yes."

"All right," the Mage said.

Turning, the Mage waved the pony driver
forward, the four-wheeled cart squeaking past the guards, stopping.
"Drive the cart out to the end of the mole. Carefully!"

"Yes, sir," the man said, respectful but sad
because the Mage had so little faith in him. Platinia could see
this in the pony driver's mind.

Suddenly, overhead, there was a light, a
flashing, jagged line of evil magic, streaking down!

Without thought, Platinia threw herself upon
the street and covered her head with her hands as there came the
crack of the jagged bolt striking somewhere in the city back of
them. "That's all we need now," Platinia heard John-Lyon-Pfnaravin
mutter as she sat up, then bent down to rub a raw spot on her knee
that she got from falling down. "A lightning strike on the cart."
As was common with the Mage, he was speaking only to himself.

The Mage stepping aside, he motioned with his
hand, the pony driver slapping the reins, the uneasy ponies
swinging the cart around, prancing it from the road onto the
splintered dock, the cart's wooden wheels rattling over the quay's
planks as the driver pulled the reins this way and that to guide
the ponies around coils of rope and stacks of barrels as the cart
went down the dock between twin rows of empty boats tied to either
side. Big boats. Little boats.

Big boats were called ships.

Walking quickly, the Mage followed the pony
cart, Coluth marching after him. Having almost to run, Platinia
came too.

By this time, the fog had thickened so that,
even from the dock, you could not see much water past the ships to
either side. Certainly, you could no longer see the harbor arms.
Grayness, like the fog, was settling in.

The air smelled damp.

Damp and lonely, like the sea.

Out they went over the dock, moving around
tall, rope and timber cranes, only the crane-tops showing above in
the down-light mist.

With Platinia's feet making hollow sounds on
the splintered dock boards, they went all the way to the little
boat at pier end.

The boat was old and rotten. Even tied in
quiet water, it leaned to one side.

The Mage motioned to the pony driver to drive
over the wide board that went from the dock to the deck of the
boat, the pony man urging the ponies to pull the cart up and over
onto the boat's rocking deck.

The Mage did not go on the boat. "Unfasten
the ponies," the Mage commanded, the driver climbing down,
unhooking the team, the man leading the two ponies by their long,
leather reins, clopping them back over the plank to the dock
again.

The ponies were tossing their shaggy heads
and rolling their brown and white eyes. Their big, soft noses
snorted in the fog.

"How long to down-light?" the Mage asked the
Navy Head, the Mage looking up at the faded yellow sky.

"Soon."

"And you're sure the people of the city are
watching?"

"They will want to witness for themselves,
the power of their Mage." Coluth nodded at his own wisdom.

"The kind of curiosity that killed the cat, I
suppose." Though Platinia did not know the Mage's meaning, she did
not like this talk of killing cats!

Without warning, there was another white,
many-forked streak, first rising up from far, far away at sea,
climbing to the very sky top, then slanting down, growing bigger as
it came!

As Platinia fell to the dock, shutting her
eyes and covering her ears, there was a crashing noise somewhere
not too far away.

"He's bouncing them off the sky dome, all
right," the Mage muttered to himself.

The Mage never spoke to Platinia. Sometimes
he did, when no one else was near. But never when others were with
the Mage. It was as if he could not see her when others were about.
Sometimes, this made her ... sad.

The Mage looked at the sky again, his white
face all that could be seen in the thickening shadows. Even his
green-glowing Mage eyes could be seen no longer.

The rolling night-fog hid their legs.

"It's like waiting for the sun to set so you
can see the fireworks on the fourth."

"I do not understand ..." said the Navy Head.
Like much of what the Mage said, Platinia also did not
understand.

"Never mind."

Again, John-Lyon-Pfnaravin looked up.
"Another minute should about do it."

He turned to Coluth. "I want you off the
dock. Now."

Platinia was not surprised that the Mage said
that. The Mage did not want people around him in the dark. The Mage
never spoke to anyone after dark.

"But sir, you will be alone, here. What if
some animal of the night should ..."

"Just do as I say. What I've got planned
could be a little dangerous. It could blow. That's why I wanted an
old boat to put it on. A boat I could shove out into the water
after I lit the fuse. I don't quite know what's going to happen,
myself. So I want you and Platinia and the ponies off the dock. You
can wait for me with the guards. On the other side of the mole."
The Navy Head hesitated, frowning. "Now!"

With that sharp command, before Platinia knew
it, Coluth had caught her hand and turned her around.

Then they were flying down the dock, Coluth
pulling her along, Platinia's short legs stumbling to catch up. In
front of them, the pony man was running, too, the pony leads in his
hand, the ponies hard feet clicking and clacking on the dock
boards.

They ran so fast that, in only a little
while, dodging fog draped boxes and bales and loading carts and
cranes -- they were off the dock and onto the clouded, round-stone
road. There, Platinia did not see the Navy Head stop. Ran into him
because of that.

Safe with the guards at last, down-light full
upon them, the guards with torches, the fog rising, they turned and
waited.

Waited ....

Waited ....

There was a roar of light and sound! In the
sky! At the end of the dock! Colors! Colored lights in the sky!
Shooting up from the dock like great flaming birds flying up from
trees! Never had Platinia seen such a thing! Never had she feared
so much!

Giant sparks and roaring sounds were climbing
high, making down-light into day.

And with the colored fog ... smells! Great
smells like the small ones coming from the magic Room.

Running through the colored smoke, running
off the dock to join them, came the Mage!

And Platinia was still afraid. Long after the
lights had stopped shooting up; after the lights that burned into
her head had stopped blazing like tiny lamps behind her eyes. Even
after the colored, evil smelling fog had thinned and a silent
John-Lyon-Pfnaravin had led them back through the deserted city,
all its windows shuttered and chained against the terror!

All the way back inside the three, fortified
rings of palace walls -- to safety -- Platinia had stayed
afraid.

Power!

Even being with the Mage, she had understood
nothing of his power!

Though she had known that the Mage had
Sorcery, that he was dangerous, that he could hurt her,
John-Lyon-Pfnaravin used his crystal's power so little it was easy
to forget how mighty he really was! Now, she realized the awful
force commanded by this, the greatest of the Mages!

Long, long after Platinia was in the small
bed that the Mage had put in the room beside his room, she was
shaking. Surely, with all that magic, the Mage knew what she had
done.

At first, she did not think so.

But with his great Wizardry, he had to know.
Yet ... why had he not tortured her?

Only because he was planning some greater
pain?

Platinia was afraid to think of a greater
pain than the priests knew how to do!

With all her heart, Platinia wished she had
known more about killing. But how could she know? She had been
locked in the temple of Fulgur all her life. How could she know how
hard it would be to drive the Mage-knife deep? So that it struck
into the Mage's heart.

More horrifying still was the thought that,
if she could not kill him then, after she had seen that someone
steal the Mage's protective crystal, how was she to make him dead
now that this night magic showed he had his crystal back?

By deflecting Melcor's magic to the loose
ceiling stones of the tower room, she had killed that hurtful Mage.
But John-Lyon-Pfnaravin was a greater Sorcerer. Everyone said
that.

And it was true.

His magic protected him from the Malachite
cage, John-Lyon-Pfnaravin too wily to get caught in traps. Knowing
all, John-Lyon-Pfnaravin had sent the man, Robin, to be caged, the
Mage coming himself to the tower room when all had gone.

Now, the Mage had shown his
sorcery-of-the-blazing sky!

Was this the time he would hurt her for
betraying him? For trying to kill him as he lay unprotected by his
magic crystal?

She did not know.

Just that he would hurt her soon.

And she knew another thing. Though she did
not really want to, she must find another way to kill the Mage.

How?

Where?

She did not know. She knew only that she must
kill the Mage or suffer the terrible revenge that lurked behind
John-Lyon-Pfnaravin's smiling eyes!

 


 


-21-

 


Standing at the end of the mole where the
magic boat was berthed, Coluth looked out through tendrils of
condensing fog, toward the harbor mouth. (Like the Mage frequently
paused to look up at the midday sky.)

Near down-light, the Malachite ships beyond
the harbor were being rowed off the blockade line, the Malachites
headed into the mist, bound for their nighttime tie-up docks on the
mainland.

Shortly after up-light, the enemy cruisers
would be back.

At such times, Coluth regretted losing the
military advantage he had when quartered in the Claws -- where a
land escape was always possible. Assuming the Mage had the power to
force his men to retreat into Cinnabar, the band of flyers.

Conquering the chill along his spine, Coluth
forced his mind back to ... the problem.

Stil-de-grain's remaining forces were now
bottled up on Xanthin Island.

Perhaps it was as the Mage said. That this
new, double-ship tied to the pier's end would allow the Mage to
escape this island snare.

When they'd first regained
the island -- well before the expected arrival of the Malachite
Navy -- the Mage had ordered the mining of the harbor so that the
Malachites would be prevented from landing their soldiers to storm
the capital. (As Coluth had sunk his beloved Roamer in an earlier engagement with
the enemy.) The island safe from direct attack, the war had come
down to the lingering stalemate of a siege, each navy denying
harbor access to the other.

Shading his colorless eyes with one, brown,
calloused hand, seeing the ghost of the last Malachite cruiser row
out of sight behind the rise of land guarding the harbor entrance,
Coluth sat on a coil of rope, enfolding his upthrust knees with his
powerful, seaman's arms.

In the dying of the golden light of
Stil-de-grain, Coluth contemplated, once more, the strange new,
twin-hulled ship the Mage had commanded to be built. A boat which,
even without a crew, was uniquely stable as it floated in thick,
sea fog at the pier's end.

Coluth could remember the first hint of such
a ship in the words of John-Lyon-Pfnaravin. It was after a meeting
in the war room many weeks ago. Dismissing the others, the Mage had
beckoned to Coluth and to Golden and to the girl to sit at the
Mage-end of the table.

All seated, John-Lyon-Pfnaravin said,
"Coluth, it's time you learned to sail."

Sail??

What Coluth had learned since was that it was
the evil wind that made what the Mage called "sailing," possible.
(The Mage, a man of power, did not fear the wind -- as others did
-- even knowing that it blew by virtue of the dark band's magic.)
"It's all in making the sail movable," John-Lyon-Pfnaravin had
continued, motioning for a sheet of paper that Golden had quickly
provided -- paper, pen, and ink pot from a nearby wall table. "Set
the sail and rudder properly and you can make the wind blow you in
any direction." Dipping his pen in the ink pot, sketching quickly,
John-Lyon-Pfnaravin had made an arrow to indicate the direction of
the wind, after that, drawing the crude outline of a boat to
illustrate his meaning.

Seated to either side, Coluth and Golden had
both leaned forward in an attempt to decipher the Mage's
drawing.

Was the Mage actually talking about a ship
powered by ... wind? Instead of by oar power and by the force of
the whirls at sea?

"Magic," Coluth had replied, not knowing
another word to describe a ship moved by the will of the wind.

"Sort of," the Mage said, smiling, the window
light in that high, palace room flashing from his green eyes as all
light did. "And not only with the wind."

The Mage scribbled again, making multiple
drawing of the boat being steered back and forth. "A sailing ship
can tack into the wind. For the same reason that the wings of a
plane, slicing through the air, keep the plane up. It has to do
with the curvature of the wing. Same thing with the sail."

After saying that, the Mage frowned. "Forget
what I said about planes. We're not ready for that ... yet." At
some fleeting thought of amusement, the Mage laughed merrily.

John-Lyon-Pfnaravin had then put down the pen
to lean forward to place his elbows on the table, resting his chin
in the turned-up palms of both hands. "What I mean to say is that,
with a bellied out, movable sail, you can travel at angles into the
wind. With the wind coming steadily from the black band, we will
have to tack out of the harbor. Once on the open sea, however, the
sailing prowess of the boat I have in mind should allow us to
outdistance the Malachite fleet."

Tack??

But Coluth had learned. First, what a
catamaran was: two, long, thin ships kept side by side by a cross
hatching of wood timbers and flat planking nailed deck to deck.

After the shipwrights had built the hulls of
this ship in dry dock, after fastening them together, the Mage had
commanded that twin, denuded tree trunks be attached to the middle
of the hull bottoms, the "trees" then "growing" up through the
center decks, the trunk-tops rising high above -- like cargo
cranes. After that, the Mage ordered a triangular piece of heavy
cloth to be fastened about each tree trunk in such a way that one
point of the triangle could be raised to the top of each
"tree."

"Masts" were what the Mage called the
trunks.

"Sail" was the name of the pieces of thick
fabric.

Rings of iron attached these sails to the
"mast," the rings evenly spaced along the vertical cloth edge, the
rings penetrating the reinforced edge of the weighty cloth, then
encircling the mast, the material raised to the top of the mast by
a rope stretched over a pulley wheel attached to the mast top. The
bottom edge of the large, fabric triangle was stiffened with a
round, hardwood pole called a "boom," a rope attached to the outer
end of the boom. The arrangement of the rings and pole and rope
meant that, with the sail up, the bottom of the sail could move
back and forth across the deck of the boat. (The other, parallel
boat, had the same sail parts.) With one sailor guiding this
strange catamaran with twin rudders, with other sailors controlling
the boom ropes through pulleys, the sails could be managed.

After the magic boat was built as the Mage
wished -- with many adjustments -- the Mage trained Coluth and two
other seamen (silent Philelph and old Orig) to "sail" in the
harbor, the sails using the evil wind to push and pull the ship
over the water. It was here in the bay that they had learned to
"run before the wind" and to "tack" into the wind. Though they had
made mistakes -- the boom sometimes sweeping the decks to knock a
careless seaman into the water -- they had learned.

All quite strange this "sailing" and, somehow
... wonderful! For his entire life, Coluth had traveled on the sea
by rowing and steering from one, counter-rotating whirl of water on
the sea's face to the next, in this way zig-zagging to the ship's
destination. But to use the wind ......??

This wind-Sorcery was a kind of magic that
defied description. Thinking, Coluth ran his fingers through his
faded hair.

Magic -- but with a commonness about it.

A Sorcery that, if you sailed correctly,
always worked, even without the Mage in attendance.

In the harbor, the boat was ... fast! On the
open sea, the Mage said, the boat would be faster still!

It was in this magic boat that the Mage
would, first outrun the Malachite warships that guarded the harbor,
then sail to the black band where he would defeat the evil
Mage-King, Auro.

For now, Coluth sailed in the harbor with the
sailors he had chosen: Coluth to give the orders, Philelph and
Shiagint the Handsome to control the sails. Orig, too small and
perhaps too old to restrain a sail's force, manned the rudder.

When the Mage had completed his other magical
devices, Coluth and his men would be ready!

 


* * * * *

 


Though he had not accompanied the Mage to the
harbor that night, Leet had been the Mage's right hand in
constructing the sky-magic. Standing near the long, wide, work
table at the back of the magic Room, dressed in the pale gold
uniform of a Stil-de-grain Army Head, Leet grimaced. "Right hand"
of the Mage? He could be no one's "right hand."

Since joining Stil-de-grain, Leet had
attended John-Lyon-Pfnaravin -- now also Mage of Stil-de-grain --
at war council meetings as well as in other activities that the
Mage pursued.

Recently, it had been Leet's task to help the
Mage in the Mage's magic room, nothing to be done until carpenters
had built ceiling-to-floor shelves on three walls and a great work
table at the back.

After that, the aged, long-bearded alchemist,
Tschu, had brought jars of granules and of solutions, some
decanters the Mage stored on the newly built shelves, others he
lined up on the back of the table.

The jars, when finally opened, held powders
of yellow, white, and black. (Though some granules the Mage used
later were of red and blue and gold).

The Mage had a large, wood, mortar and pestle
put on the table, the pestle for pulverizing colored earths to fine
powder, mixtures of substances ground together after being wetted
with alcohol.

When dry, the Mage would put small dribbles
of the mixed, gray powder on a smooth, rock slab in the table's
center. After that (though attempting to hide it from Leet) the
Mage would extract a small cylinder from somewhere in his robe.
Hiding the object in his hand, John-Lyon-Pfnaravin would wave the
tube at the prepared powders, causing what the Mage called
"explosions!" Flarings that made loud hissing noises accompanied by
light, heat, and by a noxious fog the Mage called "smoke."
Muttering to himself after each explosion, the Mage would start
again to mix more powders.

When the Mage was satisfied with his many
powdered mixtures, Leet had helped him fill open-topped jars with
these preparations, the ewers packed into a wooden box.
John-Lyon-Pfnaravin then buried the end of a powder-impregnated
cord in each flask, the cords trailing from the jars at different
lengths, all finally twisted together to make a larger rope. This,
the Mage called the "fuse."

When all was ready, John-Lyon-Pfnaravin had
said that Leet should stay in the palace, watching the down-light
sky from a harbor-facing window. "I don't want to risk any more of
my people than I have to," the Mage had explained.

Leet was left behind, of course, because he
was old. Old and crippled.

Leet did see the Mage's magic from a high,
palace window facing the harbor, however, the Mage using the powder
mixtures to turn the night to colored fire!

Though Leet had thought the mixing task was
finished with the fire-coloring of the sky, the Mage, with Leet's
continued help, had mixed even more dusts. This time, a great, gray
pile of finely ground granules.

Meanwhile, John-Lyon-Pfnaravin had been
working with leather-aproned blacksmiths who, following the Mage's
instructions, had forged a hollow, thick iron cask.

First ordering the inside of the container to
be polished smooth, the Mage had craftsmen mount the barrel on a
wheeled platform, the iron drum slanted up at a steep angle. Using
ropes to haul the whole thing up the stairs, ten men had dragged
the device to the magic Room, the Mage himself inspecting the
smooth cask before ordering a small hole to be drilled through the
topside of the iron drum, near the back.

At the same time, the Mage had also caused to
be crafted a number of hollow, iron balls, the balls carefully made
to fit into the iron cask, each ball with a small fuse hole in it.
After that, the Mage made more "fuse" cord.

"This will eventually go into the fuse hole,"
the Mage said, in one of the rare moments that he talked while
working. "For now, I'm going to put in a metal screw. With a cover
fastened over the barrel, the cannon will be made watertight for
the voyage. When I'm within striking distance of the black Mage,
I'll twist out the back screw, slip in the fuse, light it, and
goodbye Mage-King!"

After this puzzling explanation, Leet had
done his one-handed best to help the Mage funnel the gray powder
through fuse holes in each of the round, iron balls -- a
torturously slow process. Screws then sealed each hole in each
metal ball.

Leet did not understand precisely what the
Mage was doing, of course, nor had Leet accompanied the Mage on the
Mage's trip to a remote part of the island to "practice with the
cannon." But Leet was happy to attend John-Lyon-Pfnaravin in any
capacity. Old and crippled as Leet was, it was an honor to serve
the double Mage, John-Lyon-Pfnaravin!

This down-light, Leet had come to the empty
magic room in hopes of finding John-Lyon-Pfnaravin there, to ask
what else Leet might do now that the making of the "cannon" was
finished. It was Leet's hope that his service would have proved so
valuable that the Mage would take Leet to the dark band where an
old solider could die honorably, fighting evil. At Leet's age and
state of health, though, he knew that being allowed to accompany
the Mage into a place of danger was more than he had a right to
hope!

 


* * * * *

 


Alternating his standard stretching exercises
with pacing his small room -- narrow bed along the window wall,
bureau by the door, washroom to the left -- wishing he could slip
past the door guards and be about his business of searching the
palace, Golden remembered the first time he had seen John-Lyon.
(This was before Golden had discovered that John-Lyon was the Mage,
Pfnaravin.) It was in the dungeon in this very palace. Yarro's
dungeon.

Since their escape from that foul hole,
Golden had other opportunities to see the Mage's power. He had
witnessed John-Lyon-Pfnaravin dominate the mob in Bice. He had seen
the Mage have rods placed on the roof's of Xanthin houses to save
the houses from the evil Auro's magic sky bolts.

More recently, Golden had witnessed the
sky-magic of the colored lights that the Mage had used to
demonstrate his power.

Truly, it would be correct to say that
Golden, rightful King of Malachite, had known the Mage longer than
all others. (Except for the girl, Platinia, the girl having some
incomprehensible fascination for the Mage.) Yet Golden had never
known the Mage's mind.

Recently, Golden had been helping
John-Lyon-Pfnaravin with a special project.

Pigs.

Yes, pigs.

At the time, Golden knew the bitter
disappointment of ill use!

It had been a length of time since the Mage
had said, "I've got to go to the dark band and take on this evil
Mage-King directly. That being the case, I'd better find a way to
protect myself from his lightning." Golden, for his part, had said
nothing. Had not even asked a question about what
John-Lyon-Pfnaravin might mean. Golden had seen others try to
converse with the Mage when the Mage's talk was gibberish. To do
this only made the Mage angry. "And it seems to me," the Mage
continued, musing more to himself than to Golden, as was the Mage's
custom, "that if being in a steel-bodied automobile gives a person
perfect protection from lightning, I ought to be able to fashion
some kind of metal car ...."

Without finishing that thought (whatever it
might mean) the Mage had stopped suddenly. "In fact, I've never
read anything about lightning hitting knights in armor. Some
important medieval battles were fought during thunderstorms, too.
As superstitious as medieval men were, if lightning had struck some
soldier dead, this 'act of God' would surely have been
recorded."

It was that strange talk from the Mage that
had been the start of what Golden hoped would be an important task
the Mage would assign him. Others close to the Mage did vital
labors. Coluth had been involved in the planning of a magic ship, a
misshapen, bisected boat with tall poles of cloth stuck into it, a
boat that, even without oars, moved mysteriously over the water of
Xanthin Bay. With his own eyes, Golden had seen the twin-boat move
-- unaided by either currents or by oars!

John-Lyon-Pfnaravin had used the enemy
solder, Leet, in the making of a miraculous machine of iron which,
it was rumored, the Mage would use to destroy the dark,
Mage-King.

These were noteworthy tasks -- working on the
magically driven boat and on the wonder of destruction.

But ... back to Golden's work with pigs.

First, Golden was sent to order the palace
blacksmith to make a quantity of long, thin, iron strips that the
Mage called "wire." Why? So the Mage could have them woven into a
metal, pig-sized cage. In fact, the Mage instructed the palace
blacksmith -- the thick-muscled man fully as puzzled as Golden --
to make twenty of those cages, a squealing hog to be shut into
each!

After the pigs had been latched into the
cages, the cages lined with what John-Lyon called "insulation,"
Golden had been sent as leader of several pony carts to transfer
the caged pigs to the streets of Xanthin.

Spacing out the swine cages along the refuse
ditches at the center of the major streets leading to the harbor
had proved to be a dangerous and lonely task. Dangerous, because of
the possibility of dark-Mage sky bolts. Lonely, because the people
of Xanthin hid in their shops and houses, rarely venturing into
byways the evil Mage might strike with lightning. In the whole of
his pig task, Golden had seen but three people in the street,
people whose ragged tunics marked them to be of the lowest class,
one man so drunk he was impervious to the danger of the falling
bolts.

Golden himself -- to say nothing of the pony
drivers who continually looked skyward in fear of sudden death --
was glad when his pig task was complete. Glad to have escaped the
lightning-cursed streets of Xanthin!

After that, Golden (still under orders from
the Mage) had dispatched a well-paid town crier in yet another
cart, a graybeard who drove wildly through the streets, pausing now
and again to shout at the people huddled behind the safety of their
Mage-protected buildings, promising a king's reward to any townsman
bringing news of bolt-strikes on the pigs.

Days had passed, the Mage working with Leet,
both shut up in the Mage's magic Room, the Mage rarely leaving that
room of secrets except to hold council meetings and to go outside
at midday to inspect the sky.

Weeks followed in which -- far from Golden's
dangerous task being over -- it was Golden's duty to risk his life
daily to bring food to the porkers. For the Mage loved these
stinking swine like he was their father, wanting nothing but to see
them healthy and as happy as hogs could be!

All this until a lightning bolt had hit one
of the caged pigs, a fact reported to Golden at the palace by a
townsman made brave enough -- by the promise of reward -- to
venture through the streets to Yarro's palace.

Golden, having the Mage's permission to enter
the magic Room at any time with news of a bolt-strike on a pig,
had, in turn, revealed the event to John-Lyon-Pfnaravin.

Hearing the tidings that a pig cage had been
struck, the Mage was excited. Stopping his mysterious work in that
room of smells, ordering Leet to guard what looked like a pile of
fine, gray sand on the out-sized workbench, the Mage called for his
Mage-cart, a door guard dispatched to convey the Mage's command to
the stables.

Exiting the palace, pacing nervously before
the inner wall, the Mage (and Golden) immediately climbed on the
soon arriving, two-pony cart, the Mage waving the small wagon
forward, passed the gate guards of each of the three walls'
fortified doors.

Outside, he urged the pony driver to the
greatest speed down the palace hill, the wagon careening by the
city's shops, Golden bouncing in the cart's back, the cart wheels
screeching dangerously, the wagon rumbling, the ponies snorting,
the Mage's sweating bodyguards soon left behind. (Golden wished his
own guards were that easily outdistanced, all the Mage's staff --
himself included -- tightly guarded day and night since the
attempted assassination of the Mage.)

Creaking to a swaying halt at the spot that
the townsman had indicated to Golden, the Mage (and a bruised
Golden) descended from the cart, the Mage inspecting the dark spot
in the ditch where the lightening bolt had roasted the garbage and
the sewage all around the strike.

And there, in the center where the bolt had
struck, was the caged pig, the animal squealing in a frightened
manner, but as alive as ever.

At this, the Mage was much pleased.

After that, John-Lyon-Pfnaravin ordered all
the caged pigs to be brought back to the palace where he had the
pig's iron-wire cages cut off. (Pig-like, the greedy animals had
gorged themselves until they were too fat to exit the cage doors
wherein they'd entered). The Mage then commanded the pigs to be put
back in their sty.

At last, Golden had understood. It was not
that John-Lyon-Pfnaravin loved pigs. It was that he was watching
for the effects on them of the bolts of lightning.

Confirming this new understanding, the Mage
had then had a suit of woven "wire" made for himself -- a mesh suit
that covered yet another suit is leather, both suits covering the
Mage's whole body, even his head! -- complete with boots that
fastened to the suit, the boots having nails?? that went through
the soles into the ground. Surely, the Mage had ordered this iron
suit because a similar "cage" had protected the pig from the evil
Mage's bolt, the suit of iron making the Mage safe from his rival's
lightning-magic. Of a greater mystery was the Mage's order for
"blankets" of leather covered iron wire to be made -- for what
purpose, Golden had no idea. (Golden should never doubt the Mage,
however, difficult as he was to understand. The Mage had his
reasons for what he did).

All seeming to be in readiness,
John-Lyon-Pfnaravin would soon travel to Azare to confront that
band's evil Mage-King.

Fervently, Golden hoped to be left behind.
After all, there was nothing he could do to help in this fight
against evil. Also, with John-Lyon-Pfnaravin gone from Xanthin
Island, Golden believed that palace security would be relaxed,
making it easier for Golden to slip past his guards so he could
hunt for the green crystal of Pfnaravin. Surely, if Golden found
John-Lyon-Pfnaravin's crystal, perhaps presenting it to the Mage
upon the Mage's return, the Mage would recognize Golden as the true
King of Malachite!

 


* * * * *

 


It was time to make the final arrangements.
Something John had thought about for a long time.

Dressed, as usual, in a stylish robe of
Cinnabar silk, gold piping along its edges -- the undersized
Platinia swallowed up by the chair behind him -- John sat at the
far end of the long, wood table in the war room, the people he'd
come to think of as his council seated down both sides of the
table, Coluth at the other end. Besides Coluth, the council
included the Navy Second, the Army Head and his Second, Gagar,
Leet, Robin, and Golden.

Everyone there at last -- the military men
dressed in formal, pale yellow uniforms with shiny sashes slashed
from left shoulder to right waist, the civilians in more
conventional tunics -- it was time to begin.

Down the table, Coluth rubbed his broad nose
which he sometimes did when preoccupied. Leet, when he thought no
one was watching, had lifted his paralyzed hand, making it look as
inconspicuous as possible by laying it in his lap. Nator's stocky
body filled his carved, wood chair, his metallic eyes focused on
the table before him.

Outside, the door was secured by the combined
guards of all the parties -- perhaps forty -- led by John's
personal guard, Whar.

Though not everything had come together as
quickly as John had hoped, events had gone well enough. First, the
capture of Xanthin, which turned out to be easier than John had
thought. The pitifully small army unit that the Malachites had left
to hold down Xanthin Island had been completely demoralized by what
appeared to them to be a much larger force of Stil-de-grain
military. (The dummies fastened to every other oar on the boats --
the oars wired together so the dummy's oars also moved -- plus the
army augmented by the addition of half the ships' sailors -- had
caused the quick surrender of the Malachites.)

With the young king installed again in his
capital -- and kept out of the way by Coluth who doted on the child
-- one of John's first directives was to have the harbor
"mined."

Made safe from direct attack by sealing up
the harbor, John had time to think himself out of the trap he'd
deliberately sprung on himself. For as expected, the Malachite Navy
had arrived shortly after John's forces had retaken Xanthin, the
Malachites with more than enough ships to block any attempt by the
decimated Stil-de-grain Navy to leave the island.

With food in increasingly short supply, what
John had been planning for the past few weeks had better work!

"As some of you know," John began, fighting
down the urge to start an impatient and certainly undignified
drumming of his fingers on the table, "I've been making
preparations to journey to the dark band." There was fidgeting
around the table, as there always was when someone mentioned that
place of evil. "I'm prepared offensively and defensively. Depending
on what's thrown against me, I'll have to improvise strategy on the
spot, of course. My ace in the hole is a weapon like this world has
never seen. Furthermore, unless he's got something else up his
sleeve, Auro can't hit me any more than he can hit houses protected
by lightning rods." John scanned the table to see little smiles on
the faces of Golden and Leet, Golden helping him with the
anti-lightning suit, Leet with the cannon.

"All that remains is the announcement of
those who will go with me. And the time of departure." John looked
at Coluth across the table, the big man as impassive as ever. A man
of great, good sense. "You, Coluth, and your crew, will man the
boat." If things went as John planned, the boat ought to streak
past the Malachite cruisers beyond the harbor entrance like they
were capsized in the swimming pool of a roach motel! If the
increased wind on the open sea didn't snap off the masts. Nothing
like a "cat" for speed. "I'll take Whar and several guards. It
never hurts to have marines."

John looked at Coluth to see if the Admiral
had any objections to taking that many troops. Saw none.

A negative of sailing in a catamaran was that
it didn't have the cargo space of more conventional ships, what
space there was taken up by food and by the cannon. Fortunately,
this world had fresh-water seas. No need to carry casks of drinking
water. John would need ponies to pull the cannon, and a supply of
Stil-de-grain messenger birds to tell the folks back home about his
brilliant successes (real or manufactured,) one of Gagar's people
to train the birds ........

"For magical punch, I think I'll also take
Zwicia and, of course, Platinia. Rounding out the crew, will be
Golden."

Golden, expressionless as usual, raised his
hand, John nodding in his direction. "Would I not serve best by
staying here?" the formal young man asked soberly.

A suggestion John had expected. No doubt
caused by John's decision to take Zwicia, Golden keeping what
distance he could from the Weird.

"Sorry, but I need you."

Not really.

Not for any military purpose. It was just
that something in the back of John's mind told him to watch Golden;
how else to do that but to take him along to Azare?

"Everyone else stays to defend the
island."

"I'm putting Mr. Robin in charge of the
palace." A harmless job to get the old man out of the way.

Rethinking Robin's conduct, to be fair about
it, he'd been no trouble. Rather like Zwicia, the old man kept to
himself, only surfacing when John included him in meetings.

Thinking about trouble, the real trouble John
had was with the palace staff -- all of them terribly glad to see
him. With Aber, the Prolocutor; Bachur, Plenipotentiary; LeVayer --
butler; Orig -- barber; Heimg -- Vice Legate; Deninia -- cook
...............

John wrenched his mind to the present. "Leet,
under Nator's overall command, will head his Malachite unit." In
spite of the Malachite officer's age and infirmity, Leet sat a
little straighter. All military. "It's your job, gentlemen," John
said, eyeing each of those named, "to keep this island in
Stil-de-grain hands until I return." The respective men bowed their
assent.

John looked around the table to see if anyone
disagreed with his plans.

Finding no one, John leaned back in his
chair, more relaxed than he'd been in weeks of anxious preparation.
"The rest of the day will be spent in loading the ship. You'll
oversee that, Coluth?" Coluth nodded. "I'll give you a list of what
I want included. Also, I'd like you to supervise dredging the mines
from the harbor. We don't want the Malachites to know the harbor's
clear, though, so you'll do that after they've rowed off to
tie-up." Again, the nod. "I'm putting you in charge," John said,
indicating Nator, "of plugging the harbor after we've left." Nator
saluted, the modified salute of Roman gladiators, right fist angled
across the chest.

John shifted his eyes to the others who he'd
selected for the trip. "Tomorrow -- and I know how hard this is --
I want everyone on board before up-light. I want to sail out of the
harbor at dawn. Get some maneuvering room on the open sea before
the Malachites return from their tie-up docks to reestablish the
blockade," a directive that brought the tightest of smiles from
those involved, no one wanting to be outside in the dark, even in
what people would admit was the general safety of the capital. It
was the usual fear of those -- so far nonexistent -- nocturnal
beasties that "attacked" by land or sea.

"I think that's it, gentleman," John
finished, a wave dismissing all but Platinia.

What remained -- as John's men shuffled out
-- was a final decision only John could make: whether or not to
take along the Mage-crystal of Stil-de-grain.

On the plus side, the gem had great power --
could unleash the same kind of magic lightning the dark Mage
bounced off the sky dome at Xanthin. Rub the gem, concentrate and
... wham!

The negative to taking the crystal was its
potential for driving its wearer insane.

John glanced across the room to his left, the
slant of the light coming through the empty room's only window
telling him he had some eighteen hours to make this crucial,
Mage-crystal decision.

Also plenty of time to consider -- again --
the even more frightening possibility broached by the doomed
Malachite ambassador.

Just how likely was it that, in defeat, a
crazed Auro could/would push the "button?"

After much thought, John had figured out how
Auro could accomplish world destruction, an idea John had gotten
from the way Auro was using the sky dome to angle bolts at
Xanthin.

Surely, this world of variable gravity bands
was an artificial construction, a kind of terrarium world -- as
historian Paul, back home, had called it upon hearing John's
description of the place. A flat world with a dome for a sky. A
dome that kept in the air they all breathed.

John's question of the moment was about the
sky dome's strength. About how long it would hold up to unusual
stress ... like having lightning bounced off it. Was it just John's
imagination or, during the middle of the day when the air was
clear, had he been able to distinguish dark spots on the
yellow-colored dome over Stil-de-grain, spots that increased in
number as the strikes continued? Spots that dark-Mage lightning
strikes had "chipped" into the dome?

If single strikes damaged the unnatural dome,
John had to wonder what would happen if, in a paroxysm of defeat,
the evil Mage-King loosed all his remaining power at the protective
sky-shell! Punch a hole in this sky and ......

John shook his head. With death by
depressurization at least a possibility, John's only course of
action was to get his crude, black-powder cannon close enough to
Auro to blow the dark Mage to bits before the evil sorcerer knew
what hit him!
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"Something's wrong," John mumbled, stopping
in the middle of the dimly-lighted trail, wondering at the same
time how much of what he said could be understood. About as much as
he could grasp of what the women were saying, probably. Perhaps
five words in ten.

Behind him, the ponies came to an immediate
stop, the small animals glad to rest after wearisome miles of
dragging the heavy cannon cart through the soft dirt of the inland
road.

While John was troubled by this new
phenomena, he didn't feel threatened by it.

Curious. Here he was, walking into the teeth
of danger he knew nothing about, yet all he felt was ... numb.

Could his current unnatural calm be the
partial result of things going as well as could be expected?

Luck.

It'd been with him all the way.

To begin with, the necessary provisions had
"fit" into the catamaran's cramped cargo hold: first, the cannon,
tied down securely, its fuse roped to it in a watertight bag. In
addition, Coluth had been able to pack in enough food for man and
beast, extra clothing, coils of light rope, disassembled pony cart
(ponies "stabled" on deck before the masts,) John's protective suit
and the wire "shrouds" in another watertight sack, fire stone
torches, capped keg of gunpowder with ladle, cannonballs. Other
necessities included fishing equipment, pony harness, large cage of
golden messenger birds, casks for dipping water from the sea, cups,
dishes, extra clothing, carpentry tools, bandages, splints --
everything necessary to fix anything or anyone at sea.

As expected, the catamaran had zig-zagged
right through the sluggish line of baffled Malachite cruisers
beyond the mouth of Xanthin Island, leaving them literally in its
wake.

Tacking across the wide loops of current up
Sea Minor, Coluth had handled the boat like a veteran yachtsman,
the "cat" holding together as it beat to windward into the narrows
of Sea Throat.

So far, so good.

Following sailor-lore of how best to approach
Azare, Coluth had put the boat on a long reach in the very center
of Sea Throat, that line taking them, at last, into the pewter
waters of the black band.

Black band?

Not quite. While the Malachite sky was
transformed into an ominous, angry bruise the moment they entered
Azare waters, the "black" band's sky proved to be more taupe than
sable, the lighter colored sky canceling a major fear of John's:
that in black band territory, John would have no magical help at
all in translating Stil-de-grain to English. As it was, the
brooding heavens of Azare "leaked" enough light to see by and to
provide some linguistic aid.

It'd also been fortunate that John and
company had been able to sail for a time in Azare waters before
landfall, this period desirable for adjusting to the suddenly
heavier gravity of that inner band.

With Coluth tacking carefully under Azare's
dim sky, they'd made land at last, tying up to a spike of rock
jutting from the edge of a dismal strip of sand-and-boulder coast,
a wind-blown shore so barren of shape and color it could only be
called desolate. A place where leaden water lapped gray sand. A
place where -- here -- there -- gargoyles of decaying rock thrust
up along the coast like zombies rising from their graves.

Though difficult to see in Azare's sickly
luminescence, a line of low, bare hills could be seen rising behind
the smudgy strand.

And that was all there was to see. (Not even,
as John feared, shuffling lines of albino citizens who'd been
brainwashed to die in defense of Auro's beach.)

No sound but the mournful wailing of the
seaward wind.

Over the objections of Coluth, who'd argued
that John needed protection on his way to fight the dark Mage, John
had ordered the crew and soldiers to stay with the ship. Whar, not
to be outdone in his affection for his Mage, protested that at
least he be allowed to accompany John on his foray into dark-Mage
territory.

Feeling that human aid wouldn't do him much
good against Auro's magic, at the same time wishing to secure his
retreat, John had explained that Coluth and the rest should remain
behind to guard the boat.

Of course, John's decision was final -- to
take only the women (Platinia because he needed her, Zwicia, on the
outside chance she might yet have a vision that would be of help).
The women plus the two-pony cart packed with the cannon on its
iron-wheeled platform, gunpowder, cannonballs, and provisions.

As for locating Auro, John had never seen
that as a problem. Since the dark Mage was generating the "evil"
wind, all John had to do to find the source of this iniquity was
travel to windward. A task made easier when, soon after the ponies
had labored the cart over the line of sandy hills beyond the beach,
John chanced upon a track that ran ruler-straight into Auro's
poisonous breath.

First fusing the cannonballs (Something John
could do ahead of time,) John and the women started out. In the
near dark of Azare. Over a dusty, long-abandoned trail.

Leading the ponies by their guide ropes, the
ponies harnessed to the small, but heavily burdened cart, the
question uppermost in John's mind was, did the dark Mage know of
John's approach? ...... Probably.

Too many messenger birds flew too many places
for the evil Mage not to know John was on the way. (John himself
had been sending periodic messenger birds back to Stil-de-grain,
the large, yellow birds programmed to parrot glowing progress
reports to the people of the capital. One of John's fears was that,
without him there to remind Stil-de-grainers of his power, morale
would slip on the home front. In addition to a ship to take him
home, John needed a country to come home to.)

True, there'd been disappointments, the
first, that the illumination of the Azare sky was too slight to
produce enough magic for either the women or for John to
"think-alight" fire stone torches.

The second, Zwicia's failure to foretell the
immediate future by looking into her Weird-crystal. Not that she
didn't do her best, staring into the violet flickerings of her
large disk at every pause, stroking and muttering. She did give
warnings, though only about Mage lightning and white enemies --
known dangers. She'd also cautioned John to beware of fearsome
animals in the night -- everyone's fixation in this "old wives
tale" world.

Platinia, of course, was ... Platinia.

Near down-light of the first day's journey,
John made camp beside the road, unhitching the ponies to let them
graze on dead grass by the roadside.

Next, John had gotten out the sheet of
waterproof canvas, strapping the tie-down rings of the heavy,
flapping cloth to the topside of the pony cart, stretching the tent
cloth away from the wagon, staking the outer edge of the tarp into
the ground. After he'd set up this lean-to arrangement, the women
had taken food and blankets out of the cart, putting what they
needed for the night under the tent.

John had remembered that, with the aid of the
Mage-crystal of Stil-de-grain, he'd once been able to light torches
-- even in the dark. If he could light a torch after dark, wasn't
it a good bet he could warm fire stones?

It was just that he didn't want to put the
gem around ....

Yes.

In the end, he'd brought the crystal --
though he was still carrying it in a special robe pocket, too
frightened of its mesmerizing effects to put it on. So far, he
hadn't needed its doubtful magic. His solemn prayer, that he never
would!

That first night, Azare as fog-bound --
though not as rainy -- as all bands, the three of them huddled in
the cave-like dark of the wind-assaulted tarpaulin. They ate by
feel: cold cheese and bread, the constant smell of wind-blown dust
making the food tasteless. Drank, in turn, from a cask of
Stil-de-grain beer.

Unable to talk at all to the women after
down-light or to understand their Stil-de-grain, John ate his cold
food quickly, wrapped himself in a blanket, and was soon
asleep.

Following the same pattern for two more days,
they'd continued to trudge dutifully into the turbulence, seeing
nothing in the shadowy terrain around them but wind waved straw --
this region of Azare originally pastureland, John supposed.

As for the people who'd formerly worked the
land, where were they? Had Auro's assaults on other bands denuded
the country of its milk-white citizens?

It had been some time during the afternoon of
the third day that the road had begun to cut through the base of
colorless, rolling, gray-rock hills, their crests indistinct in the
morose darkness of Azare's contusion-of-purple sky.

No sign of danger, though. No living thing to
challenge them. Or ghost of a living thing.

And yet ... somewhere ahead ... lay the
awesome force that drove the wind and fueled dark-Mage lightning --
though how Auro built such dynamism from this "low wattage" sky,
was a mystery.

So far, these were the sum total of John's
thoughts as he and the women left the dismal shore, trudging inland
on the same, straight road they'd found upon topping the sandy
ridge that marked the ending of the coastal plain.

Hour after boring hour, they labored through
the somber terrain, the going slow as they bucked increasing
gusts.

Heavier gravity, and now this savage
wind.

Though John managed to overcome these
difficulties, the women suffered. Platinia because of her size,
every scud of wind threatening to kite her off the road; Zwicia
because she was so unsteady on her flapping feet.

For the first two days, Zwicia and Platinia
had walked beside him, John leading the ponies by their guide
ropes, the ponies dragging the creaking cart. For the last day,
though, the steadily increasing wind had driven the women behind
the cart, the slatted sides and solid back of the wagon serving as
a windbreak. Easier walking, perhaps, but dirtier walking, wind
gusts covering them with dust kicked up by the straining
ponies.

At the front, John battered his way forward,
having, at times, to drag the shelties, the little horses shying at
the wind's force and at its noise.

At least that had been the entire story until
awhile ago when, mercifully, the wind began to die.

Until this very moment when the wind ...
stopped!

"Something's wrong," John repeated to
himself, John shocked at how his voice blared in the new stillness
of this low-light world.

Halted in the middle of the road, John looked
at the sky.

Did it seem brighter?

Perhaps, though the band above them certainly
wasn't the blue it was supposed to have been before the
Mage-enemies of Auro used their power to blacken Azare's sky.

Ahead -- far ahead -- did the sky seem
brighter still? As if a light source was lancing skyward to reflect
from the opaque, purple clouds?

As for the absence of wind-shrill, John had
gotten so used to the dissonance he'd forgotten what "quiet"
was.

Not entirely quiet. For unless it was blood
singing through his veins, John seemed to be picking up a distant
... trilling sound. Somewhere ahead of them.

Beside him, John was aware of Platinia's
presence.

"Any guesses about what happened to the
wind?" John asked. Though lowering his voice, he still seemed to be
shouting in the unaccustomed stillness.

At his question, Platinia looked up at him,
her small face as gray and shadowed as the surrounding,
round-topped hills.

She was not likely to have anything to say.
She never did.

Zwicia had also shuffled to the front, John
realized. "Lxlop," the old woman mumbled to herself, nervously
fingering the gold piping on the front edge of her violet robe.
"Lxlop, hidripa wind."

Whatever "Lxlop" might mean (to say nothing
of hidripa) the stoppage of the tempest was also upsetting Zwicia,
the old woman muttering, then waving her hands like she did when
disconcerted.

Looking ahead, did John see ...?

Straining, John could make out ... trees.

Yes. If you could call barkless trunks topped
with lifeless limbs -- trees.

Squinting, he looked again. No doubt about
it, the road was pointed at a tangle of blighted woods.

How long since the trees ahead had been
alive?

From the look of them, they could have been
dead at the dawning of creation. .................

Was everything in this black band dead? Since
landing on the dingy beach several days behind them, John had seen
nothing but sand, bare hills, gray rocks, dead grass, and sterile
land.

Now, they were coming upon a ghostly
forest.

Whatever the Mage-King had done to others,
he'd brought a terrible vengeance down on Azare.

Which still left the question, why no
wind?

What was apparent, was that John was not
going to get any answers by standing there holding the pony reins.
"We've got to go on," John said, turning to the women, gesturing
broadly to supplement any words failing to get through in this
reduced magic zone. The women nodded.

So they set out in the suspicious calm,
Platinia and Zwicia walking with him again, busying themselves by
brushing dust from their robes, John keeping a lookout to either
side of the road as well as listening. ........ Heard little except
the gentle clop-clop of the ponys' hooves on the soft-earth road
and the rhythmic creaking of the solid wood cart wheels.

The dead woods not that far in front of them,
they soon edged into the sepulchral forest, the border trees to
either side looking ... petrified ... lifeless, their bare branches
interlocking overhead in increasingly thick tangles.

Worsening an old problem.

Light.

Even though the trees of these funereal woods
lacked leaves, their tangled branches above the path began to shut
out what little light there was.

Another few steps ... and the boughs had
strangled the dim light entirely.

If only John had a fire stone torch
........

The situation was the same as before. While
there were torches in the pony cart, the lack of illumination
prevented anyone "thinking" a torch alight. John could fire one up,
he thought. All he had to do was put on his Mage-crystal .....

Precisely what he didn't want to do ...
except in an emergency.

Was this the time to play his trump?

Funny, how one generation's technology was
another, more backward age's, magic. Here, where it was routine
sorcery to "think" a cold-fire torch alight, a cheap cigarette
lighter burned with a miraculously hot flame!

Unable to continue without blundering into
the increasingly invisible woods, John stopped, the ponies coming
to a standstill behind him, blowing, stamping their small
hooves.

Then, silence.

No. Again ... not silence, but that trilling
noise ahead of them, if anything, a little louder. .... As John
concentrated on the sound, louder still. Not only from the front
but in increasing volume and coming from both sides of the dark
forest!

What .......!?

"Platinia," John whispered, the women huddled
close to him, blotches in the blackness, "do you know where the
torches are packed?"

John thought the girl nodded that she
understood. At any rate, she faded into the general gloom of the
cart behind them; returned after a few moments with the two
torches, fire stones fitted into their flaring ends. Taking each
torch in turn, John removed the fire stones, stepping back to the
cart to push the valuable stones through the wagon's slats,
depositing the porous rocks in front of the tied-down cannon.

Empty torches in hand, feeling his way across
the dirt trail that still scored a direct line through the
encompassing arms of the skeletal forest, John shuffled to the
roadside. There, groping until his hands brushed a branch of a
mummified sapling, John cracked off the bony limb, the sound
ringing like a pistol shot.

Around him, the warbling sound was steadily
increasing!

Hurriedly snapping the limb in two, John
poked the broken branch into a torch, the kindling sticking into
the metal device from the torch's mouth to the bottom of the
hollow, narrowing handle. More by feel than sight, John snapped off
smaller twigs, repeating the process until both torches were packed
with sticks.

Bending over, he tore off handfuls of tough,
dead grass, stuffing the straw into each torch end.

Satisfied that he'd done his best, putting
one "loaded" torch on the ground at his feet, turning his back to
Platinia and Zwicia -- a good magician, even a nervous one, never
shows his tricks -- John dug out his lighter. Thumbing the wheel,
John nosed the steady fire-jet into the grass tinder he'd stuffed
in the end of the torch, the grass catching, fire creeping through
the straw, the twigs starting to crackle.

As the wood began to blaze higher, then
higher still, John held up the newly burning torch to see
shadow-shapes in the dark, the light showing large four-legged
creatures ... with insect heads and gelatinous bodies, their
internal organs showing through! Bug-eyed horrors the size and
shape of wolves! Termite-headed jackals! Mandibles dripping!

Behind John, the ponies reared and
screamed!

As John's torch flamed to full brightness,
the mutants turned to race away, their trilling echoing after
them.

Shaken, John heard what had to be the sound
of the insect-animals crashing into trees.

It was their eyes. Huge eyes. The eyes of
nocturnal creatures unable to withstand the light.

It was only then that it hit him! The wicked
looking wolf-termites had been creeping up to prey on John and the
women, John stopping them with a flick of the other world's
lighter!

"Lxlop," mumbled Zwicia, the old woman hiding
behind the cart, waving her hands in fear.

Another revelation dawned on John. These, and
possibly other monsters of the night, were this world's savage
creatures. Nocturnals, dangerous only in the dark. And to think
that John had been discounting down-light beasties as pure
myth!

John shuddered. Wondered what other nasty
surprises might await him in the mantled forest!

For the moment, being hunted by the Lxlop
meant never letting his torch go out!

The big-eyed, dangerously evolved creatures
driven off -- John had to get his party moving.

His torch blazing brightly by this time,
bending, John picked up the spare torch, stepping back to trail
center to slip the backup torch through the wagon slats near the
front corner of the cart.

He turned to the women. "This is a different
kind of fire," he explained, raising the torch, the women's faces
reflecting the light like fearful ghost masks in the gloom. "This
is Mage-fire." With a dramatic gesture, John waved the spitting
torch, the flames fluttering angrily, Platinia and Zwicia
involuntarily taking a step back. "It keeps the Lxlop away by
giving both light and heat ... at the same time." Platinia and
Zwicia continued to stare at the flaming torch end, the women calm
again because of the assurance of the "great" Mage.

How much of what John was saying was getting
through? It didn't really matter ... as long as he held the
torch.

Real fire. In a world of magic, not only a
new and dangerous technology but, in this instance, literally, a
lifesaver!

The group settled down somewhat, able to see
again -- at least within the dancing circle of light cast by the
torch -- they started out, John leading the others through the
deadness, all of them keeping a nervous watch for more of the
dangerous beasts, the wolf-termite, Lxlop.

On and in. Slowly. Moving quietly. John
making frequent stops to gather more wood for the torch's fire.

Farther and farther until ... ahead ... like
disembodied spirits ... John saw white reflections.

Ghosts!

Clogging the path! ........

No.

People.

John felt his chest tighten with
recognition.

These were the same kind of people who'd made
up Auro's white army; the ones who'd invaded Stil-de-grain; the
ones he'd seared to cinders with the golden magic of his
crystal.

Though John had been on the lookout for
Azare's white civilians since the boat landed, the sudden
appearance of these zombie-people jolted him!

John pulling up, the cart skreeled to a halt
behind him, the ponies snorting gratefully.

White people. Again, appearing to be
hypnotized like their former counterparts. Waiting for him!

Many against ... one!

John had a quick thought about loading the
cannon. ..... Thought better of it. The gun must be his big
surprise.

How deep were the enemy ranks? .... No way to
tell.

There could be no equivocation now. John must
put on the Mage-crystal to defend himself against the dark Mage
army, John digging the crystal from the secret pocket in his
robe.

No other option, holding his breath, John
slipped the gem's iron chain around his neck.

Looking within to analyze his response to
having chained himself to the crystal ... John realized he felt ...
normal.

He could breathe again. Pant out his
relief.

Beside him, he was aware of ... a touch;
glancing down, saw Platinia gesturing toward the people up ahead.
He nodded.

Instead of Platinia backing away as always,
John grabbed her small hand and pressed the torch handle into it,
motioning her to keep the torch flames away from her.

Freed of the torch, with shaky fingers, John
held up the crystal, stroking it with his other hand; felt the
"dry" static begin to build, first along the surface of his hands,
then tingling throughout his body.

For the first time since his return to this
magical world, John felt ... godlike!

Looking ahead to the passive, white people
obstructing his path, John was offended by their arrogance! How
dare they attempt to bar the progress of the Crystal-Mage of
Stil-de-grain?

Rubbing the crystal harder, faster, John
could sense the saturating power of the gem's force, feel his hair
rise, experience himself crackle with crystal-magic.

Fully charged, John dropped the Mage-gem to
dangle on his chest. Raising both hands, he stabbed his flashing
fingertips at the mob down the road, jagged sparks spurting from
his fingertips, the gold, serrated flame tendrils merging into a
thick bolt that lanced out toward the white enemy.

Ahead of him, there was a blast; a blinding
report! Followed by a billow of dust.

With crystal-enhanced vision, John saw
through the clearing haze. Saw that the citizen army, what was left
of it, was staggering back.

Did they think they could escape him? Fools!
How dare they live after attempting to thwart his will!?

John grabbed up the crystal again;
frantically stroked the gem's dry surface; raised his hands before
him, fingers pointing at the fleeing enemy .....

Concentrated .......

Nothing.

He'd kept the crystal out of the light too
long, a single blast draining the gem's power!

Coming to himself, John realized that the
scream of rage that still echoed in his ears ... had been his
own.

Devoid of force, he found himself ...
exhausted. Depressed. Vulnerable. Even having Platinia by his side
... meant nothing.

The crystal's weight strangling him, it took
all John's remaining strength to drag the gem's chain from around
his neck.

Quaking, he was barely able to dribble the
yellow disk into its pocket.

It was only then that he felt ... guilt.
Guilt at how quickly the gem's seductive promise of demonic power
had enslaved him. Guilt at how he'd used the crystal's destructive
force against the unarmed rabble.

He was feverish.

Sweating.

Familiar consequences of the crystal's dark
magic.

Taking a deep breath to recover, John took
the dangerous torch from Platinia.

With a shaky hand, held it high to see that
the white civilians had run away, the crystal's blast -- brief as
it was -- scaring them off.

If they returned ....?

No sense worrying about that.

Able to think again, John picked up the pony
reins where he'd dropped them, the hairy little beasts straining
back as if the bolt he'd thrown had stunned them too, their eyes
wide enough to show the whites, their ears laid back.

Though it took determined hauling on the lead
ropes, John finally got the frightened little horses to move, John
recuperated enough to lead his party forward, once again.

Until he was at the spot where his bolt had
hollowed out the trail. To find corpses. No longer white, with
blackened arms and faces.

Five. ... Ten.

More.

Men and women resembling John's conception of
people charred by gasoline. Some bodies dismembered.

Hideous!

It was only by blanking out his mind that
John could force himself through that ghastly charnel house.

How much time passed after that, John didn't
know, John continuing to stagger on, pretending to lead, but in a
stupor, awaking when a bright streak lanced down, followed by a
distant crash in the ghostly forest.

Functioning again, John was ready for the
next strike when it came, this one falling to the far left. No
longer bouncing off the sky dome, these strikes were being launched
from somewhere farther down the road, rising flatly from the ground
before falling in John's vicinity.

John had an idea. Could it be that the white
people he'd discovered back there on the trail were less an army
than a scouting party? That those who'd gotten away had informed
the dark Mage of John's position on the road?

Flash. ......... Boom!

Like any good artillery officer, the evil
Mage was laying down a box barrage. Right, then left. Then one long
-- the next shot to be short.

Somewhere out there, hidden in the woods, a
forward observer must be in position to get information to Auro on
where his bolts were landing. Perhaps with blue (black?) messenger
birds.

Soon, the lightning would be zeroed in, a
fact that forced John's hand.

"This is as far as you two go," John said to
the women.

"I gziph pst you," said Platinia quietly, the
lack of light continuing to wipe out much of what she said.

"I want you out of the way. Back down the
trail," John replied, pointing back the way they'd come.

Platinia shook her head solemnly. Either she
didn't understand what John meant, the lack of magic translating
little of his speech, or she was disagreeing with him.

Probably the lack of proper translation.

John had never seen Platinia disobey him.

His mind was racing.

Another streak of light, this one sailing
over them. Followed by a blinding flash behind them!

Too close for the ponies, the little beasts
whickering frantically, plunging, John fighting them, sawing on
their halters.

Snubbing up on their lead ropes, making
soothing sounds, John managed to get the little beasts quieted down
at last, the shelties' brown eyes still wide and rolling, the
ponies prancing in place, shivering.

In the lull that always followed strikes,
ignoring Platinia for the moment, John handed the lead ropes to
Zwicia; motioned Platinia to come with him; handed her the torch;
indicated that she should hold it high.

Hurrying back to the cart, stepping up on the
edge of the bed, John leaned over the slatted side to look for the
sack that contained his chain mail cloak complete with woven wire
headpiece.

It was only then that John noticed another
interesting phenomena. Now that he was paying attention to all the
nuances of his situation, he realized that the wind was back. Not
much wind. But some. This time, blowing from behind them rather
than from in front of them.

And what did that mean?

That the evil Mage-King had outflanked them?
That he was approaching from the rear?

Somehow ... John didn't think so. If Auro was
that mobile, he'd have moved forward to blast at them from
point-blank range.

Wham! Another strike. Closer this time on the
right. Fortunately, John thought, the magic fire that the evil Mage
was hurling had no more heat to it than the flames of fire stone
torches. Though the bolts seared and blackened, they never set
anything alight. Otherwise, the woods around them would be ablaze,
giving John something more to worry about than getting his metal
suit on before Auro found the range.

Ah! The suit. Still in the bag that John had
done his best to waterproof with tallow before packing it on
board.

Quickly, John pulled the sack over the side
of the cart, dropping the duffel bag on the ground. Jumping down,
he bent over to open the drawstrings, then dumped out the sack's
contents.

Platinia holding the torch so he could see,
John returned to the cart to get out the metal cloth he'd brought
along. Not knowing until the last minute who he'd take inland with
him, he had the Xanthin craftsman make iron-ringed clothes meant to
fit anyone, John's hope that the metal shrouds would protect those
under them from the evil Mage's lightning. With gestures and as
much explanation as the faint light would translate, he put one
cloth over Zwicia, the next over Platinia.

The women protected as well as he could
manage, he bent over to pick up the flexible, iron-ringed
headpiece, slipping it on. Put on the heavy, chain mail coat.
Stepped into the wire-wrapped shoes, iron cleats in them meant to
stick into the ground with every step.

A roar overhead! A lightning strike so low it
slashed through the dead limbs of roadside trees before exploding
in a rain of splinters!

"I'm ready," John said, straightening,
feeling that he must look like a Samurai warrior in full regalia.
Ridiculous.

Turning to get the spare torch out of the
cart, John waddled to the front to take the pony reins from Zwicia
and the first torch from Platinia.

He turned to the girl, seeing her well enough
through the open mesh of his iron hood. "You must both go back. If
you hurry, you'll be safe. The dark Mage is zeroing in, which means
that if you backtrack quickly, you'll get beyond range." Again,
John pointed back down the road.

Surely some of that translated.

Upending the second torch, John touched the
flame of his torch to the other torch's dry grass and sticks.

The second torch beginning to blaze, he
handed it to Zwicia, gesturing to indicate that she should hold the
fire away from her, Zwicia turning to totter back at what was, for
her, a flying pace.

If Zwicia understood, so did Platinia.

And still the girl refused to move, looking
up at John with wide-open eyes, her small, but perfect, face aglow
beneath the metal mesh.

White light! ... Crash!

"Go on," John yelled as he wrapped the pony
leads firmly around his free hand, the little brown beasts lathered
up but apparently not yet ready to bolt. "Get out of here!"

"Lebz kanp with you," the girl said, raising
her small voice to be heard over the nickering ponies, the stunted
horses digging in with their small hooves as they tried to back up,
then shifting their weight from side to side.

"Lebz stay ...."

"You can't stay with me!" he barked, the girl
stubbornly standing her ground. "I've got to go on alone. I'll be
all right. I've got the protective suit. Besides, I have the
cannon. If I read the situation right, Auro's citizens won't be a
factor any more. It's just him and me. Mano a Mano. And I've got
the upper hand. I can walk right through his magic fire until I'm
within range." The girl shrugged.

Light! Boom!!

So close this time that John was struck by a
limb blasted off a nearby tree.

 


* * * * *

 


Momentarily stunned, John was brought back
from the dim, half-world of semi-consciousness by pain in his
hand.

The ponies, the nearness of the falling bolts
having the small beasts rearing, jerking on the lead ropes that
John had wrapped around his hand. Though John still had a grip on
their reins, he knew the little horses had taken their last,
forward step. ..........

There was a solution to the pony problem.
Since the artillery weapon itself was on wheels, John could drop
the backside of the cart (the tailgate serving double duty as a
ramp) then push out the cannon.

Surely he was close enough to his goal not to
need the pony cart any longer.

Now that John thought about it, this change
of plans provided a solution to the Platinia problem.

"The ponies. You must take the ponies with
you. Get them safely away."

And ... that seemed to do it, Platinia
nodding that she understood.

Handing Platinia the lead ropes, John turned
to unfasten the ponies' harness from the cart, his mind flying
ahead of him. After pushing the cannon off the wagon, he could
hitch up the extra rope in the gun carriage, use the rope to pull
the cannon down the trail.

His plans made, John moved beside the ponies
to unclip their harness, the shetlands free of the cart, John
looking ahead to see the road start to go downhill from this point.
That, plus a trailing wind, should allow him to drag the cannon for
quite some time.

Turning, John got a final glimpse of the
backside of the ponies, Platinia doing as she'd been told, at last,
leading the eager animals to safety in the rear.

John was on his own.

Clanking purposefully to the back of the
cart, John reached up to pull the wooden pins, the creaking
tailgate bumping to the ground.

Jumping on the low cart bed, John moved to
the front of the iron gun. Shoving, rolled the gun carriage over
the back of the cart to the soft dirt road.

Fastening a length of rope to the carriage,
John decided it would save time later if he ladled the proper
amount of gunpowder into the cannon and put in one of the
cannonballs. When within range, all he'd have to do was stick a
piece of fuse cord in the back of the cannon, light the fuse and
the firing would be automatic, the exploding gunpowder in the
cannon lighting the thinner fuse cord already in the ball inside,
the cannonball thrown out of the barrel to blow up on arrival near
the dark Mage. Assuming the cannon worked the way it had in gunnery
practice in a deserted part of Xanthin Island.

Stripping off the canvas snugged over the
cannon barrel, tossing the protective cover in back of the pony
cart, John pried the tight lid off the powder keg; used the dipper
to sift a measured amount of powder down the slanted gun
barrel.

Picking up one of the cannonballs, he lifted
it to the barrel, the tight fitting ball settling itself in the
bore before sliding down into firing position.

For a moment, John debated about whether or
not this was the time to put in the cannon's fuse.

Decided against it, the fuse more vulnerable
in the cannon than in the sack.

Shifting the torch to his left hand, bending
forward, gripping the rope, John threw his shoulder into it, the
heavy gun beginning to move.

And John was off again, the rope not cutting
into his shoulder too badly, John finding he was relieved to no
longer have to worry about Platinia. All he had to do now was keep
the clumsy cannon carriage in the middle of the road, John soon
alerted to a new sensation -- the ease with which he was pulling
the gun -- John looking up to see that the road had begun to slope
down before him, also seeing, for the first time, another streak of
light begin ... rise, arc down .... the world around John turning a
stark, blinding white!!

A direct hit!

With ... no results ... except that John came
to himself to find he was standing in a broad, but shallow, hole
that wasn't there before.

As John's eyes adjusted to the dark again, as
the ringing in his ears faded, John tried to process what he'd just
witnessed.

First, a flash starting not too far ahead at
the bottom of the road. Then, the bolt strike!

Something he'd been waiting for! An
indication that the journey was coming to an end.

Surely, he'd find the evil Mage of Azare down
there on the flat where the bolts began!
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Five more steps along the dark path and the
downward pitch of the dead-forest trail increased, making the
pulling of the gun easier. Easier but ...

For the first time, John was aware of feeling
something other than ... numb. He felt ... afraid!

Though the gun cart rolled by itself at that
grade, John was sweating; the sweat of hysteria, great, cold drops
sliding down John's forehead.

Chills watered his spine. Skeletal fingers
clutched his neck. Shaking, John stopped, the artillery piece
continuing to roll another yard until the rope was slack.

Holding both rope and torch handle in the
same hand, John wiped the perspiration from his eyes as best he
could through the open rings of his metal mask, for the first time
finding himself racked with shivers so violent they rattled his
iron-mesh suit.

Dread. Producing stomach-knotting terror!

But ... why now?

Nothing had changed. John was dressed in his
protective cloak, metal-ringed hood over his head, spiked boots
grounding him firmly to the soft dirt trail. The downward grade of
the path plus the sharp wind at his back relieved him of any worry
he might have had about the distance he could pull the cannon.

Trying to consider his situation between
paralyzing chills, the only thing that had changed was that
Platinia was no longer by his side.

A thought that shamed him! Had he become so
addicted to the girl's calming presence he was loath to face danger
without her?

Irritated by that thought, John raised the
torch, the swelling wind at his back ruffling the firebrand's
flame.

Seeing nothing threatening out there in the
gloom, John forced himself to take the steps necessary to tighten
the rope.

Then hesitated.

Even with the torch held high, John could see
little except flickering shadows to either side of the forest path,
the trail itself narrowing into total blackness before him.

Not much fire left in the torch. He made a
mental note to pack it with more fuel. ....

Still unnerved, John stood there, trying to
imagine a reason to stay rooted to the trail.

Could think of nothing ... except that he'd
never felt so much alone.

Determined to shake off this paralyzing
fright, John leaned forward! Dug in his spikes! Pulled!

And after the expected strain necessary to
counteract the cannon's weight, was shambling off once more, his
shoulders bent, his body swaying laboriously like an armored
elephant.

Before him, the path of the death-struck
forest maintained its downward slant; blackness sealing the trail
behind him.

Momentum achieved, the gun tracking docilely
on its metal wheels, John could straighten up to look down the
road. .....

What?? .......

Something, no doubt about it.

Through the archway of defunct trees, ahead
and below him, John could make out what looked like a pencil-thin
strip of light rising into the sky, narrowing to nothingness as it
ascended the sky's black vastness.

Concentrating on this completely unexpected
phenomenon as a way of closing his mind to panic, continuing to
haul the field piece toward that mystifying light, John saw the
light source thicken until he could see it ... flicker. At least,
at the base, before it narrowed to a razor-cut of luminescence in
the sable sky.

Another sweaty hour along the path and John
could make out a dot of blue above the light-shaft's vanishing
point, seeming to be a patch of Azare's dark blue, sky dome.

Light ahead and wind behind. A wind that
steadily increased until it was rushing past him like a river
surges toward a waterfall. Wind enough to stiffen John's hair
through the metal mask; enough to plaster his white, Cinnabar robe
to his back and bubble it through the wire rings of his armor in
the front.

Half a mile further, another jagged flash of
light rose up, then arced down toward him with an atomic flash and
mind shattering explosion!

His head ringing like the clapper in a giant
bell, John realized that another Mage-strike had staggered him to
his knees.

Deafened but functioning, John struggled to
his feet; braced himself on shaky legs by leaning back against the
steadily blowing wind.

Less than stable on his feet, blinking, John
could see little but blazing squiggles of light imprinted on the
retinas of his eyes.

Trying to see past the afterimages of what
looked like coils of light bulb filament, John could make out a
wind-swirled dust cloud ahead of him. A vortex of gray powder
driven down the trail, the cloud hiding the distant light pillar at
road center.

John blinked.

And blinked again, the dust cloud
dissipating.

Virtually blind, John bent down. Felt around
him on the road until he located the torch where he'd dropped it,
the torch's dying flames appearing to him as flickers around the
edges of his nearly sightless eyes.

John had sustained a second, direct hit from
the dark Mage's electric fire.

And again, had lived.

Giving himself a long minute more for his
eyes to adjust, John began to pull the cannon again, finding that,
to get it rolling, he had to muscle the heavy, black powder device
up and over the lip of the shallow blast-crater of the last
strike.

Moving again, in addition to seeing and
hearing once more, John was beginning to think -- not entirely a
blessing, thought causing sweating, trembling, and a powerful
inclination to ... run!

Hating his cowardice, John told himself he
was experiencing the emotion any person would have when facing the
unknown. He was on foreign ground. To say nothing of approaching a
dangerous malevolence! Throw in an unnatural wind at his back that
seemed to increase with every step, and what was abnormal was his
former calm. Could it be that Platinia affected him in other ways
beside strengthening him against the "pull" of Zwicia's crystal? In
this instance, had provided him with abnormal courage?

Something to consider.

Some other time.

The pressing business of the moment was to
stumble on in spite of his unmanly fright.

Arguing himself up to speed but still
thinking about Platinia's "hold" on him, John could believe he'd
been ... manipulated into joining this quest. How else to explain
his compulsion to combat the evil Mage of Azare when John's
self-interest lay in refusing to meddle in enigmas he didn't
understand?

Yet he kept on, compelled to champion ...
what? -- Himself? Stil-de-grain? -- Platinia?

On and slowly on, the light pillar, at 500
yards, a fiery column of crackling illumination. A light so thin,
so strange, so powerful that John had to believe the blazing line
from earth to sky was linked to the dark Mage.

Nothing to do for the moment but flog himself
forward, the wind at his back helping him down the trail, the light
line ahead thickening into a writhing, twisting, tongue of fire
that spewed skyward from what seemed to be a hole in the dead
earth.

Though John was tiring, slowing, he was
closing on the light, the dazzle of the vertical line projecting
shadows behind the forest's decaying trees.

Yes.

Glancing at his torch to find it had gone
completely out, John realized the sole light for some time had been
the approaching column. Dim, but putting out enough radiance for
him to keep the heavy field piece within the mitered edges of the
road.

Glad not to be burdened with the torch, John
fumbled the handle under his wire-woven armor and into a deep, robe
pocket.

In the increased light, John saw that the
cadaverous trees to either side of the line of march were even more
barren. Why? ... Because, here, the force of the tempest was so
great it had twisted off their branches, the trees little more than
limb-stubbed trunks.

Continuing to lurch along, occasionally
straining in an attempt to see past the denuded tree stumps into
the phantom forest beyond, John's only additional discovery was
what had happened to the tree's severed branches, seeing them here
... and there ... in wind-tangled piles.

How long had this storm been raging?

Perhaps forever? ... No, or the trees could
not have grown at all.

Flash-Boom!! -- John able to turn away from
the nearby hit in time to save his sight, no tree limbs above the
trail in this blighted place to fall on him in the aftermath of a
direct hit.

John felt ... exhausted.

A number of things had drained his strength
-- pulling the gun carriage -- the weight of his homemade armor --
the unusually heavy gravity of Azare -- a buffeting wind.

Bone weary, panting, John stopped to catch
his breath.

Looking down the dirt track, shading his
eyes, John was surprised to realize that the light shaft was not
that far away ... a hundred yards? ... the trail about to level out
as it converged with the perpendicular blaze.

Staring at that overwhelming, vertical light
-- still seeming no thicker than a spear -- John thought he saw a
dark ... something ........

What?

A ... something at the level of the road ...
black-framed against the brilliance of the vaulting flames. ...

A platform?

If so, could the cross like shadow on the
scaffold be ... a man, a man so near the fiery column that he
glowed with the penumbra of the column's glittering light?

Flash-Boom!!

Another strike, this one off target,
exploding behind John and to the right, John tracing the lightning
strike to the dais up ahead!

Firing these salvos must be ... Auro!

John stood for a long moment, refusing to
believe what his mind told him must be true.

Bizarre. ....... All of this.

Surrealistic. ......

Shaking himself out of a bemused lethargy,
John knew something else. That at maximum elevation, Auro was
within range! It was time to fire the cannon!

That decision putting John's thoughts in
order, John could act again.

Letting go of the rope, the rope whipping in
the wind like a wounded snake, John fought his way to the gun.

Bent double to untie the fuse-sack, John
wrestled the wind-whipped bag to the ground.

Squatting clumsily in his armor, John felt
inside the coarse, flapping sack until he'd located the small
screwdriver. Pulled it out.

Close enough to the radiance of the fire
pillar to see in detail, John stood up to locate the metal screw in
the fuse hole at the back of the gun. Found it; slotted in the
screwdriver; backed the screw out, the wind blowing the screw away
as it cleared the last thread-turn. ... No matter. He no longer
needed the screw.

Flash-Boom! Auro now hitting the blighted
woods in the hope that a blast-propelled hunk of timber would take
John out.

It was also possible that Auro was trying to
topple trees across the trail to deny John access to the road.

No time for further speculation.

Squatting down beside the gun carriage,
sticking his arm in the wind-blown bag, John got his hand on a
short piece of fuse; dragged it out, the wind twisting the thin
rope around John's arm.

Using both hands, sliding the fuse cord
through his fingers, John found one end.

Ready at last, John attempted to stick the
detonator cord in the hole at the back of the cannon.

Failed the first time.

Tried again.

No luck.

And again.

Boom!!

Another explosion by the roadside, this time,
followed by a stab in John's upper back as a blast-propelled
splinter punctured the open weave mail of his armored cloak.

Pain!

That John stubbornly ignored.

If anything, the wound sharpened his mind,
the cold burn of it urging speed.

Using both hands to protect the barrel hole
from the wind, John made another attempt to insert the fuse.

Failed again.

Bending close, looking at the hole and at the
end of the firing cord, forcing himself to keep his eyes open in
spite of the sting of wind-driven dust, John found the
difficulty.

The detonator cord was too big. .....Too big?
But John had made sure the fuse was the right size! Had test fired
the gun using the same diameter powder cord.

Too big?

Ignoring the wind's thunder-gusts, blinking
rapidly to clear his eyes of grit, John examined the cord end,
carefully. ......

Found that it was not the fuse, but a similar
sized piece of rope!

He had to think.

Must think .....

About anything except the ice pick in his
back that blazed with the agony of a blowtorch .......

He had to face the truth. Someone close to
him had substituted an ordinary length of rope for the powder
impregnated fuse; the transfer made after the cannon was loaded on
the ship.

Someone, but who?

A shadow formed behind John's eyes: the dark
image of an intimate companion ... dagger in hand ... plunging the
knife blade into John's chest!

The traitor!

So -- the search for John's would-be assassin
had narrowed to the catamaran's passengers and crew. Still a long
list of suspects, unfortunately.

A traitor.

Spy.

Assassin.

Failing to eliminate John by more direct
means, John's secret enemy had been clever enough to find another,
subtler way to end John's life, by depriving John of any chance to
win the approaching duel with evil. Pulling the plug on John in
such a way that John would be unlikely to discover he was powerless
until too late.

Clever, edging into the diabolical.

Placing his complete confidence in his
cannon, he was neatly trapped.

He couldn't fight.

And he couldn't run since hauling the useless
cannon had drained him of his "heavy-planet" strength.

Nor could John stay where he was. It was only
a question of time before an Auro-exploded tree hammered John down,
the dark Mage then able to come forward and dispatch John with a
rock!

Desperation flaring into anger, John was
furious with himself for having come back to this unfathomably
dangerous world. Was maddened that one of his own had betrayed
him!

Raving at himself for his pig-headed belief
that Twentieth Century knowledge must prove invincible -- berating
his lack of foresight and faulty planning -- John felt ...
stronger.

Adrenalin. A life extending drug for the
stupid and unwary.

If John could get close enough to the dark
Mage to rush him, grapple with him ....

With at least some semblance of a plan, John
let the wind blow him, stiff legged, to the front of the gun
carriage, the thick, hemp pull-rope fluttering there like a
wind-whipped pennant.

A quick decision.

Should John leave the -- now useless --
cannon behind? ..........

No.

John wanted Auro to worry about why John had
been dragging that "great beast" so laboriously.

Resolved to keep going no matter what, with
difficulty, John caught the waving towrope; dragged it over his
shoulder, John setting out again, grafted to the gun as if it was
his ugly -- now dead -- Siamese twin.

Down and down, the scene at the bottom coming
into focus as John approached; gaining detail like film developing
in photographic fluid.

At 70 yards, the light pillar looked like
what it was: electric fire. At 50 yards, that the source of the
light was a jagged sinkhole -- electric fire streaking skyward from
that pit.

If so, the reason for the light-chasm before
him was clear. Since the collective magic of the other Mages was
blacking out Auro's sky, the dark Mage had used his minions to dig
this crevasse, thereby releasing his own, internal source of power.
Viewed this way, it seemed plain enough that tapping into the
underground supply of force was what gave Auro the light to work
his magic!

Certain he understood the "game" at last,
John concentrated on the platform to this side of the light shaft's
edge, John having to squint more and more as he narrowed the gap
between the trail and the flash-bulb brilliance of the light.

A dais. Curved to circle the power shaft. No
matter which direction Auro faced, it seemed, the evil Mage wished
to be immersed in light, Auro a back-lit shadow on the twenty foot
tall scaffold, easy to overlook in the dazzle of the light that
encompassed him.

Auro.

Aware, of course, of John's approach.

The dark Mage silent.

Stationary.

No longer hurling lightning bolts.

Just standing there; flooded by luminescence;
seemingly content -- for the moment -- to monitor John's
approach.

It didn't matter.

Crash!! .............

John returned to consciousness with quavering
flares of light tattooed behind his eyes.

Though almost blind, John had the shadowy
impression he was surrounded by trees ........

Trees, but no path.

Straining to remember, all that was clear to
him was that he was lying in the woods, an explosion of
overwhelming force blowing him into the forest, the dark Mage
"shooting" him with amplified power.

Even protected by his metal garb, John had
been blasted into the defunct forest ... with no idea how to get
back to the trail.

Slowly, testing each joint experimentally --
all painful but functioning -- John began to feel his way through
dry grass and brittle twigs, blindly stumbling into a pile of brush
the wind had tumbled between two, close-set tree trunks.

Groping about, he chanced on the right sized
branch fastened to a felled trunk, John snapping the limb off with
the parched crack of age.

Dredging his lighter from the small pocket
under his ring armor, shielding the tiny blue flame from the ground
wind, John soon had the branch-end flaming brightly.

Everything was tinder dry in this dead band,
he warned himself. The tiniest spark .............

And that was the solution!

A way to strike at the dark Mage!

For the first time, John smiled. Shook his
head ... stopped because the sidewards motion savaged him, John
staggering to the nearest tree trunk, hugging it until the
giddiness passed and he could think once more.

About ... fire.

With the wind racing toward the pillar of
light, the black mage on his raised platform, a dose of real fire
in these dry woods would be a powerful ally.

Feeling steadier, John eased out from behind
the tree to scuttle off at an angle to the wind, pausing frequently
to touch the flaming torch to flaring patches of dry grass, the
fire spreading quickly until it was devouring piles of brush,
shooting skyward in exploding cylinders of long dead trunks. A fire
that burned out as soon as it advanced, the flames sweeping the
forest clear of entangling vegetation, leaving behind a width of
dirt and blackened ash and smoldering, smoking trunks.

Turning back, John followed the charred out
skirt of woods until he came to the place where he'd first set the
fire, blundering on to step out of the mummified forest onto the
woodland path.

To one side was the gun, the heavy device
hunkered down at the trail's center. Looking down the road, John
could still see an edge of orange down the trail, the fire burning
off the last of the dry vegetation, the smoke disappearing quickly,
the column of "electric" light visible once again.

Just the light pillar.

No platform.

No dark Mage.

Nothing between John and that rippling shaft
of soaring luminescence.

John's fire had consumed everything between
him and the light source.

John's head was throbbing so badly he
couldn't reason.

His only impulse ... to go on.

Backtracking to the gun, John shouldered the
lead rope and began to drag the cannon forward once again, pulling
mindlessly like a beast, John clanking on toward the bedazzling
light shaft.

John stopped.

Even with his head bowed, he could see the
burned out ruins of the dark Mage platform ... not ten yards
away.

Cupping his eyes, peering out through cracks
between his fingers like a snow-blind Eskimo, John saw he'd been
right: the light source came from a kind of pit, hand-dug at what
must have been incredible, human cost.

Though his head still hurt, John's mind
seemed to be clearing.

Of course! The shaft of light explained the
dark-Mage force. Trapped in his blacked out band, Auro had regained
his powers by digging into the earth to release this underground
light, light the source of this world's magic.

There could be little doubt that Auro mounted
his attacks on Stil-de-grain from this very platform -- now an
ashen ruin -- the former dais bathed with sufficient light to
permit magical usage on a grand scale! This constant supply of
light-magic also made clear how Auro could launch bolts at
Stil-de-grain, even in the night. Another mystery solved!

As for Auro, had John's flames consumed the
evil Mage? Backing away from John's too-real fire, had he fallen
into the shaft of light? Or simply run away?

All that mattered was that John had bested
the dark Mage.

But ... had he?

Since it was obvious this hole was the work
of Auro, was it not also John's duty to eliminate this source of
dark-Mage magic?

Fighting his way to the back of the cannon,
digging in his boot-cleats, John again began to push the heavy,
wheeled object toward the raging, electric storm -- a dazzle that
had become so bright that, even though John hid his face behind the
iron gun, he had to close his eyes at the last to keep from going
blind in the flash-bulb brilliance of the electric shaft until, in
a rush, the heavy weapon toppled into the light pit, disappearing
down the hole from which the light was gushing.

 


* * * * *

 


Though John eventually remembered turning,
running -- he could not recall the final explosion of the powder --
the cask, the cannon, and the cannonballs.

Later -- how much later?? -- awakening under
Azare's gray-dark sky, it had taken John some time to realize it
was the powder blast going off underground that had knocked him
out, John walking in the dark, surrounded by the intense quiet
following the blast.

He could recall that he'd lighted another
branch to serve as a torch, discarded his metal armor, and had gone
back along the trail.

The explosion sealing off the source of
Auro's magic, it was enough to know that the day of the dark Mage
... was done!
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"Stand by the lines!"

Coluth. Ordering men to ready the coiled,
light lines that seamen would throw to stevedores on the Xanthin
dock. Other mariners were backing oars to further slow the ship,
Orig, at the rudder, steering for a tight space between two boats
already docked.

Fastened to the throw lines were figure
eights of heavy hawsers, stacked fore and aft, these thick, hemp
ropes to be dragged to the mole and wrapped around tie-off cleats
to snug the modified catamaran to the dock.

Home at last.

Leaning his elbows on the rail, John turned
his head. Raised his voice to get over the squeak of oars, the
creak of the rudder, and the shouts of dock workers. "Golden!?"
Though Golden seemed to be hovering about much of the time, he was
never around when John wanted him.

"Here," came the faint reply from the back of
the ship. Which figured. That was where the solemn young man did
his exercises. Sit-ups one day. Jumping jacks the next.

Golden had also helped relieve the boredom of
the slow passage home by singing, working magic, and by walking a
tightrope strung between the base of the mast and the outrail -- no
mean feat (as the sailors who tried it discovered.)

Waiting for Golden to make his way through
the ship's rope piles and lashed down supply crates, John turned to
watch the ship ease into its berth.

It was a glorious midday morning. From the
moles came the sounds of any busy port: the creak of wooden cranes
at work; the rumble of three-wheeled loading carts; the calls of
bare-chested porters rolling barrels of beer, wine, and oil; the
grunts of sweating stevedores as they labored up gangplanks with
odd-sized cargo. Behind the prow, the ship's oars splashed quietly,
rhythmically, Coluth giving the order to the starboard rowers to
back oars, in this way pivoting the ship parallel to the quay.

White sea birds darted overhead, making
piercing cries for no obvious reason but the joy of it. Above them
all, the amber sky of Stil-de-grain.

The harbor air smelled ... fresh. (Though the
fetid odors of Xanthin's commercial district no doubt clung to the
offaled alleys higher up Xanthin Hill.)

Used to it by now, John remembered how
shocked he was to find that the sea under Stil-de-grain's amber
sky-band was a pale yellow-gold; that under Malachite's emerald
sky, the sea turned green.

But it made sense.

Even in John's world, the color of lakes and
oceans was a reflection of the sky -- blue sky, blue water -- gray
sky, gray water. It was just that, on earth, you didn't have golden
sky, to say nothing of skies of green and orange and -- though he'd
only glimpsed it at the horizon -- the red sky of Cinnnabar.

In the main, all had gone well. Not that the
trip had been unmarred by tragedy. Deep fishing over the rail on
the way back, Whar had hooked into something big. New to fishing,
he'd failed to let go of the tackle and in an instant, was pulled
over the railing into the sea. Though the sailors frantically
backed oars to hold position against the current, all available men
scouting the sea where Whar had vanished, Whar could not be
recovered.

While it seemed a strange thing to say about
your own guard, John had not known Whar well. Except to recognize
him as a brave and honorable man.

Some would say that men like Whar were cogs
in the workings of the world. John, the historian, knew better,
duty-driven men the engine of mankind.

The remembrance of Whar's loss excepted, it
was a good day. Above all, John realized, because it felt good to
feel good, John a superman compared to the human wreck who'd
stumbled away from dark Mage territory. Was it instinct that led
him through the blackness of that blighted woods until he'd found
Platinia and Zwicia where he'd posted them? It must have been, for
he had no memory of how the old woman and the frail young girl had
managed to lift him to the back of the cart.

The cart so much lighter without the cannon,
the women had gotten the exhausted ponies to pull it down the
trail, out of the forest, and across the dimly lighted coastal
plain where Coluth, Whar, and the sailors waited impatiently for
his return.

The sailors had known he'd beaten the dark
Mage, of course. (He learned this later when he'd come to himself,
again.) Knew it because the evil wind the dark Mage had been
sending out had stopped. (It was John's guess that the wind had
been shut off when he'd blown shut Auro's light pit.)

The dim, smoke-blue light of the sky-band
over Azare had not brightened with Auro's defeat, though, no doubt
because the Mages of Realgar and Cinnabar were still keeping the
pressure on by continuing to black out the band over Azare as best
they could.

Fed, watered, and pampered, John had
eventually come around.

Not that the sailors were doing nothing while
John recuperated. Even before John had returned to the coast,
Coluth had taken it upon himself to order modifications to the
catamaran. With the unnatural wind shut off by the closing of
Auro's light source, the solution to the problem of getting home --
which John fully agreed with when he was capable of agreeing with
anything -- was to convert the cat to a rowing vessel.

Easier said than done.

As it turned out, none of the dust-dry wood
from the dead band of Azare was fit to use for naval purposes. The
solution? Convert the two-hulled Cat into a one-hulled rowing
scull: one hull for the modified ship, the other to provide
seasoned wood for the necessary changes, part of the wood from the
scrapped hull used to build an outrigger device to stabilize the
(too narrow) one-hulled replacement ship -- an "innovation" to make
any Hawaiian proud. The rest of the surplus lumber had gone into
oars and oar locks for motive power and to rig a heavy, aft rudder
for steerage.

The final result was a modified version of
the kind of seagoing vessel this world's sailors understood, one to
be rowed-steered from the edge of one circular current in the sea,
to the rim of the next counter-rotating spiral.

Upon John's return to the Azare coast, Coluth
had released their last messenger bird to report on John's
condition and say their return home would be delayed.

Some time later, a messenger bird had arrived
from Malachite, saying that, with the defeat of the evil Mage, the
Malachites had given up the war against Stil-de-grain. They'd only
been fighting because Auro had demanded it of them, the men of
Malachite more terrified of Auro's power than of
Stil-de-grain's.

The bottom line was that, at one stroke, John
had defeated evil and stopped the war. Twin kills which, if John
could have remembered more about his contribution to morality and
world peace, might have impressed him. As it was, all that he could
think about was going home.

"Yes, John-Lyon?" Golden, dressed in a
simple, exercise tunic, had arrived at the prow.

Now that Golden was there, what did John say
to him? That John knew that the traitor who had stabbed him was on
this boat and that Golden made the best suspect?

Since John had brought the fuse sack on board
himself, there could be no denying that somebody on the boat had
substituted a plain rope for the powder-impregnated fuse.

Someone. But who?

One of the common seamen? Coluth's men:
Philelph, Petrac, Shiagint? Orig, the steersman?

Not possible. These men had been following
Coluth's orders so long they would move only on their captain's
command.

Coluth himself?

It made more sense that John had done the
deed while sleepwalking, than to finger loyal, sensible Coluth.

Nor did Platinia figure to have made the
switch. As long as John had known her, she'd never had an
independent thought. Every order, every suggestion he'd given her
had been instantly obeyed. If anything, she gave him too much help,
Platinia seeming to be able to strengthen him spiritually by some
means he didn't understand. When Platinia was at his side, he was a
lion! Without Platinia beside him .... Enough said.

Zwicia?

For starters, the Weird couldn't get up and
down the steps to the cramped hold, unaided. To say nothing of
being rational enough to plan anything -- certainly not something
as clever as substituting a plain rope for the bomb fuse. Anyway,
the old girl could have no reason for wanting John dead. Nor --
reasoning that the same individual had committed both crimes
against John's person -- could she have been the one who stabbed
him in the first assassination attempt. Too old. Too slow. Too
weak.

No. Zwicia did not make a credible
suspect.

Leaving Golden.

Golden the gymnast.

Golden, thrower of knives.

Rope walker.

Singer.

Illusionist.

Pretender to the throne of Malachite.

Golden, the multitalented. Someone worth
watching -- in every sense of the word.

What John was considering was, that at this
late date, did it really matter? After all, the first thing John
was going to do upon landing on Xanthin Island was to make tracks
for the mainland, for Hero Castle, and for home. Once back in the
good old U. S., it wouldn't matter whether or not Golden wished
John ill. All John really needed was to find a way to keep Golden
off his back until John could "get out of town."

Thinking along these lines, John had an idea.
"Golden, I know I've been keeping you busy. And that you didn't
want to come with me on this trip."

Golden nodded. Saying yes, but at the same
time revealing nothing about what he was thinking -- feeling.
Golden-like.

"I also realize that you feel its your duty
to hunt for the lost Mage-crystal of Malachite. Possibly hidden in
the palace by King Yarro before his death," John said -- for
emphasis pointing up the city's hill at the palace fort, its
pennant-bedecked heights just visible behind the terraced, wood and
plaster city.

"Yes, John-Lyon."

"That if you find the green Mage-crystal,
you'll be able to parlay that into becoming the King of
Malachite.

"Parlay ...?"

"Strengthen your hand in resuming your
rightful place as king of Malachite. Replace your uncle, Lithoid.
The usurper."

"Yes, John-Lyon."

"I assume you think you can do that without
starting up the war between Malachite and Stil-de-grain?"

"Yes, John-Lyon. My being King of Malachite
would be the best guarantee that the two bands would live in
peace."

Was there an implied threat somewhere in
Golden's response? Support my rise to power or else? If so, John
decided to let it pass.

"Then that's just what you will do. Take time
off to search for the green crystal.

"Really!?"

"I have said it. As much time as you
need."

"Oh, thank you, great Mage!"

John was convinced he was hearing genuine
elation from Golden. Was even more persuaded because Golden was so
taciturn. John had been right. Giving Golden the run of the palace
was the best way to neutralize any "Golden threat."

Beside him, John was aware that Golden was
... kneeling. On the splintered deck.

Actually kneeling before John.

Embarrassing ... but an affirmation of the
wisdom of John's new "Golden" policy.

Though Golden was an accomplished actor, John
couldn't believe the young man was faking gratitude.

Assassination problem solved!

Beside him at the rail, Golden had gotten to
his feet again, the two of them a little chagrined by Golden's
kneeling, both men turning away to watch the boat's final approach
to the wharf.

It now struck John as strange that there
didn't seem to be much of a reception committee awaiting him at
dockside.

Just soldiers in green uniforms -- maybe a
hundred of them. Too large a force to be keeping order on the
quays, but not enough men to be a proper welcoming committee. Led
by ... Forsk? ...... Trying to make out the squad heads behind the
Head Second, John thought they looked familiar.

"Not much of a reception," John commented,
nodding in the direction of the green-tuniced soldiers who'd been
ordered to form a double line at the ship's disembarkation point.
"Probably so little fuss because no one knew when we were due in
port." John thought a moment, then continued. "Though I did think
the merchantman we hailed yesterday would have spread the word that
we were right behind them."

John paused again to consider this seeming
lack of ceremonial adulation. "Once the word gets out that we're
back, though, the palace staff will probably throw a gala for the
heroes who've rid the world of evil. Maybe a surprise party in the
....."

 


* * * * *

 


As the Mage continued to speculate about his
welcome, Golden's mind was ablaze! It had been a startling change,
John-Lyon-Pfnaravin giving Golden permission to search the palace
for the green Mage-gem of Malachite! Particularly since Golden had
reason to believe that the Mage had been preventing him from
searching for the crystal.

The unpredictability of Mages was well known,
of course.

It was also unclear how John-Lyon-Pfnaravin
had defeated his rival, the evil Auro. Unclear, it seemed, even to
John-Lyon-Pfnaravin!

In the time it had taken the Mage to recover
from his wounds, he had forgotten much. Or, perhaps, refused to
remember.

Now, they had come home -- though
Stil-de-grain could never be a Malachite's true home.

On the dock, shore-side stevedores were
hauling on the ship ropes, bending their naked backs to snug the
boat beside the quay, ready to snub down the heavy hawsers to
docking cleats.

The pier was the same as before. Lined with
carts. Piled with cargo boxes large and small. Stacked with kegs of
wine. At every tie-up berth, a wooden loading gantry.

Sweating porters from adjoining ships were
trundling off precious bales of Cinnabar silk and -- now that the
war had stopped -- metals from Malachite. Golden saw crates of
dried meat from Realgar as well as cows and small flocks of sheep
herded up from holds.

Being onloaded, were barrels of Stil-de-grain
wheat, barley, and rye, together with tight-woven sacks of
flour.

The other, parallel piers were also thick
with wide-bodied merchantmen. Behind them in the harbor, two, trim,
Stil-de-grain cutters were on patrol.

Beyond the dock, civilians, gaudily dressed
in gold-striped robes, milled up and down the road paralleling the
harbor. Farther up the hill, Golden could see shoppers clogging the
connecting alleys that led into Xanthin proper.

And finally, on the butte beyond Xanthin City
-- mounted serenely in its own space -- was the triple-walled
palace. From the prow of the boat where he stood with the Mage,
Golden could see the top floor of the young king's residence, the
fort's corner turrets flying the gold and white of
Stil-de-grain.

Everything was the same, except ... brighter
... the return of full-light the greatest gift of
John-Lyon-Pfnaravin's victory over evil.

Truly, the great Wizard's triumph had
benefited ... all people in all bands!

Like Golden had long hoped, the Mage would
now sponsor Golden as King of Malachite! There could be no other
reading of the Mage's permission to search for the hiding place of
Pfnaravin's Mage-crystal. Once Golden found the green gem of magic
and returned it to the Mage, he and Pfnaravin would go home to
Malachite together.

In triumph!

The greatest Mage of all bands and Golden as
Malachite's legitimate king!

What would happen to John-Lyon-Pfnaravin's
other Mageship? (For though he didn't wear it, John-Lyon still
possessed the golden crystal of Stil-de-grain, Golden able to see
the disk's outline in a secret pocket in the Mage's robe.)

Golden didn't know.

Perhaps John-Lyon-Pfnaravin would be Mage of
both bands.

For now, the Mage's party could look forward
to a triumphal return to Xanthin. .... Except that, there again,
the Mage was right. It did not appear that preparations had been
made for a proper appreciation. Golden would have thought that at
least the young king -- though still a child -- would have been
brought to the harbor to greet his "father" Coluth. In addition,
Golden had expected a throng of cheering citizens at the dock, the
city's grateful people crowding the harbor streets and quays to
catch a glimpse of Stil-de-grain's benefactor.

Instead, there were only these few
men-at-arms. Perhaps a hundred. Drawn up in a double line across
the quay.

Golden squinted to see who was leading the
soldiers. .....

No.

Not, as he had expected, the Army Head,
Nator.

Also ... peculiar.

Looking more closely, Golden saw that the
Head Second, Forsk, was commanding the troops.

In turn, Forsk's soldiers were divided into
units of twenty five, each under the direct control of an under
Head.

All was as it should be ... except .......
there was something disturbing about the under Heads ........
Something ......

Wrong!

These under Heads were known to Golden!

Sassu! Iscu! Xevi! Renn!

Should Golden warn the Mage, standing so
calmly, so careless beside him, the Mage resting his elbows on the
ship rail!? Had John-Lyon-Pfnaravin failed to recognize the
four!?

On the other hand, Mages had secret
knowledge, special powers. That being the case, Golden did not wish
to second guess that man of magic. Still .........

What to do?

With a hurried compromise in mind, Golden
formed a plan! A plan that required him to wait a little longer.
Wait. .... Wait .... until the very moment the ship's prow nudged
the quay when Golden deliberately lurched into
John-Lyon-Pfnaravin.

"What!?" cried the startled Mage.

"I beg your pardon, sir," Golden answered
politely, as one addresses Mages. "Long at sea, my legs are not
accustomed to the shock of land."

"Probably worn out from all that exercising,"
was the Mage's dry response.

At that, John-Lyon-Pfnaravin returned to his
observation of docking procedure, the Mage saying something that
Golden did not hear. Because Golden, as silently and as quickly as
possible, had begun to back away from the ship's prow, headed for
the back of the reconstructed boat.

Arriving amidship without incident, Golden
was then able to slip out of sight behind a group of sailors who,
at Coluth's order, were preparing to lift the landing plank from
deck to pier.

Beyond these sailors, Golden scuttled aft as
fast as possible without attracting attention.

Astern, and so out of immediate danger,
Golden found he was shaking. For what he had just done -- on
impulse more than as a result of reason -- was to steal John-Lyon's
golden crystal!

It was an old thieve's trick. Bump into the
mark to distract his thoughts while picking his pocket -- in this
case, putting a clever hand into the Mage's inner, robe pocket to
extract the Mage-gem, the disk of magic now residing in a tuck of
tunic below Golden's belt.

All on board still engaged with the docking
process, Golden climbed the aft railing to let himself over the
side.

Hanging for a moment to the rail, stretching
toward the water, Golden let go to slip noiselessly into the harbor
sea.

All that Golden could do now as he swam
strenuously -- mostly underwater -- to a parallel pier on the
boat's other side, was hope that what he had done was right! If so,
it was possible he had saved John-Lyon. More importantly, had
rescued the source of John-Lyon's magic.

If Golden had misjudged the situation -- a
thought that made him shiver from more than the water's cold -- he
had to hope that, before the Mage missed it, Golden would be able
to slip the amber crystal of Stil-de-grain back into the Mage's
pocket -- the Mage never to discover this slight of hand Golden had
performed!

 


* * * * *

 


It was still difficult for Forsk, young as he
was, to accept the fact that he was Head of the Stil-de-grain Army,
his command signified by the full width of yellow sash striped
across the vest of his formal, white, military tunic. Nor could he
believe the charge that Army Head Nator had committed treason
against the Mage.

Much was wrong in Stil-de-grain.

Much happening that Forsk did not
understand.

One thing was clear, however. Failing to
please the Mage was the quickest path to the palace dungeon!

Nor was being Army Head a position without
... disgust. Disgust at changes in the military. Disgust that he
must use these odious under officers the Mage had forced upon
him.

Quietly, Forsk had checked on them. Had
discovered that their record was a long one! First, they had
claimed to have served as "irregulars" at Carotene -- "irregulars,"
little more than brigands. More recently, the four had been
incorporated into the army during that time in the Claws when a
desperate Stil-de-grain had pressed everyone into service. Even
those of doubtful parentage! Later, these men had deserted, only to
be caught and sentenced to the dungeon for their crimes.

From what Forsk could learn, that was where
the Mage had found them -- in the palace dungeon. Discovered them
there when personally supervising Nator's incarceration in that
wretched place.

A dungeon guard, for a sizable sum, had told
Forsk that the Mage had recognized the four criminals from another
time. Had pardoned them on the spot, whereupon he had them
unchained from the dungeon walls.

The Mage had then placed the scoundrels in
the army -- even made them officers of this hand-picked unit.

Though putting such men in command positions
was a practice Forsk opposed, he dare not say so. It was for
opposing the Mage in such matters that Nator had been declared a
traitor.

Leading to the current business.

Forsk had ordered his command into two files
of 50, dressing them at right angles to the pier to form a guard
through which the crew of the strange ship would pass on
debarkation.

At least the information
brought by the captain of the Wanderer had been correct. This was
undoubtedly John-Lyon's ship -- what was left of it.

By this time, burly stevedores had finished
tying the boat off fore and aft, the ship even odder looking now
than formerly. From two hulls, the craft had become a narrow,
one-hulled boat with a ... wood extender ... to the far side.

As the ship was pulling in at dead slow,
Forsk had seen John-Lyon in the prow. Also Golden, by John-Lyon's
side. Plus Navy Head, Coluth, who was in command.

The two women, Forsk had
not seen. If they were there, so much the better. If not, Forsk
could not be blamed. The captain of the Wanderer had not reported their
presence.

The ship's side bumping along the dock, Forsk
woke from his reverie. "Attention!" he commanded, the soldiers
straightening. On the dock, laborers paused to watch -- the workers
eager for any excuse to lay down their burdens.

There was a grating sound as the wooden
gangplank was slid out and over the ship's railing, the walk board
thudded onto the dock, a pier-man fitting its end against one of
the dock's slip fittings.

At the top of the gangway was John-Lyon. On
the deck behind him, Forsk could see Coluth, ready to
disembark.

Striding down the crosshatched gangplank,
smiling, approaching, stopping before him, was ... John-Lyon. "Ah,
Forsk. Nice of you to meet the ship."

Before Forsk could stop himself, Forsk had
saluted -- a mistake that could mean arrest in the new
Stil-de-grain!

Forsk found himself sweating. Even though
he'd been told it was safe to ignore John-Lyon's rystal-magic, he
was still afraid.

"And Nator?" asked John-Lyon.

"He was ... unavailable."

"I see. Now that the war's over, the Army
Head is busier than ever, I suppose." Said in a satiric way.

Forsk found he could hardly speak. Always, he
had been in awe of John-Lyon.

Forcing himself, Forsk said: "My orders are
to conduct you and Navy Head, Coluth, to the palace."

"That would seem to be the thing to do," said
John-Lyon, still in that mocking tone.

John-Lyon turned. Called up to ship deck.
"Coluth? We're wanted at the palace, it seems."

At that, the Navy Head and captain of the
ship shambled, loose legged, down the gangplank, coming to a halt
just back of John-Lyon.

"Also the guard, Whar," Forsk added.

The Mage looked sad. "There was an accident.
Whar was drowned."

"Also the man, Golden, if you please."

"Golden!" John-Lyon called.

Receiving no answer, John Lyon turned; looked
up at the deck. "Golden!"

John-Lyon turned back to Forsk. "He was there
a minute ago."

"That is not a problem," Forsk said, the Army
Head's voice sounding small even to him, and coming from afar.

Forsk forced himself to rally.

"First squad! Board the ship to find and to
escort the man called Golden. Also the two women."

Having second thoughts, Forsk turned to the
First squad leader. "Sassu, do you know this Golden?"

"I know him," the squad leader said with an
impertinent grin.

"Then execute my order."

With that, the first squad, at a hand signal
from its under Head, marched up the plank to the ship's deck.

Preliminary actions underway, the next part
of Forsk's duty came hard. John-Lyon was a man of power, no matter
what was thought of him.

"Sir," Forsk said, gently. "It is my painful
duty to arrest you on the charge of treason."

"What!?" cried John-Lyon, his face rigid, his
odd green eyes flashing with surprise.

"I also place Navy Head, Coluth, under
arrest. Also Golden."

"Have you lost your mind!?" shouted
John-Lyon.

"It is not my order, sir, but that of the new
Mage."

"New Mage .....!" John Lyon's mouth snapped
shut. His face red. Strangely, John-Lyon then began fumbling inside
his robe. An action that frustrated him further.

Making a hand signal to the remaining
soldiers to form a close escort squadron around the prisoners,
Forsk waited for the rest.

It was only then -- after a length of time --
that all went wrong!

Though the women were located, an extensive
search of the ship could not turn up the man, Golden. And he was
known to be on board!

Since Forsk had been given strict
instructions also to arrest John-Lyon's aide, failing to find
Golden was a matter for much worry!

Few knew as well as Forsk what failure to
obey an order meant in the new Stil-de-grain!
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As Zwicia stroked the glowing disk with her
bird claw hands, the purple surface of the large crystal cleared,
images appearing deep within.

She looked closer, mumbling to herself as the
crystal spell embraced her.

With a small, rational corner of her mind,
she realized where she was.

Hero Castle.

Knew what had happened.

The new Mage had arrested
John-Lyon-Pfnaravin, the new Mage who also called himself
Pfnaravin.

Now, she was to look into the future for the
new Mage.

Except that ... he was not ... new. The new
Pfnaravin was the old ... Robin.

Zwicia was confused. Which ... did not bother
her. Confusion went with crystal-sickness, a condition caused by
staring into the purple Weird-disk lying flat before her on the
rough table in her drafty, torch-lit room.

Then, as the specters in the disk thickened
into the illusions of reality, she forgot about Pfnaravin. Forgot
about the room. Herself. The world. Forgot everything but the
flicker of those fascinating images forming before her old, tired
eyes. Phantasms moving deep within the watery disk.

She saw ....

Golden.

And ... sailors from the ship. Though they
were not on the ship.

They were walking in a dark hall ... of
stone.

Tracing the crystal's edge with her twisted
fingertips, her claw-like nails splaying beyond the crystal's thin,
iron frame, she saw that the men had torches.

The men, Golden leading, were ... creeping
... slowly and in secret ......

There.

At the hall's end ... men ....

Knives!

Zwicia screamed!

Knives! She had seen knives! Thrown by
Golden!

Men lay ... dead. In small pools of
blood.

A large, wooden door. Golden was opening
it.

Inside was ... darkness.

Darkness.

Darkness ... and ....

Leaned forward, the Weird stroked faster, the
static building on the dry surface of the disk of luminescent
glass.

She could see ... men. In front of black,
stone-block walls in the vastness of a room. Standing ... no.
Chained! Chained to the walls.

In the faint glow of Golden's torch, she
could see .... the old soldier ... Leet.

Beside him, also chained, Coluth. Nator.

The apparitions faded.

Faded.

Until she no longer remembered what she had
seen. Only that it had been a vision of the past. How far into the
past, she could not say.

Sweating, Zwicia tried to break the crystal's
power.

But already, another shadow-wraith was
looming within the crystal's depth. This time the glow-frame showed
the future.

Platinia.

Platinia with John-Lyon.

In a room. A round room. A dark room, slashed
with light. A high room.

John-Lyon was ... attacking ... the wall
.....

Could that be?

Mumbling, the old, purple robed woman stroked
faster, the bulging veins on the backs of her dead-dry hands
writhing like newly dug worms.

The tableau steadied.

Cleared.

From a wall, John-Lyon was lifting out a ...
something.

A something, made of shiny metal. Like a
large insect.

He was bending down to put ... the something
... on the floor.

Behind him was Platinia. Walking ... gliding,
toward John-Lyon.

He did not see her.

In her hand, another something.

A small, thin something.

A knife!

In her hand, a knife! Raised!

Zwicia's screams broke the power of
crystal-sickness, Zwicia awakening to find herself in the fearful
present.

Sweating!

Shaking!

Again, she had seen the vision.

The one of knives.

The one of knives and death!

 


* * * * *

 


In the last glow of amber up-light, with a
soft rattle, the rope spun up. Far above, there was a metallic
click, a scrape, then silence as the grapnel dug into stone behind
the battlement of Hero Castle. Below in the half light of a muffled
torch, Orig stretched the rope taut. Threw his weight into it to
make sure it would hold.

Though this attempted rescue had gone less
smoothly than that of Coluth and of Leet, Golden's tiny band had
encountered little difficulty. Unless you counted a subtle ...
thickening ... of the air near the castle's outer wall. Possibly
caused by a miasma from the depths of the dry moat.

The escape from the dungeon had gone well
because of Golden's knowledge of the palace.

Earlier, in disguise, he had slipped into the
stronghold. (Even in times of crisis, the suppliers of food and
drink must have access to the fort.)

Once within, he'd become a priest, newly sent
from Malachite to warn the odorous chief priest about John-Lyon's
powers of escape. In this way, had Golden been responsible for
John-Lyon's incarceration in the iron cage .....

Standing beside Golden was the silent seaman,
Philelph. Dressed in a leather mariner's tunic and laden with gear,
Philelph prepared to climb the rope to gain the upper works of the
castle. Orig, similarly burdened, would follow. Then Golden, a coil
of thick rope attached to his belt. (It was Golden's skill plus the
belt rope attached to a small, land anchor that had gotten them
across the moat.) Once atop the outer wall, a loop of rope twirled
over a spiked stone finial would make it an easy high-walk to the
top of the second wall. From there, a rope to a tower pennant
standard ........

Nator was somewhere back of them, shadowing
an advancing army they'd detoured around that afternoon. His
army.

Leet was on his way to Malachite, to warn his
people of the insanity gripping Stil-de-grain.

By this time, Coluth must have scaled the
raised drawbridge on the right, climbing to the elevated edge of
the bridge to jam the mechanism so that the drawbridge could not be
lowered. Better that the advancing army be kept at bay while John's
party was securing the castle from within.

Secure Hero Castle?

A dream more than a possibility.

For holding the castle against them was the
new Mage with all his crystal-power and his fanatic guards.

Perhaps Golden had been wrong to leave
John-Lyon's Mage-gem behind. Hidden in Xanthin Palace. John-Lyon
knew how to work the crystal's magic; could have used his
Mage-crystal to fight off their many enemies. It was just that ...
with the destruction of Golden's dream of using the green disk to
become King of Malachite ... possessing the Stil-de-grain crystal
had become his last hope to gain the throne!

 


* * * * *

 


As she had crouched once before behind these
same curtains at the far end of the great room of Hero Castle,
Platinia was hiding now, kitchen knife in hand. Waiting for the
wild priests to finish their religious dance. Even from this far
away and from behind the tapestry, their loud cries hurt her
ears!

Down-light had come, several torches in their
torch rings lighting the banquet hall.

Leading the jumping, wailing priests was
their color-banded chief, who had also been in this place when
John-Lyon-Pfnaravin had returned from the horrible, other
world.

Thinking of John-Lyon, Platinia felt cold,
then hot. She was sad, but also glad she was too far away to see
him at room center.

How did John-Lyon lose his crystal? Which
Mage was the true Pfnaravin? She did not know. All that was
important was that John-Lyon-Pfnaravin had learned her secret. That
she was an Etherial. Since men who learned of her power to
strengthen their emotions had all hurt her to make her serve them,
she would never be safe until such men were dead.

For a time, she had believed that, since he
had lost his golden crystal, John-Lyon no longer had power over
her.

But in this, she had been wrong.

Though he lacked Mage-magic, she could not
keep her thoughts away from him. Even after he was caged, she felt
... a weakness spread throughout her body when she thought of him.
As if she were someone else when he was in her thoughts. As if he
had bound her to him by some strange power, making her feel that
she could not live without him.

Never had she felt this way about a man.
Never!

Though the new Pfnaravin did not know she was
an Etherial, he had made her his property. Was this because he
sensed her power? If so, she must kill him, too. As she had killed
the Mage, Melcor. As she had killed every man who learned of her
Etherial power. Every man but John-Lyon.

Not that she had not tried her best to kill
John-Lyon, the first time, when he had come before. After that
failure, she had tried to get the Malachites to kill him when he
came the second time. The next time, by stabbing him with his wide
knife.

The last time on the trip to Azare. Hearing
John-Lyon-Pfnaravin talk to Coluth -- she had learned the
importance of the ... fuse ... to the Mage's plan to destroy the
evil Auro. In the ship's hold at night, it had taken her small
fingers a long, hard time -- the tips bleeding -- to loosen the
knot around the fuse sack. She had done it, though. Had then
slipped the fuse out of the sack, put in another rope, and tied the
sack-knot back again.

And she had done more. After the boat had
landed in the black band, she had strengthened the feelings of
confidence she had found in John-Lyon's mind, making him less
fearful of the evil Mage. This was why she wished to continue with
John-Lyon, through the dark, dead woods, until the end. To give
John-Lyon the courage that would cause his death!

But all these plans had failed! Even without
the fuse, John-Lyon had destroyed the evil Mage.

Recent proof of John-Lyon's force was that
the new Pfnaravin had also failed to kill him. Even when the new
Pfnaravin had struck the caged John-Lyon with a green burst of
Mage-magic! Truly, John-Lyon-Pfnaravin -- with or without his magic
crystal -- was hard to kill!

Her only hope was that she knew a secret.
That John-Lyon could be killed. This, she knew because she had
almost killed him with the other knife. Everyone had said that if
that knife had gone between his ribs, he would have ... died!

She had learned since then. Learned which way
to hold the blade so that it would penetrate his heart.

Now she had a final chance to make him
dead!

Shorn of his crystal, he would suspect
nothing of her plan. After the priests had finished this night's
dance, by the light of the one torch left burning far away, she
would slip from behind the curtain. Slide quietly through the
night-dark dining hall to the cage of John-Lyon, the cage placed
near the fire stone pit in the room's center. There, she would
awaken John-Lyon. Say she had come to rescue him from the trap.
(Since John-Lyon spoke no Stil-de-grain after down-light, she must
use motions to tell him that.) He would come close to the bars.
Then, perhaps when he was looking in a direction she had pointed
out, she would stab him with all her strength. After that, if she
could, she would reach through the bars and cut off his head.
Surely, even a Mage would die with a cut off head. Melcor had died
after slabs of rock had fallen from the ceiling and broken in his
chest. And Melcor still had his head.

Thinking of the stabbing of John-Lyon,
shivers gripped Platinia's slender body. Coming near to
John-Lyon-Pfnaravin made her ... weak. He had that kind of power
over her.

Seeing him in her mind, seeing his
fascinating green eyes and the quick smile of his soft mouth,
Platinia began to weep.

No one had ever made her feel this strange,
weak way.

He must be dead!

 


* * * * *

 


Though Pfnaravin had no faith in this
serpentining about the cage, this mumbling, chanting, shrieking --
there was no reason why Dockw and his shaven headed priests should
not attempt it. Pfnaravin's hope was in tomorrow -- after the army
had arrived. Then, if Dockw was a better torturer than religionist
-- Pfnaravin would have his answer.

Taking his eyes off the prisoner huddled in
the cramped cage -- the pen in which he, himself, had been confined
-- Pfnaravin leaned back in his ornate chair, the chair placed by
the wall across from the dining room's fire stone pit. To the
right, lost in shadow, was the long, raised dining table.

Since the advance party's arrival yesterday,
no food had been served in this, gray room. Instead, Pfnaravin had
used the chamber as a prison, his guards out of sight but blocking
every entrance.

The fire stone pit was cold. The air smelled
only of the damp of rotted stone.

Pfnaravin wrenched his mind back to the
present.

Of more importance than this disgusting
pageant of neutered priests, were vibrations he had begun to feel
in the magic wards about the castle. There could no longer be a
doubt that there was ... motion ... without ... as yet, of no
importance.

Pfnaravin fingered the crystal at the neck of
his flowing, green silk robe, his thoughts returning to the vexing
puzzle of how this other worlder -- this pretend Mage -- had
withstood the killing blast of Mage-magic Pfnaravin had sent
against him. On the first night after John-Lyon's condemnation,
seeking information on the location of the gold crystal, Pfnaravin
had spoken to the caged John-Lyon -- first in Stil-de-grain, then
in Malachite. Receiving no answer, Pfnaravin had hurled a killing
blast at the false Mage!

Only to have John-Lyon ... survive. (It was
later that Pfnaravin remembered that, after down-light, John-Lyon
spoke no tongue but English.

One thing was certain. John-Lyon had not
survived because of counter crystal power. He had no crystal.

Pfnaravin had first learned that John-Lyon
was powerless on the night Pfnaravin (still using his otherworldly
last name, Mr. Robin) had slipped the imitation gem from around the
sleeping John-Lyon's neck. And, later, found the disk to be
worthless! (That was the same night another person had stabbed the
sham Mage, someone else refusing to be fooled by John-Lyon's
claims!)

John-Lyon had then destroyed Auro, indicating
the pretender still had the yellow gem -- though he had hidden it
since.

In addition, did John-Lyon have otherworldly
tricks?

The possible use of deceptions from the other
world was the reason Pfnaravin had ordered the army here, to use
the army's force to overwhelm John-Lyon's alien "magic."

In any case, it would be Dockw who would be
assigned to open the cage. Dockw to strap John-Lyon to the
religious priest's instruments of torture in order to force the
pretender to reveal the hiding place of the golden crystal of
Stil-de-grain.

Meanwhile, through the power of Pfnaravin's
green gem -- the same force that had drawn "Mr. Robin," at last, to
the hollowed out space in Yarro's bed frame where the former king
had hidden it -- Pfnaravin ruled again!

Enough thought!

"Stop!" ordered Pfnaravin, rising from the
high-backed chair against the wall opposite the frenetic fools.

At Pfnaravin's sharp command, the circle of
moaning, prancing, heavily robed eunuchs froze in place, as if
paralyzed by a Mage-bolt. After which, Dockw, at line's end, with
the proper hesitation befitting Pfnaravin's power, approached,
mincing forward on his baby feet.

Coming near, bowing low, the painted horror
lisped: "It is unwise, oh great Pfnaravin, to interrupt the
ritual."

"And equally unwise," Pfnaravin sneered, "to
continue it."

"But, great Mage ...

"If your talent as a gatherer of information
is better than your skills as a religious danseuse, it is tomorrow
that I will learn the truth."

As much as Pfnaravin wished to know the
location of the crystal of Stil-de-grain, it was sickening to see
the smile on the priest's hair-plucked face. Whatever the
color-banded gelding's true beliefs, Dockw's delight was in
inflicting pain.

A fact that made no difference. Living too
long in the other world without the veneration due him, Pfnaravin
had no concern for anything but the preservation and enhancement of
his reclaimed power. At last, with his green crystal throbbing at
his neck, with the prospect of possessing the magic power of the
gold gem of Stil-de-grain as well, Pfnaravin was in position to
dominate all bands!

There was no time to lose, however. It had
been some time since the prisoners he himself had put in the
Xanthin Palace dungeon had escaped.

Then, there were these vibrations from the
crystal. (A certain thrashing that tells the spider that a fly is
caught within the web, a quavering of the magic wards set about the
castle told Pfnaravin someone was agitating the defensive net.)

Might he speculate that those outside were
the escaped friends of John-Lyon? Perhaps the former admiral,
Coluth? Even the elusive Golden, who Pfnaravin had not captured?
Might a further speculation be that Golden was the outside factor
who had arranged the escape of the others? Knives were something of
a Golden specialty. At least against the robber captain they had
encountered in the woods. (Pfnaravin had discovered the other
bandits in the dungeon. Freed them. Made them officers. ....
Surrounded by John-Lyon friends when he had assumed command, it was
wise to counteract their influence with John-Lyon enemies.)

No matter. The drawbridge was securely
raised. Even if the far wall was breached, the portcullis defended
the inner, castle. There was no quick way past the solid, second
wall.

A final precaution could be taken, however.
Unnecessary, but ...

Returning to the business of the priests,
Pfnaravin raised his voice in cold command.

"Dockw, you have my permission to
withdraw."

Without another sound, the priest bowed,
turned, and motioned the other priests into a silent, sinuous line,
Dockw scuttling to the front to lead the priest-line as it
slithered from the torchlit room.

The castrati gone, Pfnaravin raised his voice
again. "Guards!"

As they had been trained to do, his squads of
hand-picked men quick stepped in from every passageway, their
officers dressing them into lines. "I have need for three guards to
stand watch here throughout the night," Pfnaravin ordered. "The
rest to strengthen the perimeter defense."

Salutes exchanged, Pfnaravin selected two
hulking soldiers and one officer to remain, the rest of the troops
matching out, their hardened leather boots clicking on the
flagstone floor, the crisp cadence echoing dully from the tapestry
covered walls.

When the tramp of the guards had whispered to
a heavy silence, Pfnaravin spoke to the remaining officer. "Suspend
the cage from that beam." Pfnaravin pointed to an age-blackened
buttress two floors above. "Chain it high. Lock the chain; then
give me the key."

"Yes, sir," the squad Head said, saluting
smartly.

"I will remain ... to watch," Pfnaravin
threatened, the officer hastening his men off for a lock, chain,
and hand-cranked windlass for hoisting the heavy cage.

Pfnaravin's final preparations underway,
allowing himself to settle back in the intricately carved chair,
hands on the wheat-head armrests, Pfnaravin stared through the
flickering light at the silent captive in the indistinctly lit cage
at room center.

As if to guard himself from an unknown force,
Pfnaravin's hand, of itself, rose to stroke the green crystal
dangling at his neck.

Presently, gaining comfort from the thick,
moist stillness of the aged room, feeling crystal-power surging in
his blood, Pfnaravin was ... content. Content that the fulfillment
of all his dreams would come .......

Tomorrow.

Tomorrow, those termites chewing at the outer
wall would be eliminated. By tomorrow -- if he must bury John-Lyon,
cage and all, in the deepest pit that could be dug! -- this
troubling pretender would be no more. And best of all, by tomorrow,
the great Pfnaravin would own the golden gem of Stil-de-grain!

All secure, guards at their stations,
Pfnaravin could now retire to his room, confident that tomorrow --
he would be crystal-master of the world!

 


* * * * *

 


Since imminent death was a guarantee of
insomnia, John couldn't sleep. (And to think that he'd come back to
Stil-de-grain to stretch his life span!)

Nor did the swinging cage, help.

As for the solid bars, he couldn't bend them.
He'd tried until his muscles had given out.

John remembered the shock -- arrest instead
of celebration -- that jolt followed by his discovery that he'd
lost the crystal. Followed by prisoner-John's removal to Hero
Castle. Then came the show trial with its judges, dignitaries and
incomprehensible legal formalities -- the trial for the sole
purpose of railroading him to a conviction of treason. Done in the
name of young Yarro, of course, the child king seated on his little
throne, mournfully scanning the assembled officials for Coluth,
Coluth also "mysteriously disappeared." As had Golden. And Leet.
And Nator.

The ultimate shock had been finding that old
man Robin (in John's world called Van Robin, John remembered), has
turned out to be what historian-Paul had once suspected -- the real
Pfnaravin. Complete with green crystal which, while John was off
saving the world, Pfnaravin had found in Yarro senior's hiding
place.

With an interminable night to reflect on the
whole, sorry business, John regretted he'd been blind to so much. A
lack of foresight that had doomed his friends.

Only the women seemed to have come through
unharmed, John seeing Zwicia tottering along the road on the trip
from Xanthin Island to Hero Castle. Probably hadn't even noticed
there'd been a change of Mages.

The girl, catlike, had also landed on her
feet. He'd seen her, too, in the line of march. Also part of
Pfnaravin's entourage.

Platinia.

Not a young girl but a "full-grown" woman,
John reminded himself. A darkly attractive woman; in the body of a
mature child.

In the dark cage, chained a story above the
stone-slab floor, John thought about his first and second trips to
this strange, Bandworld. Speculated that Platinia had been the
common denominator to both ventures.

In the chilly shadows of the one torch room,
facing a tomorrow that promised -- certainly torture -- probably
death -- John was surprised to find it was the dark-eyed girl who
filled his thoughts.

Though he'd tried to deny it, he had to admit
he had ... feelings ... for Platinia.

Feelings: but what kind of feelings?

Pity? ... Certainly. From what little he knew
about her, he was convinced Platinia had a tragic life.

Sympathy?

Friendship?

Affection?

Something more? ...............

Not that she was his only friend in this
foreign realm.

There was Coluth.

And the ubiquitously versatile Golden.

Thinking of Golden, a piece of the puzzle
John had seen, but ignored, fell into place!

At John's trial, he'd noticed a young priest
whispering to the head banded, dildo-equipped, chief priest, Dockw,
Dockw leaning the other way to mumble to Pfnaravin, Pfnaravin
standing to announce that, henceforth, John was to be locked in an
iron cage.

All this time, John had thought that being
enclosed by iron bars had been a fortunate accident, one that had
saved his life when Pfnaravin lost his temper at John's failure to
answer Pfnaravin's incomprehensible questions and blasted John with
green lightning!

Not a chance event at all ... because the
subordinate priest had been Golden in disguise!

So -- it was Golden who'd made the suggestion
that John be caged, the young man knowing that any, iron-bound
creature -- pig or man -- was safe from magic lightning! Figuring
that Pfnaravin might try to strike John down ......

Summed up, Golden had proved himself to be a
friend! ........ (Who, then, was the person who wished John dead,
the person who'd stabbed him? The person who'd substituted a plain
rope for the fuse?) Whoever that shadowy figure might be, John
could be sure John's intimate companions had stood by him to the
end.

And what had their loyalty gotten them?

It was a good bet that, of all his old
friends, only Zwicia -- whose insanity buffeted her from the
penalties of reality -- still had her freedom.

And Platinia.

Above all, John was glad his misfortune had
not hurt Platinia. Glad for this single gleam of light in the
lonely darkness of the remainder of his life!
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Jogging ..... Up. .......

It had been a miracle! In spite of facing
probable torture and possible death, John must have gone to sleep
sometime before up-light. He had to have been asleep because he was
surprised to be awake! Peering through the cage bars by the light
of a single torch down there in the gray stone dining hall, his
flesh crawled when he saw what looked like giant spiders descending
on wisps of webs to either side of him, the apparitions
disappearing as quickly as they'd come. Had he witnessed something
in the gloom ... or only imagined it?

Silence.

Followed by thuds in the blackness below.

After which John saw another "spider," also
glissading from blackness on a slender thread, this time, directly
above the suspended cage.

Nearer. Nearer ....!

Golden!

With the agility of a cat, Golden stepped on
the cage top, balancing there like a trapeze artist, the cage
barely swinging with his added weight.

From under his tunic, Golden produced a
lighted torch.

"Gyufeel syw qwy," Golden said in a low
voice, the young man speaking in Stil-de-grain. Looking down at
John through the barred ceiling of the cage, apparently realizing
John couldn't understand, Golden motioned for John to remain
quiet.

Of course! The hollow sounds from the room
below must have been someone taking care of the guards.

Looking down, John saw men climbing the
ropes. Sailors: Orig, Philelph. Coluth.

Strapped over Coluth's shoulder was a
cargo-windlass. ..... For leverage! So they could bend the bars to
let John out! John's friends had come to rescue him!

Hanging onto their ropes at cage level, the
three seamen fastened the claws of the winch to the central bars,
then to the sides of the cage, all done in silence.

Ready, Philelph turned the greased crank, the
only sound the groaning of the bars as they were slowly twisted
back.

When the gap was wide enough, with the others
steadying the chained up cage, Coluth helped John through the bent
bars, boosting John to the top of the iron prison.

Kneeling on the ceiling bars, wrapping one
leg around Golden's rope for balance, John pushed off to lower
himself to the floor.

John down, everyone else off the hemp lines
as well, the sailors flicked waves in the ropes to unhook their
grapnels from moorings on the stone railing above, the ropes
snaking down in the murk of the great dining hall, the sailors
somehow managing to catch the grapnels before they clanged on the
stone floor.

The ropes off the railing, the lines coiled
on the sailor's shoulders, the rescuers set out through the
flickering dark, John leading, the five of them headed up crooked
stairs and through narrow, twisting halls in what John hoped was
the direction of the tower room. Up. And up.

Coluth cleared his throat. "If we continue to
climb, we will be trapped." Not said fearfully. Not complaining
about John's leadership. Just mentioning a fact he thought should
be called to John's attention.

Ah!

John could understand what was being
said.

Though you couldn't tell in the dismal byways
of the crumbling stronghold, it had to be up-light outside, the
light magic translating Coluth's Stil-de-grain. Now, John could ask
a whispered question. "How did you get into the castle?"

"From a hole in the roof of an outside
garderobe," Golden called softly, Golden padding directly behind
Coluth as they climbed. "But that was on the other side of the
castle."

"If I'm going in the right direction, there's
a similar way out on this side," John whispered back.

Entering a large chamber, corridors forking
off from it, John stopped to get his bearings, the other men coming
to a halt beside him.

Which way? ......

The glow that filtered through a high window
slit needed to be brighter before John could decide.

A pause was in order anyway, all of them
panting.

Sucking in a quantity of air as quietly as he
could, John held his breath to listen.

Heard ....... nothing.

They were safe for the moment, at least.

"Tell me," John asked, keeping his voice low
as he waited for up-light to get stronger, "since they took me
captive on the dock, where have you all been?"

"In the dungeon," Coluth said, in his quiet
way.

"I figured that," John said, nodding. "You
disappeared and no one said where. The king was upset."

"Young Yarro," Coluth said, sadly. "What will
become of him now, controlled as he is, by the new Mage?"

"How did you escape?" John asked, as much to
get Coluth's mind off his young charge, as to hear a tale of
derring-do.

"Golden came for us."

John turned to Golden. "Through the
ventilation window? The one where we bent the bars to get out?"
That episode had been on John's last trip to this benighted
world.

The black-haired young man shook his head.
"There was no need, sir. I had already positioned myself within the
palace, there to usher in Philelph and also Orig." At that, the two
sailors grinned. No one could have been more eager than they to
rescue their captain. "There were only two guards."

John nodded. As John remembered, there had
been two guards at the station outside the massive dungeon door
when he'd been incarcerated in that foul hole.

"Though keeping our distance, we have been
trailing you, great Mage. First, from Xanthin Island. Then, by
cable barge across the Tartarzine. Waiting for the chance to come
to your aid."

"I'm far from a 'great Mage' now," John said
dryly.

"You will always be the Mage," Coluth said
seriously, bowing.

Now that the light was stronger, John could
see that Coluth was dressed the way John had first seen him: in a
sailor's tunic, a common seaman's leather more in tune with his
rough hands and weathered face than his Navy Head's robe. In other
ways, too, Coluth looked like John always thought of him. Plain.
Unpretentious. Steady.

"You have only to regain your power," Coluth
continued in his matter-of-fact way. "I have a ship waiting. At
Canarin. Perhaps a trip to Orpiment in the beak-ward region would
be advisable. There, to rebuilt your strength. Stil-de-grain must
not be left in the hands of the Malachite. Young Yarro ...."
Thinking of how much he missed the child king, Coluth broke off
suddenly.

"Or we could go cross-band to Realgar,"
Golden added. "To the Claws. There to raise an army. The loyal
forces of Stil-de-grain would come over to you if given a chance.
To you and to Nator."

"Nator. What happened to Nator?"

"He scouts the Stil-de-grain Army, which
approaches."

"The army's still under the command of Forsk?
It was Forsk who arrested me at the dock."

"Yes." Golden nodded solemnly. "But if
allowed, the army would follow Nator. As would Forsk, if I am not
mistaken."

"And Leet?" What happened to Leet?"

"He has returned to Malachite to warn his
people about the new Mage."

John's questions answered for the moment,
looking around, finding the window light stronger still, he knew
he'd been here before; recognized the tapestries of hunting scenes;
the age-dark stones; even the damp smell sifting in from the
hallway to the left. The corridor straight ahead should take them
to the tower.

The turret room that, fortunately, served his
friends' interests as well as his own. The trick was to get them
safely out of the way before he rescued the hand-cranked generator
from its hiding place and climbed the static electric "stairway"
home.

Time to reassure them. "Where we're going --
and I think it's straight ahead -- there's a way out. The room I'm
headed for also has a caved in roof. It's one of the castle's
towers. All you've got to do is throw a grapnel up through the
hole, snag one of the roofing blocks and you're on the castle roof.
That's probably the best you could do if you got out the exact same
way you got in."

Coluth nodded.

"Once on the roof, we are away," Golden said
with the hint of a smile, his black eyes reflecting points of
light. "Few can follow where I lead. Unless I wish them to." It was
John's turn to nod. "Fortifications," Golden added, "are meant to
withstand forced entry, not to prevent the exit of those
within."

"For now," John said, crossing his fingers --
an action he could tell was a complete mystery to the others --
"let's go that way and hope."

And they were trotting off again over the
rough stone floor; past large rooms open and small rooms closed;
jogging between sweating walls of gray stone blocks; through
shadowy chambers covered with musty smelling tapestries. Going ...
up.

Until John was certain of his surroundings!
They were in the twisting final corridor to the tower room!

Rounding the last, sharp bend, John burst
into the ringlike room, wedge-shaped cuts around the walls giving
access to cross-shaped arrow slits.

Instead of being elated, though, John was ...
confused ...

Was this the room? ......

Yes! It was that he'd never been in the
turret at such an early hour, the shaft of light through the
squared off hole in the roof lighting a different quadrant of the
room. It was the tower room, however, the atmosphere excessively
damp as a result of the night rain showering through the collapsed
ceiling.

The floor was like no other -- wet and slick
with gray-green mold.

On John's right was the stone table with its
parallel slab benches. To his left, the scars in the lichen
mantled, flagstone floor where the ceiling tiles had come crashing
down.

Golden and the rest had stopped at John's
heels.

Reassured by John's nod that this was the
right place, Coluth and the two sailors, their boots threatening to
slip on the wet floor, moved to the left to look up at the gap in
the roof, Orig shifting the long loops of rope from his shoulder to
the floor, recoiling the rope carefully, the rope's two-pronged
grapnel in hand.

Coluth came back to stand beside John. "There
is a difficulty," Coluth whispered in his quiet, sober,
sea-roughened voice, speaking softly so he did not alarm the
others. "The blocks still remaining, seem ... loose."

John looked up at where Coluth pointed. Took
a couple of steps in that direction. .... Saw that the ceiling
stones around the break slanted downward.

A problem for Coluth and the men. But also
one for John's plan to get the others up the ropes and on the roof
before he took the generator from its hiding place. No sense having
anyone else around when he attempted to build the static which
would take him home.

In the silence of the fetid room, John heard
a noise. The sound of ... soldiers boots ... thumping down a
far-off corridor. He also thought he heard a distant shout, though
that could have been his imagination.

John had been expecting pursuit. Was glad it
had taken this long to materialize.

Still, Coluth and the others needed time to
work out the roof problem.

To the side, Golden caught John's eye, the
sober young man making a motion toward the entranceway to make sure
John had heard the "baying of the hounds."

Time. To think of a way to stretch what
minutes they had left. .........

"Golden! Coluth!" Using what police called a
"command" voice had always gotten the attention of the people of
this realm. "We need to delay Pfnaravin's men. Down the corridor
are doors. Behind the doors, rooms. Let's see if there's anything
in the rooms we can use to block the passageway. Furniture,
bedding."

"That will not halt the guards for long, I
fear," Coluth said, his colorless eyes downcast.

There was a cry in the room, followed by a
crash, John whirling to see Orig rolling on the floor!

In an instant, John saw what had happened.
Orig had tossed a grapnel through the roof hole. Had tested the
rope with his weight, only to have another large stone come
crashing down at him, Orig still nimble enough to leap to the side
and roll out of the way.

On the floor under the broadened sky-hole was
a broken roofing slab, beside it, a deep, white mark where it had
gouged the stone paved floor.

The situation stabilized, John returned to
the problem at hand. "Don't worry," John said to counteract
Coluth's concern. "I have a means of slowing the guards. But first,
we've got to plug the passageway."

Coluth nodded. Not enthusiastically, but with
the resignation of the loyal follower. Golden's expression was
unreadable.

The sounds of the chase still faint, John led
his party back into the narrow, curving hall, the indistinct noise
of the chase indicating that Pfnaravin's "running dogs" had made
little headway -- were probably being slowed by their need to
search every room off every hallway. Depending on the number of
searchers, this should give John and his men the time they needed
-- if the upstairs rooms contained the furnishings John hoped they
would.

A speculation that turned out to be sound,
when, in the first room, they found beds, dressers, chairs, chest
of drawers, blankets -- the five of them lugging what they could
carry into the narrow hall, shoving out pieces of furniture that
were too heavy to lift, John's party tumbling the contents of that
room (plus the furnishings from two others) to make a pile that
blocked the passageway from floor to ceiling.

Unfortunately, an unavoidable outcome of
their efforts was noise, enough noise to alert their pursuers, the
guards below shouting, the sounds of the searchers growing steadily
louder as they pounded up the stairs, the "dogs" now using sound to
trail their quarry.

Though John and company had made a
substantial junk pile in the hall, it wouldn't stop a determined
attack for long.

Not in the blockade's present state,
anyway.

"All right," John gasped, everyone sweating
with the exertion of the frenzied attempt to jam the corridor.
"That'll have to do. The rest of you get back to the tower and find
some way to secure a grapnel through the hole. Pull down as many
loose blocks as necessary but find a stone that'll hold. I'll stay
behind, for the moment, to set fire to this pile."

There was an awkward pause as the others
looked at one another and at John. Set fire to the pile? What was
the Mage talking about? You could make fire stones flare up just by
thinking. But ... furniture? Bedding? Anyway, even if Mage-magic
could cause the furniture to sprout flames, what good would that
do? The guards could just scramble through the cool, magic fire
....

It was amazing what could be said with a
look!

Then came the other look. The one that said,
no matter how foolish a Mage might seem, you did not question a man
of awesome power. The look that John had been counting on!

Responding to orders, Coluth and the sailors
turned. As one, raced back for the tower room.

The sailors ... but not Golden.

"Fire?" Golden said, his elegant eyebrows
raising. "Do you wish me to collect fire stones from hall
torches?"

"The kind of fire I'm talking about doesn't
need fire stones. It's not the sort of magic fire this world
understands," John continued -- knowing, at the same time, that
anything he said would be meaningless to Golden. "A different kind
of fire. A lethal kind this world knows nothing about." Damn
Golden, anyway! John didn't have time for this!

"But without your crystal ..."

"What about my crystal," John said, feeling
that, even though the attackers were clawing at their throats,
Golden was about to say something too important to miss. At the
same time, John was intensely aware of the sounds of the chase,
finding that the guard noise seemed to have grown ... weaker.

John smiled. Apparently he was not the only
one who could get lost in the maze of Hero Castle.

"Great Mage ...," Golden began, the young
man's voice cracking in his throat.

"Go on."

"Great Mage ... seeing that your arrest was
imminent ...."

"You knew I was going to be arrested?" In
spite of John's best intentions to view Golden as a friend, the
suspicions John felt toward Golden came flooding back.

"It was only at the last. When I saw that the
sub-Heads of the squads of guards were from the bandit pack. Those
who attacked us in the Malachite forest. Also, that the soldiers at
the quay wore the green uniforms of Malachite."

Of course! John had sensed something was
wrong at the dock, just hadn't had the wit to figure out what. Now
that he thought about the officers, he'd been uneasy about them. As
for the soldiers being dressed in green military tunics, John had
been in this world long enough to know that everything was color
coordinated!

Stupid!

But not Golden. Golden was anything but
stupid. "Continue."

"Great Mage ... fearing for you ... unable to
protect you, I ... took ... your golden crystal. Escaped with it."
Saying that, Golden looked stricken, hurrying on. "But never fear,
it is safe."

So that's what happened to Melcor's crystal.
Golden had it. Why was John not surprised? Golden had always been a
tricky piece of work!

"You have the crystal? Maybe this is the time
to hand it over." Though John hated donning the magic gem, the
sounds of the pursuers had grown louder again. If fire failed to
discourage them, a couple of crystal blasts, would. Unless
Pfnaravin was leading them in person, Pfnaravin with the capacity
to produce counter blasts!

"It is safe, never fear. It is just that ...
I hid it ... in Xanthin Palace."

A bitter disappointment ... though John was
bound to be out gunned in any magical confrontation with an
experienced Mage like Pfnaravin. "You did your best," John said to
a clearly anxious Golden. "It was quick thinking to save the
crystal as you did."

Except for the fact that there was no sun in
this godforsaken land, Golden's smile could have been described as
beaming. When Golden smiled that way, the swarthy-skinned youth was
at least handsome enough to be the king he claimed to be.

"Thank you, great Mage."

"For now, go back and help the others. I've
got work to do here."

With a low bow, a much relieved Golden did a
crisp about-face and retreated down the hall, Golden forever moving
with the grace of the trained athlete.

Unexpectedly, John heard another crash in the
tower room behind him! At least the sailors were attempting to
carry out John's orders.

Delay no longer possible, it was time to see
if the plan, on which so much rested, worked.

Fishing out his lighter from its small, inner
pocket, John strode to the jumble of furnishings; spun the spark
wheel, and touched the slender blue flame to the corner of a
blanket at the bottom of the furniture pile. .... Saw the flame
catch and grow.

Yes!

If the bedding burned, the furniture would,
as well. No way the guards could get through what would soon be a
flaming mass. John smiled. What a surprise awaited them! First, to
see flames rising from something other than fire stones. After
that, attempting to force their way through the flaming barricade,
to experience real fire!

The blaze was growing nicely now, licking
into the hollow, upside down drawer of an overturned dresser. Blue
and yellow flames were also spreading laterally, smoke from the
fire licking at the low ceiling of the passageway.

Nothing else he could do in the corridor,
John trotted the short distance to the tower room to find ... a
rope hanging from the hole in the roof, a grapnel soundly lodged at
last. Standing beneath the breach in the tower's ceiling, were
Golden, Coluth, and the sailors.

Waiting.

For what?

"Well?" John said. "Is it safe? Can you climb
the rope?"

"Yes, sir," Coluth said. "Philelph and I have
both put our weight on it -- together. It will hold any single man
with ease."

"Then what are you waiting for?"

The delay had to be caused by something other
than feeling safe where they were, for they could hear triumphant
shouts from not that far down the hall, the guards closing
fast.

"We wait for you, great Mage," Coluth said.
"The salvation of the band of Stil-de-grain rests with you, alone."
Said as if this were a self-evident truth.

"Salvation? With me?"

"There is no other who can break the power of
the Malachite Mage. It is all important that the young king be
liberated."

Time to confess.

"There's something you don't realize," John
said, puzzling out what he should tell them as he spoke. "Though
few know it, this room is the bridge between this world and the
next. It was from here that I left Stil-de-grain that last time.
After the battle." The men understood. They knew he'd disappeared
before. "Like the Hero before me, there are times when I must visit
the other world. And this is one of them."

"But ... how will we fight the new Mage,
John-Lyon?" Coluth. Pleading. Not for himself, but for his ward,
Yarro.

"I go to renew my strength. To get ... ideas.
Like the Hero went in the long ago to come back with all the ideas
that built this civilization." Someone had told John that about the
"Hero" on John's first trip here. "When I've learned what I need to
know, I'll be back."

"It must be?"

"Yes, Coluth. It must be."

"Then we will do what we can and wait for
your return."

"What you can do now, is escape. I'll need
you all later." ............. "Go!"

Though it was clear the others didn't like
it, the Mage had given them a direct order.

Nodding, Coluth motioned to Orig who, in a
minute, was climbing the rope like the sailor-monkey he was.

Behind them in the hall, was a burst of
running and a shout ... followed by eerie silence.

Yes! The realization of what had happened was
as clear to John as if he'd been there to see it. Racing around the
bend, the guards had come to a halt before the burning furniture, a
spookish sight in this world. One that had stopped them cold.

There was still time!

Orig already at the top of the ceiling, the
old sailor elbowed his way through the irregular hole and onto the
roof. Disappearing for a moment, the smallish man came back to
stick his head back through the gap, a grin on his withered face.
And just as quickly, was gone again.

Receiving the signal that everything was as
it should be on the roof, Coluth motioned to Philelph, the younger
sailor seizing the rope and starting to climb, hand over hand.

A scream penetrated the tower room, echoing
around the room's hard walls, everyone paralyzed with fear! ...
Until the sound's meaning became plain to John, John waving it off
as if of no importance. Just another, painful lesson learned from
John's world. That real fire ... hurt!

Golden and Coluth now eyed each other, Golden
bowing to Coluth, Coluth nodding back, grabbing the rope. Using his
arms and both legs, the older man shimmied up, his men on the roof
reaching down to help Coluth through the irregular, block shaped
hole.

Only Golden and John remained.

"If anything ... happens ... if I don't
return," John said to Golden, "you have the crystal. Use it to
become the next Mage of Stil-de-grain."

"No!"

The passion of Golden's response stunned
John! Never would he have expected Golden to refuse to obey a
direct command.

"I cannot be Mage," Golden continued in a
softer tone. "I am Cleadon, son of King Cleadon. The exiled prince
of Malachite."

"I see," John replied. Not really seeing, but
giving way before Golden's determination. "All right, then. Maybe
Coluth could be Mage."

Golden nodded.

A bow, a turn, and with another of his
amazing leaps, Golden was halfway up the rope and climbing with
ease.

Leaving John alone.

Feeling empty.

Lonely.

Disillusioned.

And cowardly. For John knew something few in
this world did. That for the Stil-de-grain crystal to "work" for
someone new, its former owner must be dead. With John living for,
who knew how long, even with the golden gem, Coluth would be
powerless against the magic of the real Pfnaravin.

More screams of pain from the passage outside
the room, suffering, the lot of men more brave than cautious.

John shook himself back to the business of
the moment. Brushed a film of clammy sweat from his forehead. Tried
to concentrate on what was important -- saving his own skin.

How long would the fire last in that quick
burning material?

By the sound of those cries, long enough.

Trying to banish thoughts about how he'd
failed -- again -- to bring peace and stability to Stil-de-grain,
John slipped over the dew-slick flagstones to the wall opposite the
door. Repressing his emotions like Auro deadened the minds of his
automatons, John counted up the black stone blocks until he came to
the secret compartment's false front. Seizing the stone, he pulled,
the slab giving way, John swinging it to the side after it had
cleared the surrounding blocks.

Reaching into the black cavity, first
touching the small book of Melcor's magic, John felt ... the metal
handle of the static-electric generator! Lifted out the machine.
Set it on the floor. Closed the secret door.

A shadow! A wraith ... creeping across the
light shaft that lanced through the enlarged ceiling hole!

Frightened, John whirled about, expecting to
see a guard who'd gotten through the flaming barricade. ... Saw
nothing ....

Saw ... Platinia!

No mistake. It was the girl, approaching from
the shadows across the room.

Impossibly ..... Platinia!

Behind the girl came shouts from the guards.
Luckily, still cries of pain and of frustration. Wisps of smoke
were now drifting through the chamber's archway, the scent of
burning wood helping to purify the poisonous odor of the tower.

"How did you get past the guards? Past the
fire ....?"

"I was already ... here," said the girl in
her small, velvet voice.

"Already ...?"

"There." She pointed at the dark wall by the
passageway.

"You were here when we arrived?"

"Yes."

"But how ...?"

The girl looked down, then up at him with her
wide, black eyes. "I knew where you would go, great Mage. Even
while you were trapped in the cage, I was ... with you. Hidden."
She looked down at her small, slippered feet. "But the soldiers
raised your prison in the air. I could not come to you in the
night. So ... I waited. I saw the others come for you."

"And you didn't call out to us to take you
along?"

"It was ... too fast. All were quickly
gone."

"But how did you get here ahead of us?"

"I know ... ways ... in the palace."

That's right, John reminded himself. Between
his first and second trips here, Platinia had lived in the castle.
Knew its passages. While he blundered down this corridor and that,
the girl could easily have taken a shortcut to the tower room, her
dark good looks and black, floor length robe making her invisible
until she'd chosen to reveal herself.

"The others are already up the rope as you
probably saw." Platinia nodded. "And you must go, too. If Pfnaravin
finds you were with us when we escaped, he'll take away your
freedom."

At that, a rare smile flickered at the
corners of the girl's full lips. "The other Mage is not the one who
has taken away my freedom."

"Not yet, but he will if he sees you as one
of my party."

"It does not matter," Platinia said, looking
at the floor again, "I cannot climb."

Naturally.

But not a problem, John able to carry the
small girl on his back.

That was the plan, then. To boost Platinia to
the roof.

John stepped forward. Took Platinia's small
hand to lead her to the rope. And ....

Without knowing how it happened, almost as if
Platinia had thrown herself at him, the girl was in John's arms.
Nestling into him. Making him feel warm. Safe. Loved.

Bending, John kissed her. Gently. On the
lips.

Then kissed her again, more passionately, the
girl's arms flying around his neck, John lifting her off the floor
so they could kiss more fully.

The world ... stopped ... Platinia fused into
John's soul!

How long they kissed -- gently, desperately,
eternally -- John didn't know, the kiss only ended by a sharp
metallic sound. As if ... a metal object ... had fallen to the
floor.

No matter. It was in the quiet of that,
forever kiss, that John decided. That he must take Platinia home
with him. Not that he would desert his friends forever. For no
matter how long it took, John would find a way to stanch the open
wound that was his nation, Stil-de-grain.

For now, confident that Golden would find a
way to retrieve John's yellow crystal, John would return to be the
Mage of Stil-de-grain! With all the responsibilities of that high
calling!

As for his sudden, passion for the girl
cuddled in his arms; as for his decision to take her with him to
his world, John knew it made no sense.

But then, love never did!
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