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INTRODUCTION
This is the fourth novel in a fantasy series in which the inhabitants of alternate worlds are distinguished by the shape of their ears. In the first novel, Dragon's Gold, young round-eared Kelvin and his point-eared little tomboy sister Jon managed to kill a golden-scaled dragon and later save the kingdom of Rud and their father John Knight from the clutches of evil, seductive queen Zoanna. In the process, Kelvin found love with round-eared Heln, and Jon with Lester Crumb.
In the sequel, Serpent's Silver, Kelvin's half-brother Kian discovered an alternate world where most folk were round-eared, but it wasn't John Knight's world of origin, Earth. Some folk had flop ears, and many folk were similar to those of the point-eared world, except that their characters were reversed. Here good king Rufurt was evil king Rowforth, and evil queen Zoanna was good queen Zanaan. Instead of golden-scaled dragons there were silver-skinned serpents. Again the forces of evil were finally thwarted—but the mysterious Prophecy of Mouvar had not yet ran its full course.
In the third novel, Chimaera's Copper, evil queen Zoanna teamed with evil king Rowforth to cross frames and take over Kelvin's home frame while Kelvin was away. Heln's developing baby was enchanted to become a chimaera, but the adult chimaera Mervania provided magic to fission the monster into three just before birth: a boy and a girl and a dragon. Zoanna was defeated and killed, and things settled more or less down again.
This fourth novel opens about six years later. Because the large number of characters carrying over from the prior novels may be confusing, this introduction is followed by a listing of the characters, approximately in the order of their first appearance or mention. They will be identified in the text, and some background provided, but that may not be enough. When you encounter one you don't recognize, flip to this list. Meanwhile, if you have ever wondered exactly what a fantasy convention is like, this novel will show you.
There will be one more novel to complete the prophecy: Mouvar's Magic. So don't throw away the prior volumes, unless you happen to like fumbling through a summary like this to get your bearings. One of the interesting things about those prior volumes is that through a fluke of magic the cover intended for this book, Orc's Opal, appeared instead on the hardcover edition of Serpent's Silver, two novels ago. So those who experience a mysterious déjà vu when reading the scene in Chapter 8 about Charles and Merlain and the great flying dragon-bird need be mystified no more; it simply means they made the mistake of reading these novels in order, in hardcover. Those who read Dragon's Gold in hardcover were in a different frame, because in this frame it was an original paperback.
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CHARACTERS
Mouvar—fabled Roundear who made the Prophecy and set up a chain of scientific transporters linking the frames
Zady—ugly, evil old witch, Zoanna's aunt
Queen Zoanna—beautiful, evil former queen of Rud, now dead
Professor Devale—demon sorcerer and educator with a taste for beauty and mischief
Chimaera—monster with three heads: Mervania, Mertin, and Grumpus
Kelvin Knight Hackleberry—the unlikely hero of the Prophecy, and thus of all the novels of this series. Son of John Knight, but his surname was changed when his mother married Hal Hackleberry, and not changed back when she remarried John Knight.
Heln Hackleberry—Kelvin's round-eared wife
Charles—Kelvin and Heln's son, age six
Dragon Horace—Charles and Merlain's sibling
Helbah—old sorceress of Klingland and Kance: a good witch
Katbah—Helbah's houcat (or "cat") familiar
Lester "Les" Crumb—Jon's husband, son of Mor Crumb
Jon—Kelvin's younger sister, whose ears are pointed
Charley Lomax—neighbor, formerly one of the king's guards
Cutie Lomax—Charley's cute kid sister
Charlain Knight—Kelvin and Jon's mother, wife of John Knight
John Knight—round-eared traveler from Earth, stranded in the magic realm, father of Kelvin, and of Kian, by Zoanna
King Kildom—boy-king of Klingland
King Kildee—boy-king of Kance
Zatanas—evil magician, Zoanna's father, now dead
Old Man Zed Yokes—river man who ferries others across water
Whitestone—convention wizard
Zudini—master illusionist and escape artist
Zally—Zudini's daughter, majoring in pedimagic
Fredrick—handsome young warlock, Zally's friend
Brudalous—king of the orcs
Glow—Charles' dream girl
St. Helens—familiar name for Sean Reilly, Heln's father from Earth, once a soldier in John Knight's Earth platoon.
Man—messed up Jon's loaf of bread
Policeman—picks up Jon
Desk Sergeant—recognizes the problem
Toastmaster—of banquet where Helbah is feted
Loopey—a drunk man in the form of a stargen
Phenoblee—Brudalous's orc wife
Phillip Blastmore—former boy-king of the kingdom of Aratex
Morton "Mor" Crumb—former leader of a band that helped Kelvin
Miss Pringle—attendant at children's suite
Ebbernog—little fat boy
King Rufurt—figurehead king of Kelvinia, a gentle and somewhat ineffective man
Mosday—orc officer, a general under Brudalous
Krassnose—resident orc wizard
Dawn—the sunwitch, Glow's mother
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PROLOGUE

Night
The ugly old witch with beautiful warts on her face had an air about her. A bad air. It wasn't merely physical; it extended well into the supernatural realm and was almost artistic in its awfulness. Leaning there in the study on her artfully crooked stick, she could have stepped right from an ancient woodcut which had soaked in the foulest of sewers for a few centuries.
Professor Devale rubbed his polished horns, wondering who she was and why she had come. She was obviously competent in sorcery, or she would not have found him here.
"You do remember me, Professor?" Her voice grated like bone against gravestone. Her breath as she spoke staggered him. Her rheumy eyes cleared for a moment and glowed with the intensity of coals from a funeral pyre.
He thought rapidly, searching his memory, annoyed that his precognitive ability was weaker than it should be. Let's see—several centuries ago a witch such as this had brought a really beautiful girl to him. A girl named Zoanna, and it hadn't been entirely her fault that she hadn't wanted to study, then. With beauty like that, she had been able to have her way without magic. Later Zoanna had learned the limits of beauty and had come to him for help, as they all came sooner or later. What a joy she had been, when she wanted his favor! He had known exactly what she was up to, and that she cared not a pennycent curse about him personally, and she had known he knew. That was the way he liked it: proper understanding. There could be much pleasure in a business romance. But Zoanna was gone now, destroyed in the frame of dragons by another type of witch and that witch's amateur helpers. Helpers such as Kelvin Knight Hackleberry, the claimed Roundear of Prophecy, and his mother and sister. The frames were in a sorry state when louts like these could interfere with the projects of legitimate practitioners of magic. Vengeance was in order for somebody. Yes, yes, and so this had to be Zoanna's old aunt, who was as vengeful a creature as he could remember.
"Why of course I remember you, Zady," he said in his familiar manner. It wouldn't do to have anyone think he was other than completely sharp, and verging on omniscience. Especially a stinking crone like this! If she was so powerful, why didn't she make herself beautiful?
"Oh, very well!" the aged mouth snapped. An apparently feeble hand lifted, and fingers that resembled a bird's claws made a gesture.
Pink smoke puffed up from the carpet, spread out, thickened, and enveloped her, obscuring her form. In a moment a smooth white hand emerged from it and made a pass. The smoke dissipated.
There stood a voluptuous young-bodied redhead. It was the witch, of course; but her talons had been replaced by firm slender fingers, and her sour puss by a radiantly lovely face, and her scarecrow body by one that would shame an ardent hourglass. Her awful stench was now the sweet breath of roses. She smiled, showing even white teeth instead of gappy nobs on decaying gums. Only the knowingness of her eyes gave her away, and that was already fading to the perfect semblance of innocence.
Professor Devale drew an appreciative breath. This was better, much better! There was nothing wrong with the old hag's shape-changing or telepathic abilities. As a matter of fact, just looking at that luscious form...
But he was not so readily trapped by his appetites. "You want something, Zady. Out with it first."
The beautiful creature made a gesture the reverse of the prior one. Dark smoke puffed and dissipated, and her body metamorphosed back into the ugly witch. Professor Devale watched with regret. He knew exactly what she was, but her lovely form did not make his eyes smart.
"If you want business, it will be all business," the hag grated, making a grimace which was supposed to pass for a smile.
Confound it! She had really tempted him with her lush format. He was too smart to allow that to make him act foolishly, but he had really hoped they could work something out in the course of sensible negotiations.
Devale hated to be put at a disadvantage, but his mind did tend to be swayed by his desire. The crone was besting him at the game of manipulation. But it was a nice challenge, and perhaps he could recover some ground.
"I think I know what you've come about. Your niece's destruction at the hands of near amateurs. But surely you don't need my help for that. Just go to the dragon frame, work a few nasty spells, and—"
"Professor Devale, please have the courtesy to listen to me. First, it is not merely my niece who concerns me, great loss though she certainly is. Before that, my dear brother, the wizard Zatanas, was devastated by this brash, uneducated roundear. I must destroy that oaf above all, and do it in my own peculiar fashion." He had a notion of what her fashion would be: first she would use her luscious form to seduce the man away from his wife; then she would break his heart and spirit and finally his body. "But I must also deal with every righteous being who assisted in my kin's destruction. This is my unholy mission."
"Including the chimaera, I suppose?" Just how impractical was this old crone? She had some fine talents, but her overall perspective was deficient. The best magic was insufficient if used unwisely. Many an excellent witch and wizard had suffered because of a deficiency of larger vision.
"Not including the chimaera, dear Professor. As you know, that three-faced monster has the protection of certain others that even you dare not challenge. However, there is something of the chimaera's in the dragon frame."
"You refer to the twin children and the young dragon."
"Of course. They are of the roundears, but also of the chimaera, thanks to the complication of their undeserved luck. If they are allowed to live and grow to adulthood, they will present a real danger."
"Yes, I am aware of that." His precog had failed, frustratingly, when he attempted to see what would happen in those future years, as it tended to do when the purported Roundear of Prophecy was involved. He hated operating blind. Danger there was in these unnatural beings, but he could not foresee to what extent, or how it would manifest.
"That is why I may need your help in destroying them," Zady said, answering his thoughts as readily as his words.
"I see. That certainly makes sense. But why wait six years? Why didn't you come to me sooner?"
"Because, dear Professor, now is the proper time. With your help, I can arrange to use the youngsters against their elders before their final destruction. A cause of mine can be greatly benefited, and there is an incidental but hardly inconsequential prize."
She was beginning to interest him even in her present form. "Prize?"
"A certain stone. An opal endowed with certain magical properties."
"Zady, I know of that opal. The risk, even to me, would be considerable."
"Ah, but the exquisite irony if my plan succeeds!" she cackled. "My enemies' own children serving my purpose while bringing destruction to those they love!"
"True." He focused on the three dark hairs growing from her jutting chin, repelled and fascinated. This crone had an intriguing mind. "All will suffer greatly in the process."
"Obviously. All the 'nice' folk. All the goody-goodies. When my family plots revenge, we plot complete revenge."
"The children too? They will certainly suffer when they discover what they have done, but what of them thereafter? Will they expire horribly?"
"Of course. Always the worse for the innocent."
He nodded. "A denobling philosophy, worthy of your ilk. But I would like to have them here at the university."
She was surprised. "To train them in evil magic? Do you dare, Professor?"
He shrugged with regret. "Probably not. The chimaera may not have forgotten them completely, and we can't rule out a possible reappearance by Mouvar."
"Mouvar will not be back to the dragon frame. Not after his defeat at the hands of my late brother, Zatanas."
"That was long ago, Zady, and your brother succeeded only with my help."
"I too may need your help."
"As," he said, making a motion so indecent that it would have appalled an ordinary woman and caused an innocent one to faint, "do I, in a more immediate manner."
The hag vanished in pink smoke. From the haze came her voice, at first scratchy but turning dulcet as the sentence progressed. "You do have a way with the inviting gesture, Professor!"
The smoke dissipated and the arousing redhead stood before him. Her breasts were heaving and her eyes were half-lidded. Some of the smoke clung to her body, forming a kind of cloak that blurred the rest. "Do that again, you rogue," she breathed.
Instead he reached for the gossamer covering. It became illusion as his fingers sought its texture, and he found himself touching her flesh instead. An electric thrill went through him: she had given herself a tactile aura. But he retained a sliver of caution. "Zady, promise me one thing."
"What's that, naughty Professor?" An aspect of her rondure slid into his hand, possessing a will of its own.
"Promise me you won't change your appearance in the middle of it."
She laughed in a way that suggested she had had exactly this in mind. "Why Professor! Doesn't my most basic form appeal to you?"
"Please. Indulge my little foible. At least while we're—"
He made a gesture with his smallest finger, the only part of him that was not engaged at the moment. Behind him his desk spread out to become a low and comfortable bed. Just in time; they were already descending. They fell on it together, locked, and bounced.
She twined around him, squeezing him here and there with this and that. Any reservations he might have had about helping her vanished along with the roaring flames of his not easily satisfied lust. "Zoanna!" he cried out climactically, unable to help himself.
"Hush, Professor," the voice of the old hag said from the mouth of the gorgeous creature embracing him. "After this is all over I'll be Zoanna any time you wish. Just remember that only I can be her, and that you are binding yourself to give all the help that is necessary."
"I'll give, I'll give!" he promised. He was uncertain whether the greatest part of his desire was for her body or for the satisfaction of aiding a suitably cruel and imaginative plan. Lust and cruelty: where did one leave off and the other begin? Or were they merely facets of the same devious pleasure?
 

Morning
Kelvin Knight Hackleberry lay in bed looking at Heln, his black-haired, still-beautiful wife. The flimsy nightdress showed off her form to best advantage where she stood in the ray of golden sunlight. It was hard to believe that she was the mother of ensorcelled triplets and had barely escaped with her health at the time of their horrendous birthing. She looked virginal at this moment. Well, not exactly that, but certainly young and desirable. If only she had been content to remain in bed awhile longer...
Outside their window the birds were singing, but he doubted that this was what had roused her. Instead of, sigh, arousing her. The only thing that caused her to react so alertly, so early, was the children.
"I'm certain they can't have gone far this time," he said reassuringly. He loved his children, but every so often he wished that they could go for a long visit with relatives so that Heln could give him her full attention. "I heard them when they left."
"You heard them!" Heln turned an angry face on him. "Then why didn't you do something?"
Of course he could not give his real reason. "Because, sweet love, the twins are very, very capable, for their years. It's natural that they want to explore. I did, at their age—or at least my sister Jon did—when we were young. Besides—"
"But they're only six years old! That's not old enough to realize the danger!"
"Believe me, they'll know if there is danger," he said with what he knew was a futile effort to reassure her. "I suspect they just went out to meet their brother."
"Don't call it that!"
"Well, he is. Or if you prefer, it is. You have to accept that, Heln, even if we don't always like it." Actually Kelvin had adjusted to the notion fairly soon after the initial shock. It had certainly been better than the threatened alternative.
"Never! I will never accept that I gave birth to a dragon!"
He sighed. It was an old argument that never seemed to end. He hated having any source of dissension between them, but there was no getting around this one. Heln's attitude was understandable, but wrong, for she had indeed given birth to a dragon. As well as the twins.
Through magical evil their children had been distorted in her womb. Through good magic in the nick of time she and the children had been spared, and the monster within her had been fragmented into three. Kelvin felt, and knew that Heln did too, that the children were really theirs and not their benefactor's. Yet their son and daughter did bear a strong resemblance to the chimaera's woman-face.
"They are telepathic, you know," he continued, trying to satisfy her that the children really were safe. That ability bothered him during intimate moments with Heln, but at other times he saw it as a considerable advantage. "They do communicate in their heads. And Dragon Horace, whether or not he's their brother, is better protection than an armed guard. It would take an evil witch or wizard to slip up on them, and with Helbah as a friend I don't think that will happen."
"You just want them out of the house!" she charged with some justice.
"Well, sometimes that's nice. Their range is limited, and I admit I don't like to think of them peeking in at us when we're—"
"Kelvin!"
"Well, it's so," he said, nettled. He had never quite dared bring up this aspect before. He had sort of assumed that she had thought it out for herself, as far as she wanted to.
"You mean—when we...?" He could hear the three dots of her ellipsis, each dot loaded with appalling significance. Evidently she hadn't thought it through this far before.
"Why not? Children are curious creatures, and it isn't as if there's anything wrong with it. They probably are bored by it, because they're too young to have the, er—"
"I know what you're trying to say! Don't say it! Of course they're too young to have such urges! That's why they shouldn't peek!"
"But we can hardly stop them. However, now that they are out of peeking range, why don't we—"
"Kelvin, you are so exasperating at times! How could you think of a thing like that at a time like this? We have no idea where they are or whether they're safe!"
"Heln, I'm sure they're safe! They can read the mind of anyone or anything that might threaten them. They'll be with Horace, and he is extremely protective of them. We need to let them get some experience on their own. Meanwhile, if we want some real privacy, now is the time." He knew it wouldn't work, but what was there to lose at this stage?
She stared at him. Then she laughed, surprising him. "Maybe you're right. Maybe they do peek, and certainly they need to have some freedom, lest we stifle them. So we can do what is good for us and for them simultaneously." She turned toward the bed.
He saw it at the same time she did. The small white square that materialized out of sunlight about the table and floated down. Magic—it had to be magic, but of what kind?
Heln picked up the paper. "Why it's an invitation!" she exclaimed, pleased. "Look!" She brought it to him.
He looked. In shimmery golden letters the message read:
Kelvin Knight Hackleberry,
the Roundear of Prophecy:
Greetings from the Order of Benign
Wizards and Witches. You and your
spouse and your two human offspring
are cordially invited to attend this
century's Benign Wizards and Witches
Convention as guests along with our
Guest of Honor, Witch Helbah. Only
under very special circumstances
are nonmembers of our Order invited to
our conventions. Time and place and
traveling plans will be relayed to
you through our guest of honor.
The Committee
 
Kelvin swallowed. He had hoped that he and Heln were finished with the witching business. Yet Helbah had saved all their lives as much as he and his mother and sister had saved hers. All of them, working together, had defeated Zoanna and Rowforth, the wicked king from another frame. Through cooperation and magic and a bit of assistance from a chimaera they had saved the existing kingdoms in the federation. His mother and sister had in fact been recruited as apprentices. Much as he would have preferred to say no to this invitation, he knew that there was no way. Not only would it be a chore to attend, and not only would it interfere with the fishing trip he had planned to take with Lester Crumb, it had ruined his one chance to make love to Heln completely free of the children. If only the message could have arrived half an hour later!
Heln got a strange expression on her face. She seemed about to burst. Then she clapped her hands and shrieked with joy. She threw her arms around him, bearing him back down on the bed, almost smothering him.
"Oh, Kelvin, isn't it grand! They're honoring our Helbah at last! And we get to go with her and see her be honored! Oh my love, I'm so happy!"
Well, it was nice to have her happy, even if he wasn't. He held her, savoring the moment of closeness before she remembered all the womanish things she would have to do to get ready.
"Now I'm really in the mood!" she said, kissing him as she pressed close. "What are you waiting for, lover?"
Suddenly Kelvin was happy too.
 
Lester Crumb opened and closed his mouth. It had just come down, floating gently from the sky. Right into Jon's waiting, eager hands.
Jon caught the paper with its golden letters and perused it as if it were a letter. "It's come! It's come! Just as Mother said the cards predicted! We're going to the Benevolent Wizards and Witches Convention! All of us are going—she, you and I, Kelvin and Heln, and all the children!"
"Not I!" Lester said stoutly, as befitted a man. "I'm going fishing with Kelvin."
"You are not! You won't insult Helbah that way! I'm going, and you're going too."
"I am not! Kelvin and I have had this fishing trip planned for weeks!"
"Les, you're going to the convention. Or else."
Fighting was part of their relationship; they enjoyed it. "Or else what?" he demanded.
She pulled up her brownberry shirt, showing her breasts. "Or else you can forget about this." She dropped her shirt back and reached for her skirt. "Or this."
Lester sighed. This was getting serious! "Looks as if I'll have to get used to it," he said morosely. "Unless I can persuade that nice little Lomax girl to—"
He ducked as the clod of dirt Jon hurled narrowly missed. He had had that persuasive argument worked out for days. Of course Charley Lomax's kid sister was just a child to him, but she was awfully cute and could serve wonderfully to generate jealously.
"You big hunk of dragon bait, I won't have it!" Jon stormed. "You'll come with me or you'll regret the consequences!"
"I'll come with you over a dead witch's body!" Lester retorted. "And speaking of bodies, I'll bet your replacement's as ripe as they come!"
This time the clod struck him on his right pointed ear. It stung. He grabbed hold of that appendage and swore, carefully putting in some references to bruised witches' tits and suckling apprentices.
"You take that back, Lester!" Jon said. The fire in her eyes equaled that of a full-fledged witch and warned him that she meant it. Would she clunk him with a rock if he ignored it? That might be one way to get her to stay, but common male wisdom suggested another.
"All right, if you go, you go alone," he said. "You know how things will be here."
"But you don't know how things will be there," she countered. "If two can misbehave here, two can misbehave there."
Of course she was bluffing, as was he. They were absolutely true to each other, though their constancy had not been rewarded with any babies, to their regret. But that aspect of their marriage was off bounds for argument.
"Take along your sling and plenty of rocks," Lester suggested. It was as mean and contemptuous a comeback as he could manage within the rules.
Jon didn't even hurl another clod. She simply walked straight-backed and nose-elevated to the barn and her waiting horse. It would be, he knew, almost nightfall before she finally came riding back.
Win, lose, or draw, he had bought himself one miserable day. If only he had had the wit to see this quarrel coming, so as to head it off. But that damned invitation had caught him by surprise. "Witches!" he muttered, disgusted.
 
Charlain held out the just-arrived invitation to John Knight. Its golden lettering, she knew, would be like a taunt to his face. "See. I told you. You said it was nonsense," she said teasingly. She was well past her youth, but remained an elegant woman, and certainly a good one.
"I always say the cards are nonsense," the big roundear said gruffly. But his disbelief in magic had long since become token; there was far too much evidence to the contrary, in this frame.
"And the prophecy too. The prophecy about our Kelvin." Without giving him a chance to squeeze in another grumble, she launched into the familiar words:
A Roundear there Shall Surely be
Born to be Strong, Raised to be Free
Fighting Dragons in his Youth
Leading Armies, Nothing Loth
Ridding his Country of a Sore
Joining Two, then uniting Four
Until from Seven there be One
Only then will his Task be Done
Honored by Many, cursed by Few
All will know what Roundear can Do.

"Spare me," he said, grimacing. "Spare me that doggerel. I wonder if it sounds better in its original language?"
"But you recognize that it's true. That Kelvin did kill dragons in his youth, did free our Rud of its sore of tyrannous government, did join Rud with the former kingdom of Aratex, did unite the newly united lands with those of Klingland, Kance, and Hermandy."
"Yes, yes, yes, I know, I know, I know."
"And the invitation came just as I foretold it would, from reading the cards."
"You're a whiz of a fortune-teller," her obstreperous old man said. "The prophecy's a true prophecy because if you use your imagination, it's partially worked out. That's what you want me to say, my coppery-haired, violet-eyed, pointy-eared witch?"
She elevated an eyebrow at him. "Sometimes I wonder what you ever saw in this coppery point-eared witch."
"Apart from the frame's most beautiful face and figure, I'm not sure."
"Oh? I thought those belonged to Zoanna."
He scratched his head. "That's right! There must have been something else. Maybe you were a better cook, or something."
"Or something," she agreed wryly. The truth was that Zoanna had used magic to enchant him, with imperfect success; his true love had been for Charlain. She had read of their love and marriage in her cards, and it had come to pass, though not without some fairly formidable complications along the way.
"Actually, I will say that you are good at explaining how your cards say what we already know to be true. So after we fell in love, your cards agreed. Will that do?"
"No. I want you to say that we're going with Helbah and our son and our grandchildren to see her honored."
"Do I have any choice?"
"Not a predictable bit, John Knight."
"In that case I'll be delighted to attend. I understand that some of the beautiful young witches can be quite attentive to a man."
"In that case," she said smugly, "I predict that nothing at all of what you're thinking is ever remotely going to happen."
"But I don't believe in your predictions!"
"Then your disappointment will be that much greater."
He sighed. Actually it required no magic to know that nothing short of magic would separate him from her.
 
Kildom gave Kildee a sly wink and pointed with a grubby finger at their guardian's back. Helbah had three of her magic viewing crystals lighted and each showed someone they knew well: Kelvin Knight Hackleberry, his sister Jon, and his mother Charlain.
"She's planning something," Kildom said."A trip, I think."
"Are we going?" Kildee asked.
"I hope so," said Kildom to his mirror-image look-alike. "Only I hope those other twins aren't coming. If they are, I'd rather stay at home."
"Who wouldn't! Think of all we could do with Helbah away! We could eat our fill of sweets, watch women undressing, and declare a war if we liked."
Kildom considered the matter with his twenty-six-year-old mind in his seven-and-a-half-year-old body. He and his brother only aged one year in four, thanks to having been born on Leap Year Day and dosed with magic. In theory they had a long time to grow up and acquire the wisdom for the practice of kingly duties. In practice childhood was at times not really an enormous lot of fun.
"No, I don't think we dare," Kildom said seriously, after completing his consideration. "Helbah would know, and if she didn't, you-know-who would tell her."
"Yeah, those brats."
Kildom thought of the pretty coppery-haired girl who had tormented them so. Peeking into their minds on one occasion, she had seen all and blabbed all. Instead of being outraged at her tattling, Helbah had been delighted. There had gone their adventuring plans, and also a curtailment of what Helbah called privileges. That was injury added to insult. For the past two years he had held the tattling against the little girl. She had then been four, by ordinary reckoning; now she was six, and no better.
"Saaay," Kildee said, catching him unaware. "Maybe we can—"
"What?"
"Get them to cooperate. They're six years old now and they should be smart. If we plan something and offer them a chance to be part of it...?"
For a moment Kildom had feared that his brother was going soft on little Merlain. She was cute, but cute was as cute did, and she had tattled. He was relieved to see that Kildee had not lost his sense. It was almost impossible to nullify someone who could read your mind, but this just might do it. "Yeah! Yeah, let's!"
They set to work immediately, making plans for possibly impossible adventures.
 

Afternoon
Merlain was massaging Dragon Horace with butterin, rubbing the half-melted shortening and bread spread over his coppery scales. The scales gleamed brighter and brighter the harder she rubbed, particularly those on his snout.
"And so, Dragon Horace," she was saying, "our brother Charles didn't know what he was talking about! He's not going to get you any squirbet at all, I'll bet! Auntie Jon would knock one down from a tree with a rock from her sling. But Charles thought he'd do without! Just think at the little animal until it sees danger wherever you want, then have it run into a rock or a tree. Brain itself by itself. I knew it wouldn't work."
PLOP! The small gray body with its long ears and bushy tail lit right before Horace's nose, causing him to jump up a little and spill greasy butterin all over her dress. He sniffed once at the quivering small body, then shot out his forked tongue and tasted it. His mouth opened, revealing the rows of sharp teeth, each longer than the blade of Grandpa John's pocketknife. The tongue picked up the morsel and pulled it into the moist cave. Crunch, crunch, crunch, swallow, and then a satisfied dragon expression.
"So I was wrong," Merlain said, disgruntled. "You did get a squirbet."
"Yeah. Took me all morning just to find the right squirbet and the right braining rock."
"I'm getting hungry myself," Merlain said, patting Horace. "We ate all the cooakes and drank all our lemange-aid. We should have brought some of Mom's appleberry pie and some peajel butter and smackers."
"We should have but we didn't." Charles strode out of the brush and over to his brother and sister. He sat down by the young dragon's other side. His hand reached across and playfully teased the open nostrils just where the scales stopped growing. Horace was a handsome creature; they all agreed on that. In fact, maybe copper was better than gold, for scales.
"Well, don't you think we should go on back?" Merlain inquired tartly.
"Yeah. Just saying good-bye to Horace. Good-bye, Horace."
"GROOMPTH!" the young dragon replied. Smarter than others of its kind, it still refused to learn to talk. Horace did, however, respond to their mind commands when and as it suited his purpose. In that Horace was very much like an intelligent dog that Grandpa John had talked about.
The children watched together as Horace rose to his clawed feet and slithered and wriggled as he walked away from them. He would grow bigger than his present pony size in the years and centuries he probably had to live, if he didn't get into an ill-advised fight with a bigger dragon. Of course Mama talked madly of having him killed, but even their father argued against that. According to Auntie Jon, their father had actually killed dragons as a boy. When she had heard that, Merlain was so distressed and heartbroken that she had immediately peed on Jon's lap. That had been embarrassing, but she and Charles had been too young then to hear such stories. To Merlain, to this very day, it seemed that Auntie Jon had gotten exactly what she deserved.
"Someone's followed us," Charles said, squinting his weak eyes.
Merlain, who saw somewhat better than her brother, was able immediately to put him right. "It's our witchmother," she said.
Dragon Horace moved off a short distance. The witch made her nervous, so he tended to avoid her when he could. In a moment he disappeared into a nearby ravine.
A small, aged woman floated above the grass in their direction. One of Helbah's projections, without a doubt. They knew because they could not fathom its mind. "Hello, children," Helbah said.
"Hello," they replied together. In time Helbah would say what she wanted, and then the projection would vanish just as it had come. "Your mother's worrying about you."
"Mama's always worrying," Charles said. "But Daddy doesn't like us peeking into their minds when they want to get mushy."
"Yes, that's strange," Merlain said. "Why are they so interested in doing that, and why shouldn't we peek if we can stand the dullness?"
The projection's withered old lips quirked. "I am sure I have forgotten the answer, if I ever knew it. At any rate, they finished that business some time ago, so you won't have to be bored anymore. You had better scamper home."
"We're going," Merlain said. Then, fearing to sound overly dutiful, she added "We're hungry and we know she made a pie."
The image of Helbah wavered in the air. Its feet lowered to the grass and the blades went into the feet and legs rather than bending. Still an image, but now appearing to be more substantial, the Helbah said, "I wonder. I need to ask a favor."
"Really?" This was big stuff. If images had minds, Merlain would have been into Helbah's now! But of course the witch was way out of range, and she could close off her mind even when she was close, when she chose. She had never asked a favor before; indeed, it had always been the other way around.
"We're going on a trip, all of us," Helbah said. "You, your mother and father, your grandparents on your father's side, your aunt Jon, and—"
"Not the kings!" Charles said. He was, as always, undiplomatic, but accurate enough. The kings were royal pains.
Helbah's image smiled. "They are kings, and kings must not be trusted far because they are so powerful. They have to come. You will have to see that they stay out of trouble. You will, won't you?"
Merlain saw Charles looking at her in despair. In his mind was a picture of two plump naked posteriors: a pair of asses. The thought of having to watch over those was almost too much for him. Horace, out of sight but remaining in mental range, picked up the sentiment and growled. But to the dragon, the vision of the posteriors was tasty rather than repulsive. Oh, for one good bite! That almost made Merlain laugh, but she managed to keep her face angelically straight. She was getting better at that. She hoped to be perfect at concealing her emotions by the time she was a woman and really needed the ability.
"Yes, I know that you both dislike them. I can't blame you. It was so mean of them, that trick they pulled. They knew better. But what did they do but feed you laxaberries and then lock you in their old abandoned dungeon. If you hadn't used your minds, you'd have made a mess for them to clean up."
Merlain wished that she had had that piece of information a year ago when it would have done her some good. But this was interesting. "You want us to tattle?" she suggested with a trace more eagerness than was seemly.
"That is what you'll be along for. To tattle on them for their own good."
Wonderful! Merlain loved tattling, and Charles didn't mind where the royal pains were concerned. This could be fun! They could put a lot of ideas in the pains' heads and then tattle on them.
"You are such good children," their unsuspecting witch-mother said. "Go home now, for your mother will be anxious."
Merlain waved, and Charles saw what she was doing and waved too. The image couldn't receive their "good-bye" thoughts. Helbah waved back, then vanished.
"WHOOF!" Dragon Horace growled, emerging from the ravine with part of the body of a long-dead meer. He was thinking at them that he would share the intriguing scent.
"Oh, Dragon Horace, you're the bestest dragon brother in the whole wide world!" Merlain ran to him, grabbed hold of his tiny wings, and pulled herself up on his back. Here the scent was overpowering, making her head swim. That meer must have died of a pus explosion!
"Wait! I want some too!" Charles complained. "Leave some for me!" He ran up and threw his arms around Horace's neck, rubbing his cheek in the melted and now incredibly smelly ointment that had given the scales a shine. Horace must have rolled in the meer mess, as dragons tended to do when they found something truly rotten. "Won't Mama be surprised!"
"I'll bet she'll know we're coming home," Merlain said, and laughed happily at the expression she knew would be on their mother's face.
By and large the human beings they knew just didn't appreciate a nose-wrinkling good scent.
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CHAPTER 1

To Another World
"Now, you realize this is going to be a little different," Helbah began. Gathered together at the twin palaces, the Knights and Jon and Kelvin's family could simply look at each other and shrug. "I mean it isn't just an ordinary frame we're about to enter. No, no indeed. Oh, the geography is similar, the climate equivalent, but the living will seem quite, quite strange."
"Will there be look-alikes?" Jon asked. "I always wanted to meet look-alikes! Ever since Kel told us of his adventures in the silver serpent world and the chimaera's copper world I wanted—"
"Oh, shut up, girl!" Helbah snapped, addressing her minor apprentice severely. "I'll explain everything to you. You will each have a guide book, and then we'll go."
Jon was annoyed. Helbah's sometimes sharp ways contrasted badly with her mother's. Charlain had always listened carefully to her, then disregarded everything she said. Consequently Jon had grown up as a tomboy. That was the way to do it.
"As I was saying," Helbah continued, directing her speech more to Kelvin than to the rest of them, "there are real differences. You've never been to a city, though you may think that you have. Megapolis, our host city, is like nothing you've experienced. Even you, John, growing up in that barbaric frame with its horseless carriages, flying machines, atomic bombs, and absolutely no magic. Can you deny that, John Knight? I see you smiling."
"I've been in cities," Jon and Kelvin's father said. "True, there wasn't magic, but—"
"Then there wasn't anything! Magic is entirely different than your science. It can do things science can't."
"I have to admit the truth of that," John said. Jon knew that he could have given examples of experiences with Zatanas and his daughter Zoanna in this frame. In the silver serpent frame and later the chimaera's frame he must certainly have lost all doubt. So his antimagic attitude was mostly pretense.
"You'll find out most by doing, but for now just let me describe the Magi Towers where the convention is held," Helbah continued. "It's truly a magical hotel that sparkles and shines and has neither windows nor doors from outside. On the inside—"
"I don't believe that," Jon said, surprising herself. "If there aren't windows and doors on the outside, no one can get inside."
"How little you know about magic! Of course guests and hotel people go in and out. We'll show our invitations"—she held hers up—"and the doorman will sign for us and we'll walk through a wall that can stop people."
"Sort of like an electric eye," John suggested. Then, noting as Jon had that Helbah was displeased by interruptions: "Sorry."
Helbah looked from face to face most seriously. Her sharp eyes had a way of making Jon squirm. In this Helbah was not unlike a village schoolteacher who had taught both of Charlain's children. When no one interrupted or volunteered, she resumed: "Inside, all service is by magic. Lighted signs will direct you. Travel to different floors will be by your command. There are no locks. All practitioners of benign magic trust each other—besides, one can always lay on a curse. Luggage is transported magically, as are we. There is running water in all rooms—something I'm certain none of you will have experienced. The water is good for drinking and bathing and there are fish swimming in it to show that it is pure. There's a large banquet room and an assembly room where some will give talks and others, I hope, will keep their mouths shut. Everywhere in the hotel there will appear to be no outside walls, but the walls are there and will prevent unwary guests from falling. The convention program will consist of talks and panels on the craft. There will be a room where books on the craft and various bits of paraphernalia are displayed. There may be an auction of rare works. There will be a furnished party suite, a lounging suite, and most important of all, a children's suite. In the children's suite the children will receive deportment and other lessons and be kept out of the way of busy guests. Now the—"
Jon had quit listening, but was pretending otherwise. Her thoughts were on the children. Either pair of twins could be trouble, but Kelvin's had to be the worst. They'd learned early to keep out of heads, but at a large gathering of strangers, who knew what might tempt them? She'd have to speak to the royal twins and try to persuade them to tattle on Kelvin's. The twin kings were after all men in all but body. Kildom and Kildee must be around thirty years old, their appearance to the contrary, if the two kings couldn't control Kelvin's brats, maybe Helbah could cast a spell on them.
"—and so that is why we will travel separately and meet in the transporter in Megapolis. We with pointed ears—we three ladies and our kings—will go by the water transporter. You roundears—Kelvin, Heln, John, Charles, and Merlain—must take the other. I, of course, will provide you with the correct transporter settings, and—"
How weary it all was! Jon hoped things would pick up a bit once they were traveling. Poor Lester; he was going to miss it all! But what was this about a water transporter? How were she and Charlain expected to go underwater? Perhaps she'd better listen to what Helbah said.
 
Zed Yokes and assorted friends of the old river man carried the boat through the ruins of the old palace and down the ancient stairs. They launched it with the other boat and then they loaded. The roundears had the old boat and the pointed ears the newer one.
Helbah sat perched in the bow of the point-eared boat holding Katbah, her black houcat familiar, on her lap. Charlain took the stern seat, and Jon the middle seat, where she grasped the oars. Kildom and Kildee crowded as close to Helbah as possible, being both eager to see ahead and nervous about this particular business. They loved exploration and mischief, but anything relating to the Flaw was something else.
John had the stern seat in the roundear craft, Heln the bow seat, and Kelvin the oars. Like the other set of twins, Charles and Merlain preferred crowding near the bow.
The eerily glowing lichen-covered walls slipped by as Jon pulled the oars. Behind them, at no great distance, came the boat rowed by her brother. Jon was glad she had gotten Lester to teach her to row a boat, the summer before. She now wished she could race Kelvin. Turning her head to glance forward as well as she could, watching the clumsy splash of his blades, she knew she could win. Poor dear Kelvin, he had no real skill at anything, and yet he was acknowledged as a hero. With magic gauntlets, laser, the Mouvar antimagic weapon, the levitation belt and the electric-bolt-hurling chimaera's copper sting, there wasn't anything he couldn't defeat. But with all those things, there wouldn't be anything Jon herself couldn't defeat! Kelvin was on his own when rowing, the supreme, lovable klutz.
Now Kelvin, as if reading her mind, was drawing on his gauntlets. That would end that. With those on he was supreme; no one rowed a boat, aimed a weapon, or swung a sword better than her brother. Not for the first time, she wished that she had been born first, and with round ears, and male, so that the prophecy could have applied to her. But then of course she and Lester wouldn't be married, and though Lester could be a pain in the bottom and often was, no woman born had a better husband overall. Win some and lose some, as their father said.
The swirl in the water was right where it should be, just as Kelvin had said. She stopped rowing and waited. There were certain things that had just better not be pushed.
Helbah said some incomprehensible magical words and tossed a greenish powder. The powder settled on those in the boat, Katbah included. For a moment Jon felt annoyed. But only a moment. Then, WHOOSH, and they had become three long-necked, sharp-beaked birds, and two barely feathered out swooshlings straining to look over the boat's sides. There was no discomfort or disorientation; Helbah's transformations were of high quality.
Helbah swoosh waited patiently while something resembling a small rodent with very pointed ears crawled onto her back. That would be Katbah in batbah form. The rodent burrowed into the feathers, taking a firm grip on the heaviest ones at the base of the swoosh's neck. Then Helbah swoosh gave a quick come-on nod of her head and dived, neck extended, off the side of the bow.
Charlain swoosh and the two swooshlings were quick to follow. That left Jon, and she turned her swoosh head and vibrated her fowl tongue directly at Kelvin, just to keep him in his place. Then she dived.
Water was all around her, and her wings and her feet kicked, and it was as if she had been a water bird all her life. Ahead was the dome Helbah had explained about, and she ducked her head when it was time and followed on Helbah's tail feathers.
She came up inside the dome, where there was a pool for fish or swooshes or other diving birds. Here was air, magically supplied. Over there, past the pool, was the transporter, looking just as it had been described.
The water in the pool quivered. The swooshes and swooshlings became their human selves. The rodent grew in size, and as it grew it filled out into the beautiful black houcat with deep yellow, shockingly piercing eyes.
Katbah leaped to the platform and immediately began licking water drops from his fur. The rest of them climbed out more slowly, being only human. Kildom dipped his hand in the water before he emerged, then shook the hand just above Katbah. Kildee, not to be outdone, scooped out a handful and poured it over the creature's head.
If they had expected Katbah to screech and make a scene, they were disappointed. The familiar gave the kinglets a stare, then blinked at Helbah.
The witch got the message. She smacked both kings on both ears. They looked at her with expressions of shock. Jon suspected that this ear boxing was not the first time, and that this was why the kinglets, unlike Kelvin's twins, were normally well behaved. Their shock was not because of the punishment, but because it had been administered publicly. Certainly Jon had behaved after her foster father boxed her ears. Kelvin, goody-goody that he was, had never once had that happen to him. Now that she remembered, and her memory for that sort of thing was pretty good.
"That hurt!" Kildee cried.
"A lot!" his brother added. But their protests seemed more show than substance. The boxing hadn't been that hard. It had been more of a warning.
"Children, children, if you don't behave, you're not going on this trip," Helbah said sharply. "I can turn you back into swooshlings and leave you here. You can stay right here until the convention's over and I come for you. Do you want that?"
The kinglets looked down at their feet. It was the humility posture appropriate to penitents. At one time Jon had mastered it, and so avoided punishments quite as frequent as she had deserved. Kelvin, of course, had never needed to learn the art. That had always irritated her. It was a good thing she loved her brother, or she never would have been able to put up with him. She thought of it as disgust love.
"Oh, come on!" Helbah said in exasperation. She picked up Katbah and clutched him to her withered bosom as she walked around positioning knobs on the transporter.
Jon watched, not perfectly at ease. This looked just like the kind of transporter Kelvin had described, that accepted only roundears. She had always scoffed at the claim that pointears would be destroyed if they tried to use one, but her disbelief had never been total. Suppose it was true, and it was instant death to use one of those odd machines, and this was one of the wrong kind?
"Now you know how it works," the witch said. "You step inside and then you're there. I'll go last. Charlain—"
Without hesitation Charlain stepped into the small closet. Jon wanted to cry No! No! but stifled it, knowing she was being foolish, womanishly foolish, which was the worst kind of foolishness. Men like Kelvin were expected to be somewhat foolish; it came with the territory of maleness. But a woman—
There was a purple flash in the closet, forcing Jon to blink. When her vision cleared, her mother was gone, and there was the scent of ozone.
Jon swallowed. Few things scared her, but this was one of them. Magic was fundamentally understandable; a person just had to have a talent for it and learn the ways of it. But this was science, and was unsettling. It just wasn't natural.
"I'm next!" Kildom cried eagerly.
"No, me!" Kildee countered. They jostled against each other, trying to crowd into the closet.
What else could be expected of them? They were kings, Jon thought, and fools, and juveniles. They had no caution at all, except about getting boxed on the ears, and not enough of that. Whereas Jon herself, in contrast—
"Neither of you," the witch said. "Jon, you're next."
Jon jumped. She had to admit to herself that she was scared. But it would be worse to appear scared. Taking a firm grip on her sling, just as if the silly thing could help against the horrors of science, she stepped into the closet.
"Breathe, girl," Helbah murmured as she passed.
Oh. Jon forced herself to unhold her breath as she came all the way into the dread closet.
There might have been a purple flash, but she wasn't conscious of it. There was a twisting sensation all through her, a whirl of stars and lights, and—
The closet was almost the same, but now it stood in a row of closets. A long, low room stretched outward all around. There were people, here, too. People walking, people moving, people going about their business, people ignoring people. There were great lights on the ceilings and walls. Stacks of luggage were being floated through the air. All of this was so big, so confusing, so strange, that it threatened to overload her sharp eye and mind.
Jon shivered. She had been worried about the transporter, but this was really scary. All these strange people. Some of them were dressed oddly, and some weren't dressed at all. In fact they appeared quite naked. She could handle that, of course, but for the first time she was glad Lester hadn't decided to come with her. His empty threats might have lost some of their emptiness, if he had been here to see this array. But the unclothed weren't all women.
Where were Helbah and Katbah and the twins? Where was Kelvin and John Knight? And, come to think of it, where was Charlain?
Jon stepped out of the closet and had an immediate impulse to step back again. It was all so big and weird! She clutched at the side of the cabinet and shook.
"First time, miss?"
"Mrs.," she said automatically. The black-cloaked woman definitely had to be a witch. So old, so ugly—she was glad Helbah didn't look like that. And she smelled—bad. Like a herd of rotten animals soaked in spoiled brine. But at least she had inquired. "Yes, it's my first time to a convention."
"I'm not surprised," the figure said. "You don't appear to have lived much past a century. First transporter trip?"
Jon nodded. She had never felt so gauche in her life! Much past a century? This old bag of bones imagined she had lived more than a hundred years! She was badly out of sorts, here, but she didn't think it made her look quite that old!
The witch fumbled in a bag. She brought out a small blue phial, unstoppered it, and stepped in much too close for comfort. She thrust the vial almost in Jon's face. "Here! Take a whiff!" she urged breathily. "This will make the weakness go."
The weakness? It would be enough if it just made the smell go! "What—what is it?" Jon gasped.
"We call it displacement sickness. That's what you're suffering from. You can't reorient immediately. But this will cure it." The hag squeezed in even closer.
Before she knew what she was doing, Jon drew a breath. The odor of the potion was pungent. It bit her nostrils, prickling and sparkling through her air passages and her head. She closed her eyes. This potion wasn't curing her, it was making her overwhelmingly dizzy! She closed her eyes involuntarily, reeling. But in a moment she forced them open again as the dizziness cleared.
The witch was gone. Instead there was an absolutely beautiful and naked young woman, who, it seemed, was just leaving. Jon turned. Behind her a royal twin was stepping from the transporter. "That was fun," the kinglet said as he emerged, to be replaced by his look-alike redheaded brother.
"I want to go again," the second twin said. He exited the transporter and was replaced by Helbah.
Helbah stepped out. Charlain appeared around the side of the transporter on the arm of a red-caped young man with a pointed black beard.
"Here you are. I told you it would be all right," the man said to Jon's mother.
"Thank you," Charlain said to the stranger. "Thank you for helping me."
"Glad to have been of assistance. Don't feel bad. Many people panic when they think they're lost." The man walked away, smiling as if at a joke he had just told himself.
"That leaves those from the other boat," Helbah said. "I hope Kelvin and his father don't mess up." She looked around. "Oh, there you are, Jon; for a moment I didn't see you." She returned her attention to the others.
Jon opened and closed her mouth. She had wanted to say something—something she had felt was important. About smelly old women, or lovely young women. But it faded as she concentrated. Somehow, try as she might, she couldn't remember what it had been.
 
Kelvin rowed the boat to the ledge. He and Heln got out, followed by his father. With the help of the gauntlets he secured the boat with a line to an old iron ring that had gone unused during the other trips here. He walked to the great metal door, twisted the lever with the gauntlets, and turned back.
By this time John Knight had lifted the kids out. Wide-eyed, impressed by the trip past the great roaring Flaw just before their turn, Charles and Merlain had become temporarily obedient and unnaturally silent. They had actually obeyed the warning that they stay put.
The installation was just as Kelvin remembered it, with its curved walls and eerie lights and waiting transporter closet. Six years it had been, and it hadn't changed a bit. That was reassuring.
They entered the chamber and crossed to the parchment on its stand. The Mouvar Parchment, he remembered: perhaps the most significant document he knew of. Again he took the time to read the words that had been placed there, waiting for centuries, until a young man with round ears and a prophecy should appear. However unlikely or unwilling that man might be. He focused on the ornate script, finding it even bigger and bolder than he remembered it.
To whom it may concern: if you have found this cell, you are a roundear, because only a roundear could penetrate to it without setting off the self-destruct mechanism. I am Mouvar—and I am a roundear.
But because the natives look with disfavor on aliens, I masked my ears so that I could work among them without hindrance. I used the technology of my home frame to set things straight, then retired, for it was lonely. I set up the prophecy of my return, or the appearance of any roundear, to facilitate better acceptance in future centuries. The tools of my frame are here, and you may use them as you find necessary. If you wish to contact me directly, seek me in my home frame, where I will be in suspended animation. Directions for using the Flaw to travel to the frame of your choice are in the book of instructions beside this letter. Please return any artifacts you borrow. Justice be with you.

"Hey!" His father stood with both grandchildren, one under each arm. "Time to go! I set the transporter. If we make Helbah wait, she will either lay an egg or have kittens. One of each, maybe."
"Will she, Grandpa?" Merlain asked, interested, her eyes bright.
" 'Course not!" practical Charles said, pricking her cuteness act. "He just says that."
"Yes, yes, let's go." Heln had been reading the document by his side and was only now finishing it. "Go ahead."
Heln looked him full in the face. "Kelvin, I never realized until I read this just how incredibly important you are! For Mouvar, that alien precog from another world in another frame, to have left this message here—here, for you, and long before you were born!"
There was a flash of purple in the transporter. Heln screamed and grabbed him with all her strength. Her nails bit in, and he wished he were wearing armor. "Oh, Kelvin—they've disappeared!"
"Of course," he said, glad for the chance to reassure her. It made him feel more competent. "Now we disappear. From here."
"But—"
Now was his chance to seem to be decisive. He scooped her up, holding her in his arms as he had done last time at a swimming hole. Only then both of them had been less dressed—in fact they had been naked—and definitely all wet. It was a fond memory. It had been some time ago, because once the children got big enough to get around—well, anyway, it had been fun. Maybe someday the children would visit relatives far enough away and he could swim with Heln again.
He walked across the chamber and toward the transporter. Heln was smiling, perhaps also remembering the swimming hole. But then she saw where he was going. "KEL—" she started as he stepped in, alarmed.
Everything twisted. Stars and comets flashed.
"VIN!" she finished, and reality changed for them.
They were suddenly in a very strange place. It was no swimming hole, unfortunately. There were floating platforms and floating luggage and all sorts of strange whatevers. There were also people all over, some of them less clothed than he and Heln had been when swimming. Well, that wasn't quite possible, but somehow it seemed true, because this was a public place. An unclothed body that was pleasantly nude in the water could be starkly naked in a marketplace. For that was what this most seemed like, at first startled glance.
He stepped out and put Heln down as he saw his father and his children meeting with Helbah and his mother and the rest. Jon, foolishly holding her sling, seemed to be trying to say something, but then women generally were.
He stood there and gaped, taking in the surrounding sights. Particularly absorbing was the sight of a young woman of statuesque proportions without a stitch of clothing on, who seemed completely unconscious of his staring.
Heln nudged him, not quite as unconscious of his guilty interest. She was not partial to that kind of company in his mental swimming hole.
Kelvin wrenched his gaze away. This just might, he realized, turn out to more fun than all except the most sensational fishing trip. Only mermaid fishing could be more intriguing than this. Lester Crumb had made a bad mistake, refusing to come.
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CHAPTER 2

Megapolis
"Now we've plenty of time before the con starts," Helbah assured them, leading them through the gigantic terminal. People, most of them looking like witches, warlocks, and associated types, were headed purposefully in all directions, ignoring all else. Yet somehow Helbah threaded their way through, avoiding collisions without seeming to go out of her way. They walked past platforms, booths, and counters without seeming end. She motioned all of them to stay put and wait for her, then walked up to a Heravis Rent-a-Drive counter and started talking.
Kelvin recognized the man at the counter as an employee type he'd encountered at home. The fellow was not trying very hard; in fact he wasn't being helpful. He wondered if Helbah would unleash a spell. She was trying to be patient, but Kelvin was able to recognize the little signs of her annoyance. He saw the two kinglets nudging each other knowingly and knew that they had picked up on this too; they were looking forward to the explosion.
He held Heln's hand and she held Charles' hand and Charles held Merlain's hand. Jon for some reason had a kinglet's hand in each of her own. This kept the young ones mostly under control; it was when they got out loose that trouble built up like a turbulent storm, one thing feeding on another. Charlain was quite by herself, evidently dizzied and bewildered by all the sights.
"It's all right, Mom," he said. "Really it is. By the way, where's Dad?"
"Right here," his father said, coming up behind him. "I was just out looking at the cars. This place is New York City, minus pollution and plus magic."
Kelvin hadn't the slightest idea what he meant. He was watching Helbah's irritation increase toward the warning flicker of anger. He would not care to be in the counterman's uncooperative shoes!
The kinglets watched raptly. "Now!" one murmured. Oh yes, they knew the dire signs! Their boxed ears had enabled them to calibrate Helbah's ire precisely.
In that moment there was a poof of whitish smoke behind the counter. The counterman disappeared in it. In a moment it cleared to reveal a large froog with a larger mouth and great bulging eyes.
Startled, the creature opened its mouth and said "CROAK!" in a loud, pained voice. He got no sympathy. People around them pointed and laughed.
A passerby paused, nodding. "Serves the idiot right, not to recognize a grandmistress witch," he said to his companion. "He tried to treat her the way the functionaries treat the rest of us." Chuckling, he moved on.
Helbah was too genteel to smirk. She simply made a gesture. The smoke returned. It dissipated in a moment and the man was there again. Possibly his transformation had been mere illusion. It didn't matter; it had made the point. He was shaking.
Hastily the counterman thrust papers before Helbah while she dug in her bag and brought out papers of a similar kind, only smaller. Helbah signed one of the man's papers, thrust it and some of her small papers at him, and turned away from the rental counter.
The kinglets lost interest. The show was over. It really hadn't been as much as they had hoped for.
"Let's go," Helbah said briskly. She led them across the terminal, past rows of platforms suspended in midair, seeming to know exactly where she was going. Each platform was equipped with a hunk of crystal in front of a couch and a back couch: two wide comfortable seats.
Helbah stopped at a platform whose number matched the number on a card. Despite her years she hopped in agile fashion onto the platform and seated herself behind the crystal.
"Well, all aboard!" she said, as if this were routine.
Oh. The rest of them had somehow not caught on that this was a conveyance, not just a place to sit. Kelvin let go of Heln's hand and helped bustle the four children into the front seat beside the witch. Then the five other adults climbed up into the rear seat. It was crowded, but sufficed. Jon was on his lap. He would have preferred to have Heln there; Jon was mostly all woman now, but she was his sister. Kelvin wasn't quite sure he trusted this wheelless, horseless carriage; he presumed there was some way to make it go, but could it be controlled? However, Helbah was Helbah; she knew how to do it if anyone did.
The witch ran her aged hands over the crystal. Her fingers remained just touching the faceted surface. The platform seemed to come to life, vibrating. Charlain looked worriedly about and Kelvin was tempted to. This felt a bit like riding the back of a dragon: one never could be sure what the monster was about to do.
Helbah's fingers remained just touching the faceted surface. The platform drifted out into a stream of other platforms, as if it were a boat entering a river and floating along with other boats. That analogy helped; Kelvin imagined invisible water, and determined its flow by the motions of the other boats.
Silently they glided down a tunnel, keeping perfectly spaced between the other craft, and in line. Katbah yawned on Helbah's lap, finding this dull. Jon shifted on Kelvin's lap, causing him momentary pain. She was looking around, as was her nature, but she was oddly subdued. The others seemed mainly to be holding on, still not quite trusting this craft.
They drifted out of the tunnel, and out of the terminal. The light of day brightened around them. Kelvin gasped; he couldn't help it. So many more wheelless carriages than he had imagined! Moving in both directions, two wide, never-touching lines. A street wider than any he had ever seen, bordered not by recognizable shops but by variously sized and shaped crystals of shop and building size.
Crystals? The only crystals he had seen before were of the size to be mounted in finger rings!
"I don't know whether to go to Hacey's or J.Z. Henny's," Helbah said musingly. "I suppose Hacey's. They should have what we want. They keep a good magical lookout for the needs of their future customers."
Kelvin slipped off a gauntlet and pushed his hand past Jon's rigid back to the far side of their couch. He tried to push his hand past the edge of the platform. He felt a slight tingle in his fingers and wrists. Something magical here, protecting passengers from falling, as he had suspected. There was no sensation of speed, but other platforms and the crystal chunks sped past. Now he noticed that the crystals had glowing letters on them, identifying them as shops or businesses. They went by a Sorcerer's Shack, a Zurgler Kling, and a Witch's Implement. Then they were headed for a really large emerald of many facets, and the central facet read "Hacey's."
The platform slowed. How Helbah managed it he did not see, but a green facet vanished before them and they slid into another tunnel. In a moment they emerged in a parking area, with many stationary platforms aligned in rows. Their own platform slowed further, swerved, and came to a gentle stop in what had been a space between two others.
Helbah, evidently impatient to get the dull details attended to, hustled them so rapidly off their platform and through one of the open doorways that Kelvin's head was spinning. He would have preferred to take time—maybe a day or two—to explore this area and get a better notion of its nature.
A glowing sign loomed ahead: OUTFITTERS, JUVENILE it read. Other doorways were labeled OUTFITTERS, MALE and OUTFITTERS, FEMALE. Well, at least that much made sense.
They were now in a very large store with a great crowd of adults and children. As in the terminal, there was every style and color and degree of dress and undress imaginable. Now Kelvin noticed that some of the unclothed women were not actually naked; they had some kind of translucent or outright transparent material on, which clung magically to their contours. That perhaps accounted for the lack of natural sag in certain portions, making them look impossibly healthy. Now if he could just get one of those outfits for Heln—
"We'll outfit the children first," Helbah said. "Next we'll go to the men's department for you lads, and finally the women's for us girls. Possibly you other girls can shop by yourselves while I accompany the men."
"Girls!" This barely applied to Heln and Jon, and it was inappropriate for his mother, and as for Helbah herself it was ridiculous. The old ladies' department would be more appropriate. But of course he kept his mouth shut. Life and marriage had taught him that much.
A large white bird flew down from a high perch and landed in front of them. Pinkish smoke poofed and there stood a smiling dark-haired girl in a light, gauzy dress. She turned to Helbah, instinctively recognizing her as the one with whom to do business. "May I help you?"
Helbah pointed to the children. "Them. Appropriately for the convention. These two boys are kings. The two others have powers they aren't allowed to use yet. Beware."
"You're Helbah!" the girl exclaimed. "The convention guest of honor! I have admired your magic for decades!"
Decades? To Kelvin the girl looked sixteen. But with witches it could be difficult to tell.
"You will be there?" Helbah inquired, seeming faintly interested.
"I'm flying over right after work. Oh, yes, Helbah, I'll fit them out for the con. It's an honor to serve you."
"In that case," Helbah said, taking the salesgirl's respect as her due, "the rest of us will go get attired while you're dressing them. Be alert; they can be quite troublesome."
"Oh, we have ways of dealing with youngsters," the salesgirl said, smiling. "Besides, when they see what we have here, I know they'll behave."
Lots of luck, Kelvin thought.
"I want to look like a hero," Charles said.
"Me too!" said a kinglet.
"Oh, you will, you will. When we're done, you'll look just the way you always wanted."
"Just be certain you keep them here until we're back," Helbah urged. "If you don't, they'll wreck the store."
Indeed, they were working on it. "There's girls on a high one!" Kildee exclaimed, pointing up and to the side, where a group of four women were gliding down on a platform. At least it seemed like a platform, because their feet were all fixed at the same level, but nothing was visible. They were standing, evidently holding on to a similarly invisible rail around its edge. "Quick! We can peek up their skirts!"
"Dumbbell!" Kildom retorted. "They don't have skirts!"
Sure enough: the two older women wore trousers, and the two younger ones were nude, or in invisible wrappings. Kildee turned away, disgusted.
Kelvin managed to refrain from smiling. Then he turned his eyes away, before Heln caught him looking at those body stockings again.
"Transparent elevator," John Knight remarked thoughtfully.
The salesgirl promised Helbah she would keep the children occupied, and shooed them ahead of her, up an aisle. Helbah sighed and led the rest of them to a squared area under an open shaft. Various colored blocks were underfoot, with numbers identifying the floor to which they related. Kelvin looked at the floor; surely just one number could identify it, if any such thing needed to be done.
Helbah pressed a number with her foot. Suddenly they levitated.
Oh. Kelvin couldn't have said he was surprised. He should have caught on that that was what the references to floors meant. His father had described the elevators of his home world, and this didn't seem to be that much different. It was magic, which made sense, but it did seem precarious; they weren't on anything, they were simply rising. Suppose the spell failed before they reached their solid floor?
"Like a glassed-in elevator, but I'd prefer a more visible one," John Knight remarked, almost echoing Kelvin's thought as he looked underfoot.
The first floor came to their level. They passed it and stopped at the second. They got off, and Helbah gave the "girls" instructions. Then she pushed Kelvin and his father back onto a lifting section. She hit the number for the third floor and up they went.
"Where's a salesman?" Helbah demanded, stepping onto the landing. Immediately a large dovgen with puffed breast lit at their feet, vanished in smoke, and became a man. Tall, blond, wearing blue trousers that had no sag, a shirt which was white and spotless, and a strange piece of cloth around his neck that Kelvin decided was a nose wiper. "Yes, madam, may I help?"
"These men." Helbah motioned at them. "Get them dressed appropriately for the big convention."
"Certainly, madam. This way, please, men."
The salesman led them to a large flat crystal set in an upright frame. The crystal reflected nothing. It was simply clear and polished and the color of water without depth.
"You first, Kelvin," Helbah said. "Just stand in front of it."
Kelvin did as she asked, not knowing what to expect.
The salesman made a pass with his hand across the surface and the crystal became a mirror. It reflected Kelvin and only Kelvin; none of the background.
The salesman eyed Kelvin's greenbriar pantaloons, brownberry shirt, and good heavy walking boots. His expression was blank; evidently he was suppressing his country rube assessment. He made a hand pass and the Kelvin in the mirror was newly attired almost as nattily as was the salesman. Kelvin had to touch his own throat to make certain he wasn't wearing the nose wiper.
"That's not quite him," Helbah said from the invisible area the mirror did not reflect.
"It would have been, on Earth," John Knight said. "The style is almost exactly what it was when I left."
If the salesman found the reference to Earth odd or confusing, he gave no sign. Kelvin wondered whether anything would shake the man's poise. Suppose one of the kinglets slipped a wet froog down the back of his shirt? But of course the kinglets weren't here. Too bad.
"What do you prefer, madam?" the salesman inquired politely, unaware of the fate he had escaped in Kelvin's imagination.
"Kelvin, what would you prefer?" she asked him in turn.
"A wet froog," he replied without thinking.
"What?"
Oops! He would have to watch that. Kelvin had a mind to say he was satisfied with what he'd been wearing; at least it was well broken in and comfortable. But Helbah was so serious, and his father had complained from time to time that the customary clothes they wore lacked imagination and were unflattering. Kelvin didn't believe that nonsense at all, but he did want to please Helbah. So he exercised his imagination, trying to come up with something suitable.
"Father, you said when you left your original home frame and arrived in mother's frame that you were wearing a uniform. Light green, of some shade called olive, I believe."
"The color wasn't that great, and I don't think you want a uniform."
"No, Dad, no uniform. I've had enough of war. But the color you said—I'd like to try it."
"It was more of a diarrhea brown than a green. Khaki. Unless you mean fatigues."
"No, I don't want to be fatigued," Kelvin said quickly.
"Khaki," the salesman said. "A favorite for uniforms everywhere."
"Oh for goodness' sake!" Helbah snapped. "You get fitted first, John. Show him what good dress is all about."
They changed places. John had his image dressed in khaki—just to show Kelvin, he said—and wearing a nose wiper which he explained was a tie. He frowned, touching his collar. "No tie."
The khaki tie disappeared, leaving khaki shirt and pants. "I like brown better," John said. "A little darker than the brownberry. And the shirt—yes, match it to the pants. Maybe a leather tunic so I can look a little soldierly, and—"
Eventually it was done. John's image was still clad in what was essentially a uniform. No bags, no sags, everything fitting. It looked good enough to Kelvin too.
Helbah sighed. "Is that what you want? How about...?" She moved a hand in front of the crystal and the image was clothed in blazingly bright colors that changed and shifted as light did in a magic prism.
"Nothing that showy," John said.
"How about—" Another wave of Helbah's hand and he was shown wearing blue tights and a red cape. The cape flowed out behind him as if he really could fly.
"No! No! Definitely not! What I had!"
"Oh, very well!" Helbah made a gesture and the image was back to wearing unpretentious brown with the only accessory a leather tunic. The boots were the same as when he had come in, but newer and brightly shined.
"Now that," John said, "Is right. You, Kelvin?"
"Me too." His father's stamp of approval was his best guide.
"But you will wear something different, won't you?" Helbah prompted, her tone warning him that she would not brook the same nonsense from him that she did from his father. "After all, this is the big con, and you are a hero."
That did put a different perspective on it. He didn't feel like a hero, and never had, but it might be awkward if someone thought he was and his clothing made him look like a dunce. "Whatever Dad settles on, that's the way I want to dress."
"I want this," John said. "What I'm in now."
"No further accessories? A plumed helmet, perhaps?"
"Plumes are for sissies," John said. "No, if I needed headgear, it'd be a hat. Not that stockelcap, but what fishermen and golfers wore on Earth. Something flexible with a brim and maybe a tiny feather."
"Something like—" and the salesman adjusted a series of hats on the image's head.
"That one!" John said. "The soft, crumpled hat with the smear of grease across it and the fishing lures stuck in the hatband."
The salesman groaned, echoing Helbah. It seemed that only those two had any taste. But father and son were firm in their tastelessness. They entered a booth where the outfits they had decided on had been magically conjured, and quickly changed. They were now dressed in what John called "American knockabout." Ready now to surprise the women.
"Oh, do come along!" Helbah ordered in her mother-hen way. She had evidently given up on taste.
Kelvin took one more look at himself in the magic mirror, now honestly reflecting. He looked, his father assured him, like a young college bum. Hardly flattering, but then possibly colleges on Earth taught other than the dark subjects of the necromancy schools. Maybe there it took real effort to master the status of bum.
Helbah was glaring at him, hands on naturally padded hips. He had better get a move on or he might feel her ire. She could change him into something, as she had that counterman, but he didn't think she would.
His father gave a curt nod and there was now no putting off going. He followed them to the descending squares and watched as Helbah pressed the number two for the women's floor. They floated down as effortlessly as they had floated up.
"Here we are," Helbah said, stepping onto the landing. The women were, as Kelvin had guessed they'd be, nowhere in sight. It was a known fact that no matter how long a man ever took to change his clothing, a woman took three times as long. It was magically programmed into them at birth.
"Oh, they'll be along," Helbah said cheerily. Naturally she could not criticize her own gender on this score. "They will surprise us with the new outfits they'll be wearing."
Kelvin, glancing randomly around as he mused fleetingly on what the women of his family might be wearing, encountered the bouncing breasts of another nude-body-stockinged young woman hurrying by. His eyes continued tracking of their own accord as her backside showed, the full buttocks flexing alternately. He certainly appreciated the view, but the idea of his wife, mother, and sister dressing like that—well, he hoped they did not choose this manner of surprising him!
 
Jon rubbed the smooth material of the diaphanous gown she had settled on as she crossed the store to the dressing room. Why did they even have dressing rooms? There were so many nudes around, the whole place was like one big dressing room! But she was glad they did, even though she had seen no men on this floor. She was a backwoods girl, with primitive ideas about privacy: she wanted certain parts of her body to be seen only by her husband, and not always even by him. She wanted to show exactly what she wanted to show, and not one bit more. Half a bit more, maybe, when she leaned forward, but that was the limit. This gown was set exactly at the limit.
What would Kelvin and their father think? But Heln had merely pursed her lips at the sight of the revealing gown on Jon's magical reflection. Her own mother hadn't said a word. Do in witchland as do the witches, she thought. But she could just imagine Lester's shocked face when she got home and showed him what she had worn! Poor Les, he didn't believe women should be equal to men, even after Heln's natural father had filled her in on it. Earth couldn't be such a terrible place if women were the equal of their men! Just the same, she was thankful that she had been born with properly pointed ears in a world where science was just a strange word.
That thought started another eddy-current of thought. She was glad for her ears, yes—yet sometimes she still wished she'd had Kelvin's round ears so that the prophecy would have applied to her. Certainly she had the makings of a hero, and with the help of her trusty sling she had proven it at times. If she had been a round-eared male—
She reached the dressing room and was waved inside by the most stunning salesgirl she had seen yet. That girl shouldn't be here; she was bound to make the customers feel inferior. That would not be good for business. Surely the store would know that!
Jon went in, hung her sling on a clothes hook, and draped the gown over a convenient chair. She unbuttoned her plain brownberry shirt and greenbrier pantaloons and pulled them off. No help for it, she thought ruefully: her underwear would have to go if she was to wear the gown, because it covered a good deal more of her tender flesh than the gown did. How would it feel, slinking around in that skintight garment, knowing that under it she was all the way bare-nude-naked? But then some warlocks and witches were reputed to have what John Knight called X-ray vision. Maybe in truth her shaggies concealed nothing.
She took hold of her underblouse and started to pull it up over her head. At that moment the door opened and the stunning salesgirl stepped in, red hair swirling.
Jon opened and closed her mouth. This shouldn't be happening! She was supposed to be alone in here. "I don't need any help, thank you," she said curtly.
The salesgirl's face changed like melting wax. So did her form. Her magnificent bosom sank into a shape more like a sack of produce, and her tiny waist fattened in the manner of thirty years of undisciplined eating. Her lovely flowing hair turned into limp string. In a triple heartbeat she became the squat and ugly witch Jon had met in the terminal, but somehow had not been able to tell the others about. Only now, seeing the crone again, did she remember the episode.
This surely meant trouble! Jon started to reach for her sling, then froze. Those evil yellow eyes were holding her.
"Relax, dearie," the old witch said. "Transfer spells don't hurt. In fact you won't even know it happened."
Until too late, Jon thought despairingly. She knew that something was terribly wrong. Then she ceased to think of anything.
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CHAPTER 3

MegaCon
Kelvin had to admit that his mother and wife both looked spectacular. Heln had chosen a modest form-clinging blue gown that appeared to be a piece of summer sky and had fluffy white clouds drifting magically over it. Charlain wore a green gown covered all over with magically growing flowers. His mother's gown reminded him of verdant woodlands, and there was even an accompanying scent of grass and flowers. But Jon's! His sister's gown was formfitting and revealing at one and the same time. Off the shoulders, off the bosom, transparent everywhere yet somehow concealing the vital areas. There was only one word for Jon's gown, and her father said it: "Wow!"
"Jon, you're not really going to wear that!" Kelvin said. "It looks as if you're ready for bed, and not alone, and not for sleep!"
"It's supposed to, stupid!" Jon retorted.
John Knight laughed. "I've seen them as sexy on Earth."
"But Dad," Kelvin persisted. "This isn't a sexy woman, this is my sister! To have her dress like this in public—"
"I'm not what?" Jon demanded. "I'm your what?"
John headed off a sibling spat by turning to their good witch. "Is it appropriate, Helbah?" he asked.
Helbah looked admiringly at Jon's firm contours. "If she was as short and dumpy as I am, it would be obscene. But Jon has the form for it. Let's proceed—the con awaits!"
Kelvin looked despairingly at his father, then tried to stifle it. He just had to get used to the way other people were. Other frames, other manners. Jon had always been an uncomfortably independent creature; it just hadn't shown in this way before. In fact, he had not realized how much she had developed, or just how eager she had been to flaunt it. Apparently she was now not trying to compete in manly things, but in womanly things. That made him distinctly uneasy, but at least it would only be for the convention. He hoped.
He was thankful for one thing, and that was that Heln had picked the blue sky and clouds, with the clouds covering the right portions of the landscape, instead of the shockingly transparent gown. At least she retained some decorum.
 
They left the store carrying their traveling clothes and gear in packages. The children were beautifully dressed. Charles was in a near replica of his father's and grandfather's near uniforms, but with an undersized weapon harness. Charles also wore a helmet complete with side extensions of what looked to Kelvin to be ass's ears. Merlain had on a royal purple shirt and short, pleated skirt; in addition she had gotten boots with laced-up leggings extending to her knobby knees. Still more alarming to Kelvin's notions was what he hoped was a purely ornamental dagger she wore across her skirted butt.
The two kinglets had also copied him and his dad to an extent, though they had chosen a blue color for their non-uniforms and added waist-length leather jerkins and wide leather belts. At least they did not sport swords. Kelvin had no idea what had possessed Helbah to dress them that way; if she wanted them to look like little adventurers, she had done right.
The streets were glowing with a comfortable amber light. Kelvin though how beautiful it was as Helbah glided them to their destination. Jon, as if taunting him for what he had said about her revealing gown, contrived to rub its slickness against his face.
Helbah pulled the platform into a great emerald needle that opened before them, just as the store had done. Here, in the hotel terminal, was an assortment of odd-looking people, some of them hardly qualifying as human. There were men with horns on their heads and girls with what seemed to be angel wings of the type his father had once described. There were many who were actually birds. Here and there a large mother hen with chicks became a dowdy matron with young ladies as they approached and somehow were swallowed by a blank wall.
"Now we'll need to have our invitations," Helbah said. "All out."
She had told them of the importance of the invitations days previously, Kelvin thought distastefully. He fumbled out his own and watched his father fumble out his and Charlain's, and then Jon somehow produced hers from the midst of her nearly invisible costume. As Jon handed the invitation to Helbah he wondered where she had her sling. Surely Jon wouldn't be without it, but it certainly wasn't in evidence.
"SPAT!"
"Katbah!" Helbah exclaimed, shocked. As Jon was handing her the invitation, the witch's familiar arched his back and struck out with a clawed paw.
Jon jerked her hand back, just in time. "Filthy animal!" she snapped.
Now it was Kelvin's turn to be shocked. Jon and Katbah had always gotten along well together and had been the best of friends. In fact it had been Katbah, acting as an extension of Helbah, who had brought out Jon's latent talent and enabled her to rescue all of them from evil Zoanna and the impostor king. How could such a quarrel occur so suddenly, without cause?
Helbah was staring at Jon as if she didn't believe it. Jon melted gradually under the stare. "I'm sorry, Helbah. It's the excitement. I didn't mean—"
The witch set it aside. "Quite all right, my dear. Katbah must be a little excited himself. He's been to conventions before, but they are after all a century apart."
The cat gradually settled down on Helbah's shoulder. The children stared at him and then at Jon and then at Helbah with widened eyes. The adults were evidently forgetting the matter, but the children knew how strange it was.
"Oh, I'm certain everything will go well once we're inside," Helbah said. "Won't it, Jon?"
Jon nodded, acting, Kelvin thought, definitely strange. But than a tall, dark wizard in a purple cloak was taking their crested invitations. After he scanned each invitation, it puffed instantly into smoke. Apparently they did not need to keep them beyond this point.
They walked through the apparently solid wall. The convention materialized all about them. They weren't at the edge of it, they weren't standing just beyond the wall, they were right in the center of everything.
People were everywhere, most of them exceedingly strange. They were of all possible shapes and sizes: roly-poly men, flat-chested women, children who could have been and possibly were little dwarves. Everyone moving. Everyone talking. Men and women wearing glasses, which were something Kelvin had only heard about: sets of glass lenses perched on faces. People with armloads of books. People with paintings. People with suitcases and luggage of all imaginable sorts.
Helbah led then straight to the registration desk. A tall, dark wizard type noted their arrival in a large book.
"Welcome, Helbah!" the wizard said. "These are your honored guests?"
"You know it, Whitestone." Helbah glanced around. "Good turnout."
"The best! And tonight it's only the registration. Tomorrow when the program and the meetings get under way—"
"Yes, I know. Then it will really sway!"
Helbah turned to them. "We'll keep together, mostly. But there will be times when we may have to separate."
Kelvin was finding it hard to keep his eyes off passing displays of flesh. He had thought he would have become acclimated to the sexy women by this time, but apparently it was not to be. He tried to fasten his eyes on Heln, but his wife seemed to be more interested in seeing whether he was noticing than in noticing herself. Jon, uncharacteristically, was all big-eyed and smiling at the approach of any dressed or undressed male, and eyeing their codpieces.
"Well, maybe we can just peek into the hawkers' room," Helbah said. "I haven't looked at the literature in several centuries. There just might be a new book."
They followed her into a crowded room where thick, leather-bound volumes were displayed in piles and inspected and talked about. Helbah picked up a volume entitled Necromancy Updated. She glanced through the thin, almost translucent pages. "Disgusting!" she said, tossing it back on a pile. "As soon as this sort of thing is stopped, the better! The old spells are best; we don't need any recent modifications."
In a short time they had traversed the entire room, seen most of the displays, and met the sellers and buyers. Kelvin was for his part relieved when they were back out.
"I think we could each use a cup of brew," Helbah said, and Kelvin realized that the hawkers' room, however novel an experience for the rest of them, was old, tattered hat to her. She had made her required appearance. Now that chore was done, and she could relax a bit. "The coftee shop is this way. You can get coftee or tefee, and there's pepacola or whatever for the children. I'll get a witch's herbal for myself, and a saucer of dognip cream for my intuitive half."
Kelvin knew she meant her familiar. He watched Katbah on Helbah's shoulder as they entered the shop and seated themselves. Their table had a view of the doorway and the strange types coming and going. Katbah seemed not in the least disturbed by any of them. Why, then, had he taken that swipe at Jon? Kelvin had seen it happen: the cat had definitely started it. Could it be her dress? For all he knew it could be a magical dress that affected the wearer more than the viewer. Look at the way Jon was eyeing that man out there! She should not be doing that. It was mostly all right for married men to look at pretty women, but not for even unmarried women to look at men, and Jon was married. Lester wouldn't like his wife doing that. Kelvin didn't even like his sister doing that.
The white-uniformed waitress had nipples that pressed the fabric on her blouse to the verge of tearing. Kelvin had to look at what was almost in his face while she took the order. Somehow he knew that Heln had a reversed notion of just which partner in a marriage should be looking at what, but surely even she could appreciate the fact that it would be impolite for him to turn his face away. Assuming his neck muscles would work. He was more or less paralyzed at the moment, staring dazedly at the amazing view.
True to her word, Helbah ordered a witch's herbal for herself and dognip cream for Katbah, John Knight ordered coftee, as did, after a reminding nudge, Kelvin. Heln and Charlain both ordered tefee. The kids got their heads together and came up with orders for chokabola, an unmagical potion. The waitress assured them that there was little or no magic in the stuff, nodding emphatically so that her bosom quivered, almost rubbing Kelvin's nose in her points of interest.
Meanwhile Jon was hesitating, her eyes luridly tracking a nude man's passing crotch. Actually he seemed to have a flesh-colored codpiece there; still, Kelvin was annoyed at the man for seeming to show all and at his sister for staring at it. Finally she said: "I'll have what you're having, Helbah."
Helbah stroked her chin. "Are you sure, Jon? It may not be to your taste."
"As long as it doesn't kill me," Jon said.
"It won't. But it may waken your dormant witch senses. That's what it's for."
"I want all my senses open," Jon said. She spoke with the hint of a smirk, totally unlike her usual self. She was normally rebellious, not smirky.
The waitress smiled and finally heaved her tight blouseful of breasts out of Kelvin's face. He blinked, as if recovering from a trance.
"You could have closed your eyes," Heln muttered in his ear. She was mistaken; his eyelids had been locked in place. He had picked up everything else by peripheral vision. But he merely nodded amenably, knowing when to cut his losses.
They waited only a minute or so before their orders arrived by magical materialization. Each appeared before the appropriate person. His own steaming mug of coftee sent its aroma up to warm his face. He savored the aroma for a moment, then picked up the mug.
There was a pattern in the swirls of vapor: twin full breasts. He stared. The waitress had known! Then, quickly, he sipped it, and the image disintegrated. It was good coftee, though not exactly like the type he had at home. This mix had a flavor of tight blouse.
Kelvin watched the others sip their potions, and tried very hard to relax. He hoped Heln never caught on to the extent of the visions he had been seeing. There was a faint smile on his father's face that suggested that his coftee, too, had shown something interesting.
Jon was doing it again: ogling. Should he tell her? Didn't she know how obvious it was? She looked just as if she was pondering the betrayal of her vows to Lester. Of course his sister would never really do such a thing. Just the same—
"Goodness, Jon," Helbah said. "You drank your brew as if you're accustomed to it."
Jon looked as if she might give a sharp retort, then simply drained the last of her cup and went back to ogling.
Kelvin wondered more strenuously whether he should say something to her. But suppose he did? Jon never had been very respectful of him, and to tell her not to do anything was worse than useless. She would merely tell him to get his own eyes out of the waitress' cleavage. It wouldn't matter that the waitress was long since gone; the damage would be done.
How about their mother? Surely she could see what Jon was doing! But Charlain, he saw with dismay, was enraptured with everything all about them, and was paying little attention to those at the table. No help there.
Help came from the least likely source. "Looket Auntie!" Charles piped, putting down his chokabola with its ice still intact and a big brown mustache of chok on his face. "She's a-lusting!"
"Charles!" Heln said. "That isn't nice!"
"I'll bet what she's thinking isn't nice!" Merlain said, eagerly joining in on the mischief. "I'd like to know, but you said don't peek on other's thoughts."
"Quite right, Merlain, and that will do!" chided Kelvin. Certainly he didn't want his own thoughts monitored right now! He looked at his wife somewhat helplessly even while he strived to be the authority figure. Ordinary children could be a handful, but when they had the ability to look into minds, they were a mindful too!
"Oh, do quit fussing," Jon said. "I'm just quietly enjoying myself, the way you are."
Kildee dug Kildom in the ribs. Both smirked. How much had they observed?
Kelvin was stuck in it now. His sister was striking back exactly as he had feared she would, but he couldn't simply let it drop. "Now see what you're causing!" he said. "Sister Wart, I don't want to criticize, but—"
"What d'ya mean, 'Sister Wart'!" Jon bridled. She really seemed angry with him, yet he had called her that since before she was the age of the twins. She had liked to go out exploring with him, dressing like a boy, and he had called her Brother Wart. When she grew up and manifested as a girl, he had changed it to Sister Wart. "And if you don't want to criticize, don't!"
Kelvin swallowed. There was a fire in Jon's eyes that he had never seen before, and a frost in her voice that he had never heard before. What was going on with her?
Could Helbah and his mother be oblivious to this strangeness? He studied them now as carefully as he could. If anything, they were both a little too casual. Witches could not read others' thoughts, but witches were by nature—it was necessary to face it now—prone to deceit. Helbah had been as tricky in her ways as evil Melbah and Zoanna had been in theirs. It was a witch's nature to suspect things and intuit without giving away what she felt. Thus Charlain had always been one step ahead of her children, or several steps, even when they really were children and making plans to run away.
"People behave differently at cons," Helbah said. "We all do at first. Particularly those who aren't professional."
"Who's not professional!" Jon snapped, the fire rising again in her eyes. Then, seeing the looks exchanged by Helbah and Charlain, she backed off. The fire died and a flush suffused her cheeks. Clearly there was no reason why Jon should resent what Helbah had said.
"I mean," Jon countered lamely, "it's just that I'm not used to this. All these naked men and no one saying I shouldn't look."
"I say you shouldn't look," Kelvin said, stepping back into it. He knew that he had made another clumsy mistake the moment she turned her eyes on him. "I mean, you wouldn't stare like that at home."
"We're not at home," Jon reminded him. "That's the point."
Irrefutable logic! That of course was what Helbah had suggested. So somehow, as usual, he had succeeded in turning Jon's misbehavior into his own embarrassment.
"Helbah! What an honor to meet you!" the gray-haired wizard with spade beard and green cloak swirled over to meet them. The elderly witch locked eyes with the elderly wizard and clasped hands. Then the wizard was drawing up a chair from a neighboring table.
Helbah introduced their entire party, brat kings and all. She started with Charlain, who had been her apprentice during the war with Zoanna and the false king. She concluded by introducing the wizard to the rest of them. "This is Zudini, a master illusionist and escape artist. In his youth he actually studied for a while with Mouvar."
"Mouvar the alien! Mouvar the creator of the transporter!" Kelvin exclaimed. He was so excited that he couldn't contain himself. Whatever had been bothering him a moment ago had been swept from his mind. He hadn't known that any person alive had known Mouvar!
"The same," the wizard said. He was tall and maturely handsome, yet probably a contemporary of Helbah's. Witches and wizards lived, like dragons and other magical creatures, for a long, long time.
Kelvin tried to control his excitement enough to be coherent. "You were around when he built—"
"Oh, no!" the wizard protested. "Don't put that on me! I'm old but not that old! Mouvar dates back from before there were people in any of the frames."
What? "But—"
"He came here, probably with others like himself. I'm not saying he created people or worlds, but certainly he built the transporters."
"You—you learned...?"
"Only what he wanted me to. He sees ahead. He knows, he plans."
"Precognitive," John Knight said. "I'd guessed that because of the prophecy."
"Precognitive, yes," Zudini agreed, evidently comfortable with the strange term. "But don't expect me or anyone here to have Mouvar's degree of expertness. There was something about his originating on another world, possibly a world revolving around another star. I don't know how he foresees or what he plans. But Kelvin, yours is an exceptional legacy."
"You mean the prophecy? Yes, I guess so." Kelvin did not feel it necessary to add that like his father, he had once thought it was all nonsense. He still had formidable doubts, as much about himself as about the prophecy. In time he might even come to fully accept it, if things continued to fall into place to fulfill it. Maybe.
Zudini reached across the table and took his right hand. There was a slight tingle similar to what Kelvin often felt while wearing the magical gauntlets. The old wizard held his hand between his own two and seemed to concentrate.
"No, no, I can't do it," Zudini said, gazing into his eyes. "I can't read what is to be, except within narrowly prescribed limits. But there has never been another to whom the prophecy has or could have applied."
"It originated after Mouvar fought Zatanas and was defeated by him."
Zudini shook his head. "I don't believe Mouvar was ever defeated. But it was probably within his planning that he seemed to be defeated. To his kind a few centuries may not seem as long as to the rest of us. I believe he left certain enemies as challenges to prove out his prophecy."
"Challenges!"
"Consider it this way, Kelvin. If the prophecy meant notoriety and power for an otherwise undistinguished person, who would try to claim to be the one?"
"Why, anyone! Everyone!"
"Precisely. So the position could not simply be there for anyone to claim. There had to be some challenge to it. Something to make it possible for only the genuine person to assume the mantle. So it was limited to a roundear, and to one who fulfilled certain tasks. Such as destroying the evil Zatanas."
Kelvin was amazed. It made so much sense! An ordinary person who challenged Zatanas would have been destroyed. Only someone extremely brave or skilled or just plain lucky could have any chance. Also, maybe, stupid, because it was a bad business to go up against big magic.
Zudini had known Mouvar, and lived far longer than most mortal human beings, Kelvin thought. Undoubtedly the wizard was correct. But what a revelation! It was still hard for his backwoods mind to grasp.
The wizard unclasped Kelvin's hand. He did not seem disappointed. Yet how could he fail to be, since surely each of them, with the possible exceptions of Helbah and Katbah, looked and felt so ordinary? None of them were heroes; all were simple country folk. Kelvin himself was mostly bumpkin, a hero in name only."
"Helbah, I need to see you about some of the programming," the wizard said. "That's why I searched you out before you got properly into the convention."
"Of course, Zudini. I believe we're all finished."
One of the royal twins sucked loudly through a straw. His brother, never to be outdone, gave a rude and probably totally unnecessary belch.
Helbah sighed and almost absently reached down to cuff one twin on the right ear and the other on the left. Both boys let out appropriate "Oh's" of faked innocence. Charles and Merlain both smiled. It was a ritual: crime, punishment, and cover-up.
"Perhaps," Zudini observed thoughtfully, "the children would like to visit the children's suite?"
Charles, Merlain, Kildom, and Kildee looked at one another. They knew, as did all children their age, when they were being shunted aside. Yet it had been suggested that the suite could be fun, and whatever children were there would have to be out of the ordinary. They had enjoyed their refreshments, but were bored with this dull dialogue. They needed to get out from under the watchful gazes of their parents and/or guardians.
"Let's go!" Charles said, sliding out of his chair. He grasped the edge of the table and tipped the chair until his feet touched the floor. Merlain and the two royal pains were quick to follow.
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CHAPTER 4

Children's Suite
The enormous room, a combination of playroom and gymnasium, was a humming hive of potential pests. Kids of every age and description and size were there, up to an apparent age of twelve. There were instructors and nursemaids and teachers, all of whom had to be witches or the representatives of witches, conducting numerous and varied activities. There were footraces and other athletic contests conducted with the help of magic. There were games designed to teach and exercise magical skills as well as physical and mental abilities. There were kids talking among themselves. Kids fighting. Kids screaming. Kids everywhere. In short, it was routine.
Kelvin breathed a great sigh. He had expected something like a large cage. This, though noisy, was better than anything he had visualized.
The children looked around, wild-eyed. In an instant they were off, getting closer looks at unfamiliar objects, intruding in conversations, being typically rude and bothersome and satisfied. The adults just stood and watched, each undoubtedly thankful that these little demons would be here and not enlivening the convention proper.
A light-colored bird flew down from above and lit by Helbah's feet. There was a puff of white smoke and a most attractive blonde wearing horn-rim glasses replaced the bird. The blonde smiled at Kelvin.
Kelvin gulped. She wasn't nude, but to his mind glasses and a body stocking hardly counted as clothed. It seemed impossible to get used to this style of (un)dress, assuming he wanted to. Naturally he had to be standing next to Helbah, who would not miss a thing.
Zudini made quick introductions. "Zally, my daughter, majoring in pedimagic at Magicon U."
Kelvin stammered something appropriate. Her nearness and bareness unsettled him in somewhat the manner the waitress had, squared. He had to focus his mind on Heln and leave it there.
"I wonder, Witch Zally—" Jon began.
"It's neophyte witch Zally," the beautiful creature corrected her. "I can't be just Witch Zally for at least another hundred years."
Jon frowned, though only briefly. "I was wondering about adult visitors—"
"Any of you may come and go as you wish: Our only restriction is for the safety of the children and the peace of adult conventioneers. No child is allowed to leave here unaccompanied."
"That means any of you," Zudini said to Merlain, who had come back to listen, trailed by the kinglets. "There are no bad people here, and we intend to see that none enter."
"Do practitioners of malignant magic ever show up?" Charlain asked.
"Infiltrate, you mean?" Zudini said with a grim smile. "They've tried it a few times in the past. That's why we take all possible precautions, especially with the children. We've never lost a child or had one harmed. Shall we get to that meeting, Helbah?"
Helbah made a pass. One of the kinglets jumped as if an ear stung, and put his hand back down without smacking Zally's pretty bare bottom.
"Yes, better get it over," Helbah said, seeming not even to notice her own background activity in the disciplinary arena. "Charlain, Heln, John, Kelvin—why don't you go to the rooms and wait? I know you'll be comfortable. Or you can just browse around the con. We'll all meet here when it's time to go for lunch."
Kelvin watched as Helbah and the handsome old wizard walked away toward what he'd heard called the "liftivators." He felt, irrationally, that she was abandoning them.
The children disappeared into the melee of the chamber. Those remaining, of the intermediate generations, exchanged glances. "I know we can get to our suite," John said. "The elevators here are just like those in the store. They call them liftivators, but I call them elevators. Anyone want to do anything else?"
"I think I'd rather stay here," Jon said, surprising Kelvin as well as their father. "I'm interested in what the children are doing."
Kelvin wondered whether the failure of Jon and Lester to have children of their own was affecting her. He knew Jon wanted a child, but she had refused to invoke any magical remedies. For that, at least, he could not fault her. After what had happened to Heln's pregnancy, because of magic—she had given birth to twins and a dragon—Jon had reason to be well wary of it. But she did want a child. Maybe she thought it was Lester's fault, so she was looking at other men's anatomy, wondering whether there was more fertility there. That just might explain her weird attitude here.
"The children are mainly making noise," Heln said, clapping her hands to her ears.
"They'll quiet down," Zally said. Her form was as pretty from the rear as it had been from the front, as she walked out into the battlefield to try to arrange a truce. These witches must be using magic to make their bodies so good! Kelvin realized he was staring again when he felt Heln's warning touch on his arm.
"You can do whatever you want, but I want to stay and watch the children and their instructors," Jon said.
"Anyone else?" John Knight asked.
Kelvin wondered whether his sister could be planning something involving one of the handsome wizards. No, that thought was simply unworthy of him. But try to rationalize it as he might, she was acting strange.
No one mentioned Jon's decision as they left the suite, but seeing all the nudity and near nudity forced Kelvin to wonder. Just how different was Jon in her revealing dress from Jon in greenbriar shirt and brownberry pantaloons? She was an adult, and she was married, but just the same, the way she was acting bothered him. In addition to showing an uncharacteristic interest in men other than her husband, there was something else: Jon, impudent, saucy Jon, his irrepressible little sister, had taken lately to being entirely too polite.
 
Merlain was rapidly tiring of the games. Children's games were, after all, of only limited interest to real children; they were mostly the adults' idea of what children should enjoy. She had beaten Kildom and Kildee and even Charles without difficulty. The teacher had beamed at her and called her a "little natural," but she didn't care. It was all so easy to know what cards were coming up, and in fact she didn't hardly have to cheat. She wondered whether Charles had known she mind-peeked. Had he mind-peeked himself? The teacher didn't know; in fact she had made sure of this. Kildom and Kildee were just too dumb to know.
"That concludes our precog series," neophyte witch Zally said. Her smile was nice, but Merlain had peeked a little too deeply and knew that at times she thought naughty. That young-man warlock who went around without clothes and some pretty good male contours really flamed an instinct Merlain would not encounter in herself for years. She was in no hurry to grow up, seeing what mush it made of the mind of an adult, though some of the bodily contortions it seemed to want to lead to were interesting. Why should anyone want to do that with that? But since that was the way it was, why didn't Zally just tell the big-muscled hunk? Maybe if she whispered to him herself...?
"Oh, Zally," the young warlock said, coming close to their teacher with all his male equipment. "I was wondering if we could have lunch together."
Zally's pulse leaped so high it almost made Merlain wince. But she affected indifference. "Oh, of course, Fredrich," she said. She wanted more, much more, but Fredrich wasn't supposed to know. What a curious business it was, being adult!
"And a talk in the bar," Merlain suggested. "And then maybe during your off time, a visit to her room, and—"
"Merlain!" Zally's cheeks flamed. Then, to Fredrich: "I'm sorry, but she's a natural."
"You're not sorry at all!" Charles piped, proving that he too had peeked. That was just as well; Merlain had begun to worry about him.
"Chimaera," Fredrich whispered. "They have to be the ones."
"You think?" she asked, seeming awed.
"I know. Helbah brought them, didn't she?"
"Oh. Oh, dear!"
"So they can read minds. We're both practitioners of the art, and adult."
"Yes, yes, that is true."
"You can go at it now and we won't tell anyone," Merlain suggested. "Will we?" She looked around at her brother and the nominal kings. Kildom and Kildee were clearly puzzled, but Charles had his head bobbing, and an expression to go with the way Zally felt: guilty desire.
"I know you both want to," Merlain persisted.
Fredrich squatted down, not without a certain difficulty, until his face was at Merlain's level. "Young lady, didn't they teach you anything?"
"I was told not to peek. I don't, usually. But—"
"But you did."
"Uh-huh. Because it's interesting." She knew he wanted her to feel uncomfortable. Adults were so predictable.
"Merlain, what happens or doesn't happen between grown-ups is none of your concern."
"That's what Mama says."
"You won't do it again? Not ever again, at least during your stay here?"
"N-no." She made some tears come to dress it up a little. Why did adults always want her to lie?
He stood up, more readily than he had squatted. He looked the blonde straight in her blue eyes. "Well?"
"They have things to do and it's not as if they're unsupervised," she said, her flush not quite fading out. "Here comes that girl who was here."
"Auntie Jon!" Charles exclaimed.
Jon stood alone where she had been earlier. She had some packages: possibly presents.
Merlain didn't try to stop herself; she just had to peek. Auntie Jon was thinking something about two pearl drops put into a chokabola shared by Zally and Fredrich. Then Aunt Jon's thoughts got dark and ugly and then blank.
Merlain gasped aloud. Never before had she experienced this mental shutout. Auntie Jon was smiling a smile that was not a smile at all under the surface, and that suggested she was going to punish her for peeking. But Auntie said nothing of the kind; her thoughts, Merlain realized, were now hidden.
"Oh come, Zally!" Such urgency in the hunk's voice. At first Zally had been the interested one, but once Fredrich caught on to her interest, his interest had leaped way up.
"Oh yes, Fredrich!"
The two of them walked away, as if guided by some unheard instruction, arms circling each other's waists.
Their passion tempted Merlain not at all, now, though a moment before it had been weaker and she had been far more interested. That was odd! Even if she had wanted to break her promise, there was now Auntie. There was fire in the eyes that were usually mischievous. It held Merlain, preventing her from diverting or dividing her attention.
"This is for you," Auntie Jon said, placing a package in her hands. The wrapping felt smooth, almost like skin. "And for you," she said, placing a similar package into the hands of a red-haired king.
"Can we open them now?" Charles asked eagerly. It was a natural law: anything in a surprise package was exciting.
"That would be unwise. You must not let adults or even children see you try these on."
Oh, then it was clothes. That was the glaring exception to the law: clothing was almost never interesting, especially if an adult picked it out. Merlain tried to stifle her disappointment. She was quite satisfied with the outfits that Helbah had bought, if only because Merlain had really chosen hers herself.
"You are going to have fun with these," Auntie Jon promised. She made a sweeping gesture with her hand that completely circled them. "There! Now no one will hear or see and you may try."
Merlain hadn't realized that Auntie Jon could do that kind of magic. But if she could now shield her thoughts, it made sense that she could do other witchy things. She must have been practicing in secret. It didn't matter; it just might mean that the packages really were interesting.
Hurriedly they ripped open their packages. The strings, so much like dried guts, came untied without Merlain doing any picking. Magic indeed! The skin—yes, it definitely felt more like skin than paper, and looked it too!—peeled back from her fingers. She held in her two outstretched arms—nothing.
The twin who was either Kildom or Kildee—she couldn't tell without peeking into his mind, because she had forgotten which mirror image was which—was standing exactly as she was, as if Auntie Jon had commanded it. He was similarly baffled, and about to make a loud and probably indecent protest.
"There are two cloaks in each package," Auntie Jon said. "One for each of you. Put them on."
Merlain felt gingerly in the nothingness. She found substance after all. Almost without willing herself to, she took hold of what her fingers touched and lifted it. It was very, very light, with no texture feel at all. Only the slight resistance of it against her fingers satisfied her that it was even there.
"Be careful not to drop them," Auntie Jon warned. "They can be difficult to find."
Ignoring Auntie and the rest, Merlain felt out the lines of a cloak. When she put her hands and arms under it, they vanished. Oho! This was a magic cloak! She whipped it up and drew it around her shoulders. She felt the same, but now she couldn't see herself. Could anyone else?
"You are now invisible, Merlain," Auntie said. "You can go anywhere and not be seen. Even witches and warlocks won't see you. But you will have to be quiet, lest they hear you."
"Oh, Auntie! Auntie!" Merlain was overwhelmed. It was the best present she'd ever had!
"You can go right into people's rooms. You can take their things without their knowing."
The kinglets and Charles were now donning their cloaks. Charles left his head uncovered so that it appeared to float in the air. Then he drew the cloak all the way up so that his face seemed to disappear into some invisible hole, from the bottom to the top. Kildom and Kildee put theirs on from the top of the head down; their bodies seemed first decapitated, then cut off at the chests, waists, and legs, until only their four feet were standing, and then nothing. No one now seemed to be present except Auntie.
"Take things?" Merlain whispered. This disturbed her. She had always been taught that stealing was wrong.
"Of course," Auntie Jon replied. "Taking is fun. At this convention there are many, many magical things that you can enjoy without anyone catching you. Books that tell secrets. Elixirs that make people do things and behave in many different ways. Love potions can really be fun, and hate potions even more fun—especially when you slip one to one member of a couple and the other to the other. Toys that you'd never, never get to play with without your cloaks. You can play tricks on people and never get caught. Not as long as you are careful and quiet. You can see things children are forbidden to see."
"Like what Zally and Fredrich are doing?" Merlain asked, her interest in that subject returning. It wasn't that the subject fascinated her; it was the idea of spying on something the participants didn't want spied on.
"Exactly like that," Auntie Jon agreed, smiling.
"Tricks?" a kinglet asked. "You mean like kicking butts? Pinching? Fun things like that?"
"Oh yes, yes. I see you do have a quick imagination. Only you must not allow people to know you're there. If they realize, they will use magic on you and then you will be caught and punished."
"Helbah would box our ears," said one royal.
"Or spank our butts," the other pain continued.
"Maybe take our cloaks away," the first added.
"Possibly worse," Auntie said. "Remember, this is not your home. If you are caught in mischief here, there is no telling what your punishment may be. Any people you hurt here will enjoy hurting you more than you enjoyed hurting them."
"But," Charles whispered, confused, "hurting people is wrong."
"Pooh," said Auntie, and made a naughty gesture. Merlain had not realized that adults were capable of such gestures. Then Auntie made motions of throwing a cloak over her own head and pulling it snug. Her body vanished as the rest of them had. Merlain could see clearly, but there was nothing but empty floor where she knew they all stood.
"What should we do first?" asked a kinglet.
"Go back where we had lunch and get chokabolas," the other kinglet replied.
"Yes," said Charles. "Let's."
Merlain felt a little disappointed. She wanted first to see what Zally and the hunk were doing. She thought she knew, having mind-peeked her mother and father. But seeing it, actually being there in the room to see with her real eyes instead of her mind's eye—what fun!
"Maybe we'd better join hands," Charles suggested practically. "We don't want to get separated or lost. We can't talk where anyone might hear us."
"That's an excellent suggestion, Charles," Auntie Jon said. "I can see you have an aptitude for this. You children run along. Have fun, be naughty. Auntie Jon is going to be doing some naughty things herself."
"Like with that hunk?" Merlain asked, interested.
"Perhaps. We shall see. 'Bye." There was a poof as that same dirty gray, really ugly bird appeared on the floor. It hopped into the air, its wings beating, and took off. It passed over their heads, then over the heads of others in the room, dropping a large squishy dropping in some unlucky wizard's upturned eye. Then through the doorway, out of the suite, and it was gone.
Merlain was truly amazed. Auntie Jon had really learned a lot of magic in a short time!
"Let's go!" Charles said. She felt a tug on her hand, and started walking. It was strange, not being able to see her own feet; it made her a bit dizzy. But it was worth it. First they'd drink all the chokabola they could hold, and then—
 
It was later in the day after they had seen many things that children weren't supposed to that they decided to revisit the hawkers' room. "We haven't stolen anything yet," one of the kings explained. "The stuff we ate and drank wasn't important. We need to steal something valuable that will be missed."
"Yes, watching that old woman in the bathroom wasn't much fun," the other king said. "And Fredrich and Zally were just lying there, hardly moving at all. What's the fun in that? We have to do something."
Merlain felt less than enthusiastic. She had managed to dissuade the kings from pinching women's bottoms, because that would have led to an instant clamor that could have resulted in them all getting caught. But watching things without interfering wasn't much fun either. Also, she had guzzled one big chokabola too many and gobbled one too-rich desert more than her tummy wanted to handle. Now she wanted more than anything to go back to the lavatory, lest she do something truly spectacular right where she stood. Of course she knew the boys would wait for her as they had before. At least she hoped they'd waited; there might have been a suspicious sound that wasn't hers. Maybe she could wait a little longer.
"Now everyone's quiet," the kinglet's voice persisted. "Lot of people in here. Don't stumble against anyone. Don't get caught."
"I've an idea," said the farthest kinglet. "Let's let go of each other's hands. We'll each take something, hide it under our cloaks, and then get together in that room we were in."
"Great idea, Kildom!" said the closet kinglet. "I know because I thought of it first. Once we're together in the room, we'll see what each of us got."
"I think I'd rather take something from one of the other rooms," Merlain said, thinking of the lavatory.
"Me too," Charles said.
"But," Merlain said, thinking of her need for privacy, "we'll each go to a different room. Kildom, Kildee, you can start your stealing here, if you like. Or if you want, you can go steal somewhere else."
"I'm going back to the kitchen," Charles whispered. "I'm hungry!"
Hungry! The very notion made her yearn for the lavatory!
She felt her brother's hand loosen and she knew that now they each were entirely on their own. It was scary, but scary could be fun. She decided to go straight to the lavatory, knowing that none of the others could see to follow. Once she'd done what had to be done, she could get down to some serious thieving. Strange, Auntie Jon suggesting that. But then Daddy had always said Auntie was strange and adventuresome. She was beginning to think she knew what he meant.
She followed a pretty, dark-haired witch into the lavatory, and did what was proper. It was a great relief. No one saw her, she felt. But when the witch closed off the running water before Merlain had her hands washed, she was annoyed; that stickiness, after all, had bothered her ever since she spilled the chokabola. So as the witch walked away Merlain stuck out a foot and tripped her. The witch fell, inelegantly, and Merlain choked on a laugh.
"Sooo, Krissie, you are jealous!" the witch said to the empty air. "Two can play at that! Just you wait until I get my spellbook! You'll be sorry you did that!"
Merlain shuddered delightfully at the young witch's anger. Some witch who might have done what Merlain had done would get her punishment. What fun! What a way to get even with someone!
For the moment the lavatory was empty. She went to the sink and turned on the water herself and washed her hands. It was all right, as long as no one could see. Now at least she was clean; the smell wouldn't give her away.
She waited patiently by the door until another witch entered, then went out, catching the swing of the door at just the right place. Down the hotel corridor was the one who had left. The dark-haired witch was quite recognizable because of her shoulder-length glassy hair and alabaster bottom. Why did Mama and Daddy concern themselves that some people were undressed? It was warm and comfortable here, and inside there could be no rain. In fact, rain would hurt those who were clothed more than those who weren't. Maybe, just maybe, she'd try going bare herself—someday.
The witch's back was very straight and there was no question that she was angry. Merlain decided to follow her. She did. Up one corridor, down another, and to a room with a number on it. The witch made a short, angry clearing pass with her hand before going inside. Merlain followed right after her.
The witch went straight for the wooden dresser on which was cluttered a lot of stuff. There were unguents, powders, creams, jells, and potions. The witch hesitated over these, picked up a large stoppered bottle, then set it back down. She opened a drawer, took out a large, leather-bound book, and flipped through its pages. Muttering to herself, she left the hotel room, book in hand. Krissie, whoever she was, was in for trouble.
Merlain sighed. Here she was alone with an array of stuff used by witches. She should take something; it was only right that she fulfill Auntie Jon's faith in her. But what? She picked up the bottle the dark-haired witch had hesitated over. It had a label: "Alice Water."
Alice Water? Alice Water? Where had she heard of that? Surely it did not mean water from Alice; no one would want to save that! It was probably something magical, but what? There had been a girl named Alice in a book. What was it called? Alice in the Appleberry Patch? Alice and the Squirbets? Close. Close. But not quite.
Then she remembered it. It hadn't been Alice anything, though it had been about Alice. Down the Squirbet Hole! It had been about an ordinary girl with pointed ears who couldn't mind-peek. There had been a bottle in it labeled "Drink Me." Take a drink from the bottle and it made you big or it made you tiny. Nice story, and now here was something that reminded her of it. Just possibly a drink from the bottle would make her big or small. But which? Maybe she could get the royal pains to drink from it, and then if they got small, she and Charles could get even with them for those laxaberries!
The door started opening again. Oh-oh, the witch was back! Hurriedly, hardly thinking what she did, Merlain opened her cloak and pulled the bottle out of sight. She'd just barely gotten the bottle under her cloak and the cloak closed when the witch was at the dresser.
"That'll fix her!" the woman muttered. "See how she likes having all her hair fall out! Steal my warlock, will she!"
Steal her warlock? All Merlain had done was trip her! There must be an ongoing feud, and the tripping was taken as a reminder of it. Merlain had been lucky—maybe.
The witch put the book back in the drawer and slammed the drawer back. She looked at the contents of the dresser and saw that the Alice Water bottle was gone. Oh-oh!
"So you got in here, did you, Krissie? You're going to regret that! Last time I borrow anything from you! I hope you drink the entire bottle! I hope it changes you so much you'll never get back to your normal size! Assuming anything about you is normal, ha-ha!"
So it would shrink a person, or make her big! She'd been right, and she hadn't mind-peeked. But now maybe she should. Just in case she was misunderstanding about the bottle. Suppose the size change was in the head instead of the whole body? Or the belly? That would be horrible!
She tried to read the dark-haired witch's mind, but it was as closed as Auntie Jon's had been. She should have expected that. She had not encountered many witches before, and wasn't used to their abilities, but she was learning quickly!
The witch started circling the room, feeling with her hands as though for someone invisible. Merlain moved back and aside, keeping the witch's hands from touching her, holding her breath when she had to keep quiet. How glad she was that she had washed off the chok smell; that would have given her away for sure! Once, the witch reached right over her, almost touching her head.
It really wasn't hard remaining clear, but Merlain was afraid her beating heart would give her away with its thumping. All she had to do was keep her nerve, but she wasn't sure of her supply of nerve right now.
Abruptly the witch gave up in disgust and went out. Merlain followed in her steps. The witch turned left; Merlain turned right. In a moment she was clear. Phew! It had been easy, yet also nervously difficult, and she would be much more careful next time she blithely followed anybody into a private room.
She paused for her heart to settle back to its normal place in her body. Then she resumed motion down the hall. It was time to go to the vacant room and meet the others. Now that she had done the right thing and stolen something.
She wondered what Charles and the royal pains would have gotten that could offer quite so much fun—maybe—as a bottle of size-changing potion.
 
Charles felt as if he were being led. He couldn't have explained it, but his invisible feet had carried him right to this door. Something just made him want to come this way.
No one was in the hallway with him, so he opened the door and went on in. For a moment he was disappointed; it was just a room, not much different than their own. There wasn't a lot of baggage scattered about, let alone magical paraphernalia. It was more like a storage chamber for the convention, with boxes of props and things. He was wasting his time here. What stupid whim had led him to this washout?
Then his eyes fell on the bed, and on the small weapon lying across it. A toy? No, surely not!
Charles gasped. It was a short dragon-leather scabbard with jewels on it, and protruding from its widest end was the jeweled pommel of a sword. On the pommel, worked into the precious metal, was a design of a shining sun wearing a smiling face. It was beautiful to look at, and right away he wanted it.
A sob sounded. Was his sister in this room? If so, what would she be crying about? No, she couldn't be here. No matter, he had to have this sword.
He picked it up in both hands, as gently as if it were alive. He grasped the handle and drew out the blade. The blade shone as if held in bright sunlight. It was beautiful, this sword, and just his size. It was probably part of someone's costume for a play, a child's role; everything had to look authentic. A hero prince!
As he bent over the blade, studying it, testing its sharp edge with a careful touch of his thumb, the sob came again. It seemed close, and sounded heartbroken.
He glanced at the dresser mirror. There, looking cutely forlorn, was a little girl in a nightdress. It seemed as if she were getting ready for bed. She had long, light hair that glowed as he looked at it. Blue eyes, soft, with tears. She was astonishingly pretty.
For a moment the ghost, or whatever she was, looked at him from the glass. Then, in the manner a spent candle guttered, dimmed, and went out, she faded. The mirror was just a glass. It reflected the room with the sword and the scabbard apparently floating in midair.
Charles mentally shook himself. That girl had seemed to see him—but she wasn't really there. A magical something was here, but maybe only an illusion. Something set up to make an intruder think someone was watching. But it seemed to be no threat. Had it been an unfriendly dragon in the mirror, it might have been more effective. The girl wasn't scary at all. Still, it was a warning of sorts; he had best take the weapon and go.
He put the sheathed sword under his invisibility cloak and made certain he could not see it in the mirror, and that his hands and feet did not show. Weren't Merlain and the pains going to be surprised when he showed them what he had found!
Happy that he had done the right wrong thing, Charles left the hotel room, closing the door gently in his unseen wake.
 
In the room the redhead who said he was Kildee—he was lying, Merlain thought, as both pains often did—had a book. Its title was Spells and it had a cover that felt like the wrappings on their cloaks: peeled human skin. On the first page was a warning: "Adepts Only."
"With this," the kinglet said, "we can do magic. That's what it's for. Helbah had a book of spells but it doesn't have these pictures."
Merlain and Charles looked at the pictures. They were gross. Did witches really do things like that? She had never suspected! Butchering babies. Pulling out people's guts. Chewing on people's parts. Some pictures were confusing, but she suspected that if she were old enough to understand exactly what they meant, she would be utterly appalled. One section labeled "Ectoplasm" showed funny taffylike, cloudlike stuff coming out of several different orifices of witches. Didn't that hurt?
"I've got another," the twin pretending to be Kildom said. He took it out from the cloak now lying invisibly on a chair with no apparent bottom. It was a book, but it didn't have the same cover as his brother's. This one was titled Opal.
"Opal's a girl's name," Merlain said. She was proud that she knew that, and could read, a little. What had the royal brat imagined he was taking? Another volume of magic?
"Wrong!" the pain said stoutly. "It's a gem. A very magical stone with very special powers. With it anyone—you don't have to be a witch or a warlock—can go anywhere in an instant, even into another frame! We could go home if we wanted to, kick some butts, and then disappear back to here."
"Just by wanting to?" Charles was skeptical. "Without a transporter?"
"Yeah, and look here—this is who has it."
Charles squinted at the picture. The pictures were prettier than those in the other book, Merlain decided, but not by much. This one showed a creature resembling both man and fish: it showed a fish's scales, fins, and eyes, and a man's arms, legs, nose, and forehead. It was a giant, judging from the trees that came to its scaly elbows. Maybe they were small trees; still it was scary. There were gills on its throat and broad greenish nostrils. It was crying out something and brandishing a club that dangled tree roots from the giant's greenish hand.
"Ugh," Charles said. "What do you call that thing? It sure isn't human!"
"It's an orc," the kinglet said smugly. "You babies are really dumb, aren't you! Nobody teaches you anything!"
Merlain grabbed Charles' arm before he could do more than make his customary fist. There might come a time for him to fight the little king, but that was hardly now.
"What did you get, Charles?" she asked him, hoping to distract him, and also hoping it would be something more impressive than the efforts of the kinglets. She had figured them for something better than mere books. Maybe they had done it just to spite her expectations.
She was too successful on both counts. "This!" Charles said, and whipped up his folded cloak to reveal a shining sword. He brandished it before the twin faces, still in its scabbard.
Charles, don't kill him! she thought desperately.
Why not? He insulted us!
He's a king. They're both kings. Pains and brats, but also kings. Helbah wouldn't give us presents if we hurt the kinglets.
Yeh. You're right. I wasn't going to anyway.
She had picked that up as she mind-talked to him, but it hadn't seemed expedient to remark on it. Charles, like all males, liked to make a bold, dramatic play, even if it was a bluff, and the kings certainly deserved to be scared.
Carefully, almost reverently, Charles drew a polished blade from the heavily jeweled sheath. The blade gleamed, and though it could have been used by a grown man, it was as if it had been made for a person of Charles' size. It was a small weapon, but definitely a real one.
"That's a sword!" the kinglet of the insults said, admiring the thin edge. "Is it magic?"
"I don't know. I just took it from the room I was in. There seemed to be magic there, like someone watching, but it didn't stop me."
The kinglet reached out and grabbed his brother by a lock of red hair. He pulled out one of the hairs as the other yowled a protest. Those two didn't treat each other any better than they treated others!
"Have to test the edge," the hair puller said. He held the hair between thumb and forefinger at either end. Slowly, respectfully, he brought the middle of the hair against the edge.
With no apparent pressure the hair parted. It hardly seemed to touch the blade; it fell in two parts.
"Sharp!" the kinglet exclaimed appreciatively. "What are you going to do with it?"
Don't say it, Charles! Merlain warned her brother. Don't tell him you're going to ram it up his—
I wasn't going to. You think I'm as dumb as they? Actually, she read on the next level down, he had been mollified by the kinglet's appreciation of the weapon. "I'm going to wear it when I can. Take it home if I can. Slay a bandit with it, maybe."
"You slay a bandit?" The kinglet was skeptical.
"Or assist Dragon Horace with his lunch."
"Now that I want to see! Your dragon Horace."
"You will when we're back. I'll show you." Maybe feed you to him, too!
You wouldn't! Merlain thought, alarmed.
Naw. You know what a delicate gizzard Dragon Horace has. Raw meat is one thing, but rotten meat is another.
Actually their brother dragon could get quite intrigued by rotten meat too, as the episode of the stinky smell had shown. Still, she feared what might happen if Charles got mad while holding the sword. Don't even think that way! We have to get along with the kinglets. It's been a long time since they fed us those laxaberries. Besides, I told Helbah every naughty thing they did until Mama and Daddy made me stop. We got our revenge.
I still don't like them.
So what? They know better than to play king with us. After Helbah made them eat all those naughty words they'd written, they were sicker'n us.
Charles smiled. I made them feel even sicker when they vomited.
You did! That was brilliant, Charles! Why I never even thought of that! A little flattery never hurt.
Copper-haired girls can't think as well as copperhead boys, he thought smugly.
This was getting out of hand. She used her flattery judiciously, but he was believing it. You start calling me Sister Wart the way Daddy does Auntie Jon and you'll get the point!
Truce. Charles was not wholly stupid about interpersonal relations. I won't think that again. Not to you, anyway.
Truce, she agreed. They had to get along as a brother and sister should. They might not agree on everything, but they had to be united against the pains.
"Why are you two looking at each other like that?" the kinglet demanded suspiciously.
Charles shrugged. Merlain smiled in the manner she knew adults loved. The brat might not love her smile, but now he'd worry about what they might have been thinking to each other inside their heads. That would make him cautious. Any caution they could encourage in the kings was a good thing.
"That orc," Charles said, buckling on the sword. "What's it doing with the opal?"
"The orc is king of Ophal, the water country right next to the Kingdom of Rotternik. There are other orcs but mostly in different frames. Ophal's king is Brudalous."
"What a silly name!" Then she thought of what Brudalous looked like and changed her mind. Certainly it shouldn't have a name like a person.
"What'd you get?" Charles asked her.
She showed him the bottle of Alice Water. The other two were immediately unimpressed.
"Perfume!" a kinglet pronounced.
"Toilet water!" said his brother, sniggering. When the kinglets spoke of toilet water, they had something other in mind than women did.
Merlain didn't feel like arguing the matter. Just then Charles, showing unusual compassion, helped her out. "It's obviously a potion. They can be anything from love to poison."
"Yeah," the kinglets agreed together, learning respect. Potions could indeed be fun, in the wrong hands.
"Let's get back to the children's suite, before we're missed," Charles said.
It was such an obvious suggestion that each of them put on a cloak. Merlain, though she now felt embarrassed about it, carefully retained the bottle of Alice Water and held on to it on the way back.
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CHAPTER 5

Changing Time
"I tell you," the stout magician was saying, rubbing his rear where a royal pain had recently kicked it, "there's Malignants at this con!"
"Maybe not," squeaked the tall witch with lavender hair. "Malignants don't play jokes. They go for serious mischief."
"I don't call this a joke!"
"Kids do."
"Kids? Children? Little monsters?"
"Right."
"But the children's suite is supposed to take care of that! No children are allowed loose in the main convention."
"Maybe some escaped. Maybe some who stumbled on an invisibility cloak."
"Just what the con needs: invisible brats underfoot and interfering!"
Merlain couldn't help it: she stuck out her tongue and blew air over its tip. Just the way her grandpa Reilly on her mother's side of the family had taught her. "BRAAACCCKKKK!" It took real skill to get out that fourth K at the end, but it was worth it.
"There! You hear that? You hear it?" The short warlock standing between them and the open doorway was as excited as the other.
"Yes," Lavender Hair said, and tossed a powder.
Merlain sneezed, and as she did her face appeared. Hastily she shook and brushed the luminescent powder grains from her head as she ducked behind a couch. What an obvious trick to fall for! Maybe she shouldn't have relented and let the kinglets have their fun, because they were getting more children than kinglets into trouble.
"There, convinced now? We'll have to complain to the management and the con committee. They'll get these kids and find out who's responsible for them. Someone may get expelled from the con for this. Someone besides those kids!"
Merlain felt a tug on the hand gripped by Charles, and followed. As she had done before she slipped by the short warlock and into the hallway. She was glad to get away from that group. Enlivening adult room parties was getting boring and she was almost glad she'd almost gotten caught. The first few piercing female screams had been hilarious, but the kinglets had tended to overdo it, and some of those women had not seemed like very good sports. Goosing had its natural limits, it seemed. Now would Mama and Daddy and Grandpa and Grandma Knight and maybe even Helbah get in trouble because of them? Maybe Auntie Jon would confess and take all the blame. But somehow Merlain doubted that last.
Back in the children's suite they found their old corner and removed their cloaks. No one seemed to have missed them. They had led a charmed life, perhaps literally, for the past hour.
"What do you think, Kildom?" a kinglet asked.
"I dunno, Kildee. I think these two are in trouble."
"Us!" Merlain bristled. How like a royal pain to be saying that!
"She's your aunt," Kildom said reasonably. "She's the one who gave us the cloaks."
"You're the one who kicked butts and pinched bottoms!"
"I pinched people. Kildee kicked them. We're not in trouble. We're kings."
"In an evil eye!" Charles glared at them. Just as if he had become a warrior grown, he drew his sword.
Charles!
I just want to remind them. They don't get by with that king stuff with us!
Merlain sighed. What a trial they all were at times! Mama had said that just about her and Charles, but with the kinglets it was true. This could be very serious. They could all end up with their ends up, getting spanked.
"Why children," Auntie Jon said, materializing right in front of them with a sudden sweep of cloak. "Whatever is the matter?"
They all told her at once, each accusing all the others and protesting his or her own innocence. Of course Merlain knew that she of all of them really was innocent, but she knew better than to try to get an adult to believe that!
"Oh pish and tosh," Auntie Jon said, making it sound dirty. The meaning of pish was obvious, and the other word could be figured out by elimination, as the adults put it. Only they didn't laugh. "All you sweet, dear little children have to do is do something for the others that is particularly nice. Then they'll forgive you your transgressions. Otherwise the least they'll do is send you home, probably with your little posteriors steaming."
This didn't sound like Auntie Jon. But then nothing Auntie did or said had seemed quite right since they'd reached the convention. Was this what her father Kelvin meant when he said his sister acted crazy?
"But what can we do?" Charles asked. "We're really in trouble, and maybe you are too."
"Oh my dear," Auntie Jon said, her hand reaching down and stroking Charles' forehead. "Your auntie is much more durable than you."
Whatever did she mean?
"Here, Kildom, let me have your spelling book."
Reluctantly, it seemed to Merlain, the king who had lied about who he was when showing the book handed it over. How had she known which twin he was and that he even had it? Had Auntie been along when they did those things, watching? Had she been there invisibly when they stole and again when they were back together showing each other what they'd taken and, amazingly, gotten away with? That seemed hard to believe, but it was not all that easy to disbelieve, either.
Jon's fingers opened the book to a picture and showed it to them. The picture was of a little girl clothed in flames. Mean-looking wizards and warlocks and witches were dancing around the girl, laughing cruelly.
"See what can happen when you steal and get caught?"
"B-but they wouldn't burn us!" Charles protested. But he looked as if he thought they might.
"Don't be too certain. Naughty children have to be dealt with. That's why there's the children's suite."
"But how can we—"
Auntie ignored him and stretched out a hand to Kildee. "Now let me have your book, Kildee. The orc text."
The kinglet handed her the book. She returned the spellbook to his brother. There had not been a bit of hesitancy as to who was who when she asked.
"Now here," she said, displaying another picture, "is the opal, the magical jewel that makes travel between frames as easy as thought." She glanced quickly at each of them in turn, her eyes disturbingly knowing. "Don't you think Helbah would be pleased if you could get it for her?"
"The orc has it," Charles said, looking somewhat nervous. Merlain could appreciate why.
"Oh, piddle on the orc!" There was another naughty word! "It's nothing but a big, clumsy old fish shaped like a man. Hit it with a few spells and it won't be a bother. Besides, all you have to do is get the opal without getting caught."
"But—"
"You are most unusual children, all of you. Merlain, Charles, you have special powers. You can use them against the orc while you steal his opal. Nobody will know until afterward, and then they'll call you clever."
Clever? Somehow this did not seem clever so much as crazy. But Auntie Jon was an adult, and should know.
"Isn't Ophal a long way off? Even at home?" Merlain asked. She was scared of what Auntie Jon was suggesting. What was even more scary was that it was seeming more and more possible. They were unusual children, and they did have the special power of telepathy. And they had stolen things that might have other powers. Still—
"Oh, not with spells, dear child!" Auntie exclaimed with a gesture of pooh-pooh that made the very notion of distance seemed ridiculous. "Once at home, you can fly."
"But we can't fly! We can't even become swooshes the way you and Kildom and Kildee and Helbah did."
"A detail, I assure you," Auntie Jon said. "Imagine how pleased Helbah is going to be on your return."
Merlain wavered. She felt as if she were teetering at the brink of an impossible cliff, but also as if it was the way to launch into glorious flight. Maybe. "But I—I'm just a girl!" Normally that was a token of superiority.
"And your companions are just boys, an obvious liability, I agree. But you do have your loving auntie."
"You'll come with us?" It seemed just too much to believe, but the notion was reassuring. Auntie would know what to do; she was very certain of herself.
"Partway. Until you're home and started on your way for Ophal."
Oh. Not all the way. Merlain didn't like that. She would rather have Auntie's company at the other end, where the danger was. "But—"
Auntie Jon sprinkled some powder. Merlain sneezed once. She heard the others sneezing too. Her head seemed to swell and she knew that they'd get the opal. When they returned and gave it to her, Helbah was going to be very, very pleased. She couldn't see why she had ever doubted this.
 
Wearing their invisibility cloaks, they followed a group of conventioneers out of the hotel. There, unknown to the young witches, the children joined them on a platform for the ride, and exited with them at the terminal. With a few whispered words from Jon they wormed their way through the crowd to a vacant transporter. They waited until a neighboring transporter booth was empty as well; then Auntie Jon set the controls on both. Kildom and Kildee went into the first transporter and disappeared. Their destination was the underwater installation of the pointears.
Merlain and Charles entered the second. There was a confusion of lights and stars, a twisting in the tummy that spread through their entire beings, and an awful moment when uncertainty became absolute doubt. Then they were there, in the installation chamber they had used with their parents. Here, alone except for the Mouvar book and parchment, they were to await Auntie Jon's help.
"D-do you think she'll do it?" Charles asked, his worry only made more evident by his attempt to mask it.
"She said she would." Merlain had been worrying about that herself. Auntie Jon was so different these days!
They waited, and they waited, and then they waited some more. Just as Merlain was getting sniffly and ready to cry, and Charles was trying to find some manly way to avoid doing something similar, the three water birds flew squaking down the river.
Suddenly Merlain herself was flopping her wings and flying away from the chamber, to her surprise, and with her was a young swooshling who had to be her brother. The three approaching birds did not have to reach the ledge; they turned, and the party flew up the river, up the stairs, and across the ruins of an old palace where their grandpa Knight had once fought the evil Queen Zoanna. Now she, with the others, was climbing into the sky. The blue, blue sky, more glorious and exciting than it ever was when she was in human form.
Ahead, she knew, there would be adventure. But still Merlain's little swoosh head harbored a stupid little worry, even as the scenery changed so prettily. Could she really trust Auntie? Did she really want to trust Auntie? Auntie Jon, who hadn't known such magic as this before leaving home, and who ever since their shopping trip had been acting more and more strange?
 
The old woman stared with incomprehension at the somehow familiar clothes hanging on the wall of the store's dressing room. Greenbriar pantaloons and brownberry shirt—where had she heard of these? Her own clothes were dark and none too clean. Her face in the mirror was unbelievably ugly, all nose and warts and sunken eyes. She was an old, old hag, the utmost crone, and she smelled bad even to herself. Worse, she had no memory of who she was or how she had come to be here.
The clothes on the hanger were almost certainly those of a young person. Had she come in here to try them on? Was that what she was doing—shopping? But then why wasn't she clean? Certainly any woman bathed before shopping for clothes. Had she any money? Could she buy any of these things?
Carefully, slowly, because her joints and bones caused her pain, she stripped off the black, sacklike dress. It was such a dress as was often worn by witches, and more often evil witches than good ones. Did that mean that she was a witch? That she was evil? Her body really stank; she wished she had something to clean it with. There were rough bare spots of scaly skin and mats of kinky, curly hair. She had never seen such a body in her life, she felt certain, yet somehow it was, either temporarily or permanently, her own.
There was something hanging beside the clothing: a pouch of stones and a leather sling. She took these items down, fondled them, sniffed at them, and knew somehow that these were hers and hers alone. Then she put them back and tackled the clothes.
She put on the underclothes first; they were clean and modest and a reasonable fit. Now, feeling a little better about it, she stuck her skinny arms into the sleeves of the brownberry shirt and pulled it on. The shirt hung loosely on her. Where were her breasts? She should have magnificent young, firm breasts. Why had she thought that? She was an old woman; old women didn't have breasts, they had bags.
She reached for the sling and pouch of stones. She hung them under her left arm. She looked in the mirror at herself: a crone with ugly facial hair and warts now dressed as a rustic visitor from a faraway land.
What thoughts! What thoughts! What thoughts! She had to get out of here. Once she was out in the store, someone would recognize her. There would be help for her, from the salespeople if from no one else.
Taking a firm resolve, she left the dressing room and emerged into a busy togging shop for females. There were young and old folk feeling dresses and underthings. Birds swooped overhead, now and then landing and changing instantly into salesclerks. There was a big window, magically concealed from those outside who might try to peer in, she was sure. Looking out, she saw building without stain or glass, beautifully lighted and displaying names: Charters, Rowward, BuckSears, Aberrommie and Fish. A familiar scene, certainly, though somehow she knew she had never seen it before.
Down below, a street. Platforms, some with bubble covers, some without, moving in fast or slow lines. People on sidewalks, often getting off stopped platforms, sometimes with packages. So conventional, so normal, so strange. She stood contemplating what she saw, wondering and feeling and knowing nothing, nothing at all that was in any way clear.
Wings whispered behind her. She turned, and there was the clerk she had been hoping for. Broad of shoulders, handsome as anything, he would have been a dream of what a young girl traditionally longed for. Why she should think of him that way wasn't clear.
His face now bore a frown, and his mouth was pursed. "What, madam, are you doing here?"
"Shopping." The response was spontaneous and took no thought.
"Shopping." He looked dubious. "May I ask for what?"
"Clothes." Why else would she be in a clothes department?
The clerk looked at her pantaloons and shirt. "Frankly, I can see why. Do you have anything in mind?"
How odd that he should ask that. "No, I have nothing in my mind." That might be more literal than he knew.
"Hmmm. Do you have credit?"
"Credit for what?"
"An account with the store. To pay for your clothes."
"I have to pay for these?" She touched her pantaloons and shirt. Would he make her put on that horrible black rag she had been wearing?
"Those are not ours. Those must be what you were wearing when you came into our store. What money do you have?"
"Money?" She tried to think. She felt the pantaloon pockets and found them empty. She might have had a purse. Why couldn't she remember?
"I probably had a purse," she said, answering the salesclerk.
"Probably." He seemed unconvinced. Perhaps that wasn't surprising; she was unconvinced herself. This whole situation rang false—yet she was stuck in it.
The clerk whistled, and a white dove landed and became a lady salesclerk. The young lady looked at her, eyes widening.
"She's dressed like that other. The young woman who was here."
"The young woman was with this one?"
"No. The young one was with two others. I've never seen this one before."
"Could she have a purse?"
"I'll check." The girl made a pass, said some words, snapped a small capsule under her own nose. She took a breath. "No purse belonging to this woman."
"People?"
The salesgirl blinked. "No people of hers here. I don't know how she can be in the store, frankly."
"She's not going to be for long. Back entrance, not the front."
"Right."
The salesgirl made a pass with her hand and left behind a cloud of flower scent. The old woman savored it, reminded of an unremembered home. Then she was standing in a grimy alley that did not smell nearly as nice.
Magician laborers were unloading platforms at an unloading dock and floating their cargoes inside the store. She watched them for a while, as they directed shipments with waves of their wands and spoke the proper spells carefully. No one paid any attention to her.
Then one of the laborers took a break from levitating racks of clothing up a shaft. He turned and spoke. "They throw you out, Mother?"
How perceptive of him! "Yes." But she did not feel as old as he took her for.
"Store's all heart. No money, no business your being here."
"That's what the clerk said." And he had been such a handsome one, as if that related.
"It's their business," the laborer said. "Can't fault it. Do you know where you are?"
"Outside. Not in the store."
"Right. Privileged Street's that way. Underprivileged Street the other way. If you have any friends in the city, don't go on Underprivileged. Mainly failures and bad people live there."
"I haven't money and I haven't friends. That means I'm a failure. Maybe on Underprivileged I can find out why."
"Luck to you, Mother." Another platform slid into place, piloted by a rough-looking man who could logically have come from where she was going. "Well, back to work."
She watched for a little while longer. Then she walked past him on her way to Underprivileged. There, if anywhere, might be the answers she needed but did not know how to seek.
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CHAPTER 6

Adventuring
Sean Reilly, familiarly known as St. Helens because of his volcanic nature, was playing chess with Lester Crumb. They had set up their game well within sight of the ruins of Rud's onetime capital palace. Only one day had gone by and already Lester was missing his feisty wife.
"You know, Les," St. Helens said, scratching his shiny black beard, "you could have gone with her."
Lester moved a pawn. As big a man as either St. Helens or his own father, but without the stomach of either (physically or emotionally), Lester was just as stubborn. That was why he and Jon, the sister of the Roundear of Prophecy, made such a perfect match.
"I could have," Lester agreed. "She told me over and over. I said no, I don't want nothing to do with witches."
"But she was an apprentice—sort of. Helbah and the Roundear couldn't have done without her. She conked Zoanna with a rock so that it was possible for them to nab her."
"I still don't like witches. Oh, Helbah's nice enough, I guess, but she looks exactly the way Melbah looked."
"Don't mean she's evil. There's probably an evil man who looks like you in another frame."
"I'd prefer a world without magic."
St. Helens scowled. "You wouldn't. I've lived in such a place."
"Earth. But from the stories you've told, there was magic. Horseless carriages, talking boxes with the images of living people in them, flying machines, at 'em bombs—"
"That's atom bombs. Nuclear fission."
"New clear fishing?"
The man laughed. "Not exactly."
"Magic," Lester said.
"All science. Where your wife is now, they probably have the same things, only they work by magic. I don't pretend to understand the difference. The commander, John Knight, and I used to discuss it, but even we couldn't come to decisions. Now me, I'd have liked to have gone along into that other frame. Unfortunately no one invited me."
"You aren't married to a Helbah helper."
"No, but my little girl's married to the Roundear. Has children by him."
"With the help of a chimaera," Lester said. "Jon was there, remember?"
"Yes, yes, I know. But they're still his and Heln's. The magic of the chimaera saved the kids' lives and allowed them to be born. The fact that they've got coppery hair is just coincidence."
"And the dragon?" Lester inquired dryly.
"Heln says it never happened."
"Jon says it did. I believe my wife."
St. Helens had an impulse to reach across the board, grab Lester by his reddish throat, and strangle him. It was only an impulse. Both knew that the children were and weren't Kelvin's. Starting from the lad's seed, warped by prenatal influences, then magically unwarped right at the moment of their birth. It wasn't strange that Charles and Merlain resembled their unhuman savior, but only that they were two of the nicest six-year-olds in existence. But unnaturally smart and, he suspected, possessed of a talent. On Earth he had heard of telepaths but never believed they existed; he had also seen the products of some most unusual births.
"It's your move, St. Helens."
"Oh. Oh, yes." He moved a knight. He'd beat Lester in about two moves, he thought. The lad had some ability but he just wasn't concentrating.
"Look there! Swooshes!"
St. Helens looked where Lester was pointing, his own concentration pulled from the board. There were the swooshes, flying up and out of the ruins. Four young ones scarcely old enough to fly, and one adult swoosh of an unusual dark color and a buzvald's ugliness.
"Do you think...?" Lester asked.
"Could be. But so soon! Of course there is the river, though even swooshes generally don't go underground."
The birds saw them, came close, and circled above their heads. The little swooshes dived down. The big swoosh blocked them, trying to indicate with a toss of its head that they should fly on. Some hesitated, but one of the little ones landed, and promptly, magically, transformed. It was Kelvin and Heln's strange and beautiful chick, Merlain.
"Merlain!" St. Helens exclaimed. "What are you doing here?"
"Oh, St. Helens, Uncle Lester, we're on our way to get the magical opal the orc has! We're going to steal it and take it back to Helbah as a gift."
"You're what? You can't do that!" St. Helens had seen a lot of action and a lot of trouble in his day, but this was twice as much of both as he would have cared for. For this child to try...! "Ophal's a long way off! The orc is dangerous, and stealing's not even nice!" He knew he sounded like a prissy old maid, but it was true.
"Oh, Grandpa, you're funny!" Merlain said. "That's Auntie Jon squawking up there. She got us some magic cloaks so the orc won't see us, and she learned from Helbah how to change us into birds. We can fly there, steal the opal, and—"
"No, no, no you can't!" he insisted, hating himself for sounding prissy again. "It's crazy! Your mother and father would never allow—"
"They don't know about it," she said brightly. "Just as you always said, what they don't know won't hurt them. It's a surprise."
A surprise! St. Helens opened his mouth to protest.
The big bird flew low. Lester reached his arms out, as if expecting his wife to fly into them and receive his embrace. The bird rose slightly and just skimmed his head. A dropping fell and splattered on his upturned face.
Lester scrubbed at his eye, disgruntled. "Jon, I knew you were mad at me when you left, but not this mad! Come down and we'll talk."
"Mad at you! Mad at you! Go home!" the big bird screamed. "Come, Merlain! Come! Follow us!"
Merlain was again a bird. St. Helens made one desperate grab at her but she eluded him and flew off, following the three smaller swooshes. The big swoosh flopped on ahead. St. Helens watched them, as he saw Lester was doing. The birds got rapidly farther away, and soon, too soon, they were out of sight.
Lester finished wiping bird excrement onto a rag. He wore an expression of bewilderment, not completely unmixed with shame. St. Helens sympathized. He had never thought the girl was so hard to handle. Evidently he had underestimated her.
"What do you think, St. Helens?"
"I think Jon's one helluva girl!"
Lester looked further pained. "I mean, about this business of—"
Oh. St. Helens had never been known for diplomacy, and every so often he regretted it. "I think if they get to Ophal, there'll be another stage of the prophecy," he said grimly.
"War with Ophal?"
"If they get the gem. Gods, how could there fail to be war?" It would be, he realized, as if a foreign power sent gem thieves to steal the crown jewels of England.
"But they can't get the opal! Regardless of what she said!"
"If they don't, but they do get close, there still could be trouble. Those orcs aren't exactly pupkits! I just don't understand Jon aiding them in this. It must be her idea; she's the adult and she found the magic."
"Yeh," Lester said thoughtfully. "If that big bird is really her."
"Who else could it be?" St. Helens asked reasonably. "It can't be Helbah. She'd never have shat on you, even if you made her mad."
"I don't think my wife would have either," Lester said. He finished cleaning his face and threw the rag away with an expression of distaste. "St. Helens, I think that was an imposter, and I think it's leading astray my niece and nephew, your grandkids."
St. Helens sighed, knowing that Lester had to be right. He focused his eyes on the empty sky and tried to think what they might do about this situation. It was too big for them alone, but just where in or out of the Confederation were they to find help?
 
Dragon Horace lifted his fine coppery snout from the mess of maggots festooning the carcass of a meer he was feeding on. There was a strange thought in his head: that head that seldom thought of anything but eating and eliminating.
Horace! Horace! It's me, Horace! I'm your sister Merlain!
There was a pesty, snoopy bird flying just below the carcass. Did it plan on eating some of the maggots? He'd stop that! He would roll out his tongue and snap that bird into his mouth before it could land. The feathers would tickle his throat, but that was his price for dining undisturbed.
No, no, Dragon Horace! It's me! I'm the bird!
Merlain? His sister? A bird? This was an odd thought, even for an unusual dragon.
The bird lit on the tip of one of the meer's antlers. Its long beak and beady eyes were directed at him. If it wasn't Merlain, it was a really careless bird.
Dragon Horace, Charles and I are going on a trip with those terrible twins I told you about. You know, the royal nothings with the crowns on their heads.
Dragon Horace snorted, almost blowing the bird off its perch. He hadn't liked what Merlain had told him about the twins. Once, long ago, she had even told him he could eat them. Now she and Charles were going someplace with them.
Auntie Jon is along too. It's an adventure! There's this big monster in a place called Ophal who has this wonderful, magical gem! We're to steal it and take it back to Helbah! That will make Helbah happy and she won't punish us for all the naughty things we let the royal brats get away with! It's going to be such fun! I wish you could come, Horace, but I don't know how to make you fly. Besides, I don't have an invisibility cloak for you.
"Merlain! Come!" a large ugly bird called, flopping over. Horace stifled an impulse to jerk his head high and snap his jaws at it.
That's Auntie Jon, Horace. She's impatient. Good-bye.
Horace watched the bird fly. It followed the big bird and was joined there by three the same size as herself. Strange! The doings of humans were incomprehensible, even if two of them were his siblings.
Dragon Horace licked up a tongueful of squirming maggots that had crawled away from the carcass. He sucked them down, then lowered his snout into the meer's rib cage for another mouthful of fragrant, well-ripened flesh. Fresh blood was great, but mature meat was better. Munching away, he thought mostly thoughts appropriate to a young and hungry dragon. Few dragons or humans would suspect that he was strikingly different in two ways; he was telepathic, and he had been born of a human woman.
 
They flew all day, buoyed by magic, until Merlain's wings were tired. She knew she should be enjoying the view, as she seldom had such a chance to see the mountains, valleys, plains, and rivers from such vantage, and they were beautiful and ugly and shades of in between, but mainly she just had to concentrate on pumping her wings and keeping the pace. As night threatened they landed on a cleared area at the extreme edge of the twin kingdoms of Klingland and Kance. Here was glowing moss and a large gray stone bearing a pointing arrow and the dark warning: ROTTERNIK.
As they touched ground, they reverted to their natural states. Merlain remained tired, but mainly in her arms; her legs had not been used for flying, so standing and walking were easy enough. Still, the notion of her nice warm bed at home was tempting.
"You will cross the border tomorrow in the morning," Auntie Jon said. "You will travel on across Rotternik to the Kingdom of Ophal. It will be a long journey, and dangerous. You will have to use your magic and your wits."
Merlain experienced sudden alarm, which cut through her fatigue. "But your magic and wits should protect us, Auntie!"
The woman shook her head. "Auntie Jon will not be going with you."
"But," Charles protested, catching on. "You said—"
"I said you would get the opal. You children, not Auntie Jon. What good would it do if I got the stone for you? Then the credit would be mine, and you would have nothing to redeem yourselves. You must do all of this entirely by yourselves."
That did make a certain sense to Merlain, though she was not completely at ease with it. Why couldn't Auntie Jon come along with them, and let them get the opal, and only help protect them from the orcs? The credit would be theirs, and they would be more likely to return with their skins on.
"But—" said Kildom or Kildee.
Auntie Jon looked at them. Her eyes blazed. It was as if flames flickered within them. They shut up. Merlain was glad the kings had taken the rap for the protest she had not quite had the courage to make. It wasn't courage for them, of course, it was stupidity, but the result was the same.
Auntie Jon made a pass with her hand, said some strange words, and a cloud of smoke puffed into existence. In a moment it dissipated, and there was a banquet prepared for them: bottles of icy cold chokabola and peajelnutly butter sandwiches. That made the three boys forget about any questions they might have had, and Merlain almost forgot. They ate, and it was delicious.
Then Auntie Jon reminded them: "Tomorrow. Tomorrow you children are on your own."
Merlain knew she meant it. She tried to salvage what she could from what she feared might be a disaster. "But we can't become birds," she said. "You do that for us. We don't know how. We have a long way to go, and we won't get there if we can't fly."
Auntie Jon was unfazed. "Kildom, you have your book of spells. Merlain, you have your Alice Water. Charles, you have your magic sword."
Merlain was startled. She didn't think she had told Auntie Jon about that bottle, though it seemed the woman knew anyway, just as she knew about what the kinglets had stolen. Charles looked surprised too, and Merlain knew why: magic sword? They had assumed that it was merely a nice ordinary weapon.
"Y-yes," Merlain said. She tried again to penetrate Auntie Jon's mind, and found none of her thoughts accessible. The woman had become like another person, no longer the fun-loving aunt who had been really more like another child than the sister of a parent. This showed how treacherous it was to trust the nature of adults.
Kildom or Kildee—whichever one was stupider at the moment—started another protest. "But—"
"You children," Auntie Jon's voice said with a steely edge to it, "haven't experienced anything." She clapped her hands, and at the smack of the palms Kildom and Kildee fell over as if dead. Then Charles rolled his eyes upward, yawned, and fell beside them.
"Auntie Jon, you shouldn't have—" Merlain started, knowing she was being as foolish as the kinglets, but unable to help herself. But she couldn't finish her sentence. She was very, very tired, and—
 
He was standing knee-deep in a pool of crimson. It was blood. No, no, it wasn't blood. It was tall red grass, and it was this color simply because of the light of the rising sun. There were feathery pink stalks to these grasses, and they waved in a cooling breeze coming across an open grassland. In the distance were many animals with horns and antlers. The scents of strange, wonderful flowers came to him with every breath. Charles was alone in this landscape, and he did not for a moment question its reality.
There was a horse under him, though a moment before this he had been standing. It was a big, firm war-horse of magnificent chestnut brown. Charles now filled the big saddle. A man grown, he held a sword, and it was his sword, grown large enough to fit a warrior's hand.
The horse carried him for days, possibly for years. He realized that this was not exactly reality as he knew it, though it did not seem exactly like a dream either. It was interesting, so he had no objection. He saw many sights, and fought many a fight, using his sword, which did indeed seem to be enchanted. It wasn't that it moved for him, but that it was so compatible that he knew how to guide it to the proper spot; he was highly competent with it, because it seemed like a close friend. So he slew many orcs and many bad men, knowing that they were like fantasy figures in a game, there only to challenge him. When they died, they did not suffer; they were merely pieces being removed.
Back on the plain, he found the sun still shining, and it even seemed to have a human face. His sword was no longer in his hand, not because he had been disarmed but because he had no need for it now. Before him was a little girl in a flimsy nightdress. She had light hair and blue eyes, and she glowed just when he looked at her. She looked familiar, and in a moment he recognized her: it was the girl he had seen in the mirror of the room at the big convention, who had been crying. He had heard her sob and seen her tears. Then he had been caught up in his mission and forgotten the matter.
Now that memory came back with force, and he realized that he was more interested in this little ghost-girl then he had realized before. She was pretty, and about his own age, and her sorrow made him hurt; he wanted to comfort her, if he could only figure out how. Maybe she was a princess being held captive somewhere by an orc, and he could be the prince who came to rescue her. Then she would cry "O my hero!" and kiss him, and he would really be a hero. That notion appealed.
Did you enjoy it? the girl thought-projected.
Charles did not think her question odd, though he realized in the background that maybe he should. Only his sister, and his dragon brother in a more limited way, had ever thought-talked to him this way.
Enjoy what? The riding? The fights?
All.
Yes. Very much. It was a good adventure, and I was a hero, I think.
She nodded, as if this were only to be expected. She was easy to get along with. Would you like to play?
Who are you? He knew from the nuances of her thought that her idea of fun would be very similar to his, only modified for girl nature. No mushy stuff, no argument, just games and things they both enjoyed and could contest against each other without really meaning it.
I am Glow.
Glow, as in light? That's not a name.
She shrugged. It's a witch's name. It can mean goodness.
You're a witch? Now he had a little alarm, for witches could be anything.
My mama was.
A good witch?
Of course.
That was a relief! Are you dead?
Does it matter to you?
Noooo. Here he knew it didn't, since this whole thing was a dream or a vision or whatever.
She set her little fists on her narrow hips. You want to play or not?
Yes. He couldn't have said no to her anyway. What game, Glow?
Hide-and-seek, then.
There was a forest around them, instead of the sunny plain with the red grass. That was all right. She ran away from him, her fair hair flying back behind her, her nightdress flapping in the breeze of her motion. He ran after her. She stayed just ahead, going down a long path. She ducked in and out behind great trees and many bushes. He would gain on her, and almost touch her, and then she'd be far ahead, laughing, telling him to hurry up and catch her. She must know the magic of this place, so she could jump ahead without seeming to. That was all right; it made the game more challenging.
A cottage was ahead. Now Glow was at his side, holding his hand. Either he had caught her, or she had changed the game. It didn't matter; it was fun to be with her. Flowers bordered their path, smelling sweet, looking pretty, sissy but nice. The door of the cottage was open, and together they walked through it and inside the cottage.
I love you, Glow, he thought. He was unsurprised even at this sudden declaration. What he meant was that he loved being with her, playing games with her, and even holding her hand. She was just so perfectly right for him that it could not be otherwise. Even if she was dead. She hadn't quite said about that, but either she was dead or alive, and he could accept it either way. Just so long as he could be with her in his dreams.
I love you too, Charles.
I want to marry you when I grow up. But how could he do that, if she was dead? What did he know of marriage, if she was alive? Maybe he was lucky this was only a dream!
She laughed, her thoughts running right along with his. You can't, if I'm not alive.
Then it matters?
Not if you forget me.
Now he felt alarm. Will I forget?
Do you want to?
No!
It's only a dream. You'll forget.
Never! But he was afraid he would, because that was the nature of dreams. His happiness was being replaced by grief: grief for what he feared he would do, and what he would lose. He did love her; and though his dream emotion might diminish when he woke, he did not want to lose her entirely.
Charles, if you do remember, remember to be good.
I am good!
Not always. Lately you've been bad.
That had an uncomfortable ring of truth. How bad?
Stealing is bad. You know that.
Then I won't steal again.
Even the opal?
The opal? Oops! He was already committed to that. Yes, the opal. I have to steal that. But after that I'll do what is right. I promise.
You must not steal the opal, Charles.
The opal's magic. Magic should belong to everyone. At least that's what my aunt says.
That isn't your aunt, Charles. Your aunt isn't evil. The person telling you to steal is bad—witch bad. I am in a position to know! Do not obey her, Charles. Please!
As she thought to him, the little girl named Glow grew shimmery and hazy. As before, like a light from a candle that has guttered out, she was there, and then she was gone.
Glow! he thought, knowing it was useless. But at least he could remember her, and be guided by her, and maybe he would meet her again sometime.
Charles' back hurt, and he realized that he was waking up. He clung to his memory, but it slipped away like vapor between his grasping fingers. Whatever the little girl in the dream had thought to him was in the process of being gone. No! No! he thought, and then lost even that.
 
The old woman was hungry. She had walked a long way and her bones ached and her head hurt. She still did not know who she was or how she had come to be in this city. She felt as if her body were not really hers, and that this was not a city she had lived in. She felt these things, but could not actually form them as coherent thoughts. It was as if she were under some kind of enchantment, but she couldn't focus on that either.
Was she human? That seemed likely. What sort of human? She couldn't know or think. She was here, and that was an end of it, except for a faint cloud of doubt and confusion that impinged on the dubious clarity of her thoughts.
Sniff! Sniff! Her nose, almost without her decision, picked out the tantalizing aroma of cooking meats from all the scents around. The smell was coming from a diner. She peered at and into it. Dirty windows, ragged customers seated at a counter. The word on the window was "Jake's."
It wasn't appetizing, on the whole. But neither was she. Here was food. She hesitated not a moment. She went inside. A stool was vacant between a fat man and a woman almost as ugly as herself. She moved forward, grasped the counter with her clawlike hands, and pushed her rump onto the stool.
The unkempt man frying patties of meat ignored her. A hatchet-faced woman pushed a plate of what she knew were fries before the big man. The man looked at her, wrinkled his large red nose, and turned his back. The woman on her other side said, "Whew! Stinks in here!"
"You want something?" the counterwoman asked. Her expression indicated that this old intruder should leave.
"Food," the old woman said. "I'm hungry."
"Tough, crone." There was no sympathy in the woman's voice. "You got any money?"
"Money?" She knew she hadn't any and she knew instinctively that it mattered. Perhaps if she just didn't say...
"Jake! This un's for outin'!"
"No money, huh." The fry man moved away from the grill and around the stools. "Off your butt, Granny!"
Disrespectful, the old woman thought. Possibly a knot on his head would help. She looked for something to hit him with but, seeing no sympathy in surrounding eyes, desisted. She would only get herself thrown out, probably bruised, possibly badly hurt when she landed. She couldn't even blame them; they weren't in business for her health. With difficulty, she unstooled herself.
"Whew! This one's ripe!" Jake said. "You ever take a bath, old woman?"
"Go—" She caught herself, not quite certain what she had been about to say, except that it related to something obscene that would make him angry. There was no point in making things even worse.
Meanwhile, Jake had taken her scrawny arm. As she tried to make up her mind whether to struggle to even a token extent, the customers gawked and Jake led her firmly out the back way.
"You going to have your will with her, Jake?" The speaker was rodent-faced as he leered out of a rear booth.
"Funny," Jake said, and propelled her out into a worse alley than the last. Here there were garbage cans and scrawny, flea-infested cats. He pointed to an open can where a large tom was chewing at something burned or spoiled.
"Your dinner, Grandma. Bon appétit."
She watched him go back in, feeling the urge to do violence. But if he were to strike her, as she knew he would if she gave him any pretext, she could guess the damage she would suffer. How had she come by such a fighting spirit, in such a frail old body? She didn't make sense, even to herself!
She took the lid off a can and sniffed. She put the lid back on, firmly. She was hungry, but there were limits.
But her hunger was gnawing at her stomach. Eventually she would have to eat what was available. She hated the idea of garbage, but she knew that if that was all that offered, she would return to it. Eventually.
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CHAPTER 7

Growing Magic
They woke in the morning, stiff and sore from sleeping on the ground. Merlain could see at a glance that both the royal pains and her brother were suffering in much the manner she was. But where was Auntie Jon?
"Where's Auntie Jon?" Charles asked, perhaps picking up her thought. He stretched his arms, seeming uncomfortable about something more than the woman's absence, but his thought was fading even as she tried to tune in to it. Just a picture of a cute little girl, and a warning of something bad.
"I want my breakfast!" said one of the royal pains. It was obvious that he had no concern with either a girl or a warning. What had Charles dreamed about? Almost, she could remember it; she was always connected to his mind somewhat, even in sleep, and sort of knew what he was dreaming. That little girl—it certainly wasn't Merlain herself! But who was it? As far as she knew, neither of them had ever met her. But she didn't seem like a pure dream, either. There was something disturbingly real about her.
"Me too," said the other pain, interrupting her chain of thought. Whatever conclusion Merlain had been about to come to was shattered. That hurt, because she had the notion that it was important.
They looked around, but Auntie was not to be seen. "Maybe she's hiding from us?" Merlain suggested. "Wearing an invisibility cloak."
Though they cried out again and again, Auntie Jon did not appear. The woman really had left them here to fend for themselves, after putting them forcefully to sleep. That reminded Merlain of Charles' dream again. Something about Auntie Jon—
"Appleberries!" a pain exclaimed, spying a bush.
Merlain gave up. She simply could not concentrate on anything elusive with the royal pains around. Anyway, she was hungry, and those appleberries did look good.
They breakfasted on the fruits and spring water. Then, as bravely as possible, they set about making plans. Rotternik lay before them, great trees, incredibly voracious wildlife, and people who had the reputation of not liking visitors. Auntie Jon had said that they would have to cross the border by themselves, but Merlain did not want to believe it. Now she had to.
Resolutely they shouldered their packs, straightened their clothing, and took the never-to-be-taken-back step across the luminous green border. Past the great ugly gray stone with its pointing arrow, into the scary territory that was hidden by a deep ugly blackness, as if it lay in perpetual night. Into the fabled forbidden kingdom of Rotternik.
 
"I do wish," Merlain said plaintively, "that we could be birds again."
"Me too!" Charles said. "Kildom, look in that book of spells."
Kildom promptly sat down at the side of the trail and opened the volume. He had in fact had it ready, taken from his pack the moment he woke up and not replaced. Merlain felt a little envious of his reading ability, but then she knew why he had it. Kildom and Kildee might look and act like age seven and a half, but both had been born during the same year as her father. Of that too she could fell envious—a childhood that would be lasting many more years. When she and Charles were boring adults like Mama and Dad, Kildom and Kildee would still be doing kid things and being brats. They had all the luck!
As they had stepped across the border the blackness that lay beyond the stone had changed to trees and streams. It was really rather pretty, once it became visible. It wasn't dark at all, merely somewhat gloomy.
The trees were way, way high—higher than anything she had imagined. The river in the distance was wide, wide, wide. Strange animals gamboled in the very high grass. In the distance—too far for her eyes to see clearly—mountains rose with green and brown and a few snowcapped peaks. The luminous border behind them was replaced with a simple end to sight. Blackness on this side, blackness on Klingland's side. With a border that kept out light, and, she understood, sounds and signals, Rotternik hardly needed to fear invasion by foreign armies. No army would be able to communicate with its home base, to organize an effective campaign. At least that was what the adults said. Rotternik was forbidden territory, the place everyone talked about but nobody ever went. Not by choice.
Kildee, not to be outdone by his brother, got out his own stolen book and opened it. While Kildom read spell after spell to himself, Kildee was busily tracing lines on a map.
"We have to go through or over the Dreadful Forrest; that has to be it straight ahead," Kildee announced. "Then we have to climb Heartbreak Mountain; that's in the distance. Then it's down the other side of the mountain and through or over Dismal Swamp. That bring us to Ophal. The border here looks like just an ordinary border on the map."
"Where do we come out in Ophal?" Kildom asked.
Kildee frowned more deeply and turned to another map. He studied the two, making comparisons by moving his hands back and forth between them. "We can come out on an island or we can come out where there's water. That's all Ophal is: water, islands, and land below water."
Merlain did not like the look of this at all. The forest, mountain, and swamp were bad enough, but land below water was worse. How would they breathe?
Charles caught her thought. "Auntie Jon," he said. "Are you here?"
No answer. Merlain wondered whether he had thought there would be. The woman could be watching them invisibly, waiting to take a hand, but Merlain doubted it. The Auntie Jon they had now wasn't like the Auntie Jon of yore. What was it that Charles had dreamed about her? Something that—
"How far across this kingdom?" Kildom demanded of his brother.
Kildee measured with his fingers and a scale at the bottom of a map. "Can't really tell. Mountain's at the bottom of this picture. Mountain's high. Dreadful Forrest may be magical. Road through forest goes to capital, Beraccck."
"Beraccck? Like when you stick your tongue out?"
"See for yourself."
Kildom did, then stuck his tongue out at Charles and went "Beraccck!"
Charles bristled. He looked as if he wanted to fight. His hand went for his sword.
Don't be stupid, Charles, Merlain told him in his head. We need them to read the spells and the maps. Also, you know someone may have to take some blame when we get back. Everything bad that happens will be their fault. Besides, you know how old they actually are. If you tried fighting them, you'd get hurt.
Not with this sword! It's magic! Auntie Jon said so!
But there was something about Auntie Jon. Merlain no longer quite trusted what she said. But until she was able to remember what it was she had heard in Charles' dream, there was no point in saying that. Then you save your sword for the orc or something equally dangerous.
Awwwwww.
You know I'm right.
The kinglets, quite oblivious to the conversation she was having with her brother or to Charles' menacing gesture, had their faces cheek to cheek so that they resembled one red-haired boy and one mirrored reflection. Unless Merlain looked into their minds, she was never sure which was which, and then sometimes she was doubtful, because their minds were as alike as their bodies.
"I dunno, Kildom. If we fly straight across and nothing happens—"
"Maybe half a day, Kildee. But if we walk, and if we climb the mountain..."
As if cued by the royal brats' discussion, a flock of small birds—very dark and very long of beak—flew over. Merlain was trying to decide whether they were starrows or sparklings or some more sinister creatures, when the sky darkened above the flock. A horrendously great bird dropped through them, snatching little birds in either set of talons and snapping up two or three others with its sawed beak. The flock dispersed in terror, while the big preybird halted its dive, flopped its gross wings, and flew away over the forest. Both its mouth and its claws were full, and dripping blood.
Merlain looked at Charles and Kildom and Kildee. They had all seen what she had. So much for the suggestion that they turn themselves into tender young swooshes and fly the rest of the way. They would have to walk, at least to such a place where flying might be less dangerous. Maybe some broad plain, where an enemy bird could be seen as far away as the horizon.
Actually, Merlain felt relief. She just knew that the royal pain would never get the spell right. There was no telling what forms they might have assumed if a kinglet tried transformation. She felt safer as she was.
 
Dreadful Forrest appeared even more dreadful close up. The trees were sooo high, and the stretch of prairie with head-high grasses was wider than Merlain had expected. Kildom and Kildee both sneezed all the way through the grass, to Charles' ill-concealed delight. They couldn't see ahead in the grass, and then the meer path they were following came out abruptly into trees. Now they could see ahead a short distance, and behind a short distance, but not overhead. There were twisted branches and vines and flocks of birds and assorted animals in the trees that they hoped were harmless; now and then something odorous was falling on their heads. Light that reached them on the path was filtered green by large spade-shaped leaves. On either side of their path the tree trunks were as big around as houses if not actually palaces. Looking up, Merlain wished mightily that she could see all the way up to the trees' distant tops.
They had been walking for half a day. Merlain's feet hurt and she was becoming bored. She wasn't sure which was worse. She was beginning to wish that something interesting would happen, even if it was a little threatening.
Suddenly Charles stopped walking and drew his sword. What is it, Charles? For her part, she saw nothing dangerous.
Straight ahead! In those bushes!
She strained her eyes. Lights danced in them. She could make out some peculiarly bent branches in the bushes, and an assortment of red eyes. What?
I can see better than you and I don't know what. I just know we don't want to get eaten by it.
Eaten? She shivered. This was too interesting for her taste. She wondered how Charles had been alerted to it. What had tipped him off?
Charles raised his voice. "Kildom, Kildee! In the bushes—"
The kinglets responded like truly grown-up men: they left off whispering to each other, turned a significantly paler green, and ran for the trees. Their young, royal legs moved remarkably fast. As they ran, a hairy branchlike thing reached out for Charles. Also at that very moment, a loud hoot sounded from overhead and a hairy creature dropped from a higher to a lower branch. Other hoots sounded, and soon the branches above were filled.
Merlain looked up at a face she would have preferred not to believe. A babkey, she thought, and a large one. But the forest dwellers were interested not in the children, but in the creature in the bush. One of them threw a chunk of tree bark and then another threw a rotted tree branch. Soon the air was filled with missiles raining down on and around the bush. It was a fight between hairy babkeys and a thing in the bush, and each side seemed worse than the other.
Charles! Merlain thought to her brother. Let's go!
But stupid Charles was liking his sword and his stance. He switched the blade as if he knew how to use it, ignoring the primates overhead. What had gotten into him? Auntie Jon had said the sword was magic; was it working some kind of spell on him, making him think he was bigger and bolder than he was? Yet he did seem to swing it with a certain competence, despite not having had any practice with it. Only magic could account for that.
But magic could not change the fact that he was only six years old. He had no business tackling any unknown monster.
"Charles!" A big bumpy thing rose from the bush as she resorted to voice. It was the bush, with legs that resembled brown and hairy branches. Many, many hairy legs, reaching feelers, and red eyes. It was what Merlain had always feared most: a spider. Unable to control herself, she turned and fled.
"Charles! Oh, Charles!"
Who was that calling? It wasn't herself, Merlain realized, for she was running as fleetly as she could, away from the threat, in a manner that would have been cowardly had she been a boy.
She looked back to see the spider begin a scuttling charge. Missiles rained down on it. Could it be that the babkeys were trying to help the human children? No, she realized; it was more likely because the babkeys didn't want the spider to eat the children before the babkeys could.
The spider's feelers batted away the missiles. Now and then a leg helped, when a missile was large. The spider evidently did not fear the babkeys; maybe it liked to feed on them when there wasn't something juicier to catch, like a child.
The spider was fast, but Charles was faster. He was running now, finally convinced of the necessity. Maybe the spider would have been faster, but not when it had to keep knocking away the missiles. They might be no more than a distraction, but they did slow it down.
"HELP! HELP! HELP!" Now she placed it: the voice of royalty, calling so shrilly that the words could be heard above the din of the chase and battle. Running as hard as she could in their direction, Merlain found she was getting a dusting from huge flower stems. Tree roots that must have been the size of the great silver serpents her father talked about were treacherous as they continually blocked her and forced her to change direction. Everything was happening at once!
She looked back again, and saw Charles coming hard. He looked breathless. She felt breathless! Her breathing hurt her lungs. Not for the first time she wished that she had big air bags in front. A grown woman would be able to run much faster without running out of breath!
"MERLAIN! HELP US!"
She abruptly stopped running. Right in front of her was a long, damp slope. At its bottom, quite some distance ahead, the two royal pains were lying on their backs. Around them, heaped there, were the greenish skeletons and loose bones of animals. The royal pains were surrounded by skulls and arm bones and leg bones and—
BUMP!
"HELPPP!" Charles' voice came. He had run into her, trying to look back. Now they were both tumbling, sliding, falling....
Greenish blur and muddy slide changed places and changed places again as she somersaulted. Her bottom finally plopped down, and there she was on the bone pile, with the royal pains cushioning her.
THUMP!
Charles landed against her, heels uppermost. Now they were all stuck in this boneyard. Ugh!
The royal pains began howling to them. The azies and chimpees and babkeys howled and screamed overhead. They were shouting insults at the huge spider, which was crouched now at the mouth of this trap which had taken so many of their kind. As well as four terrified children.
"Oh, Charles! Oh, Kildom! Oh, Kildee!" Merlain said. She had never before been this scared, even when stealing. There was nothing she could imagine that could save them. The babkeys, monboons, azies, and chimpees had to be as frightened as she felt. They were all trapped in the horrible spider's den.
Charles got himself untangled, climbed to his feet, and drew his sword. He had resheathed it while running, and that might have been fortunate.
The sword looked like a toy. It was a toy, she thought. Not even her father's sword would be a defense against the spider, and what Charles had was much smaller and more delicate. Magic? It had better be magic, if they were to have any chance at all!
The huge spider crept down the slope they had just rolled down. Merlain saw now that the ground was coated with webbing, making it smooth, so that anything falling here would not be able to stop. It would also be hard to climb out. The spider's strategy was to drive its prey into this place, where it could not escape.
The spider had no difficulty, however. Its gnarled feet were sure on the webbed slope. It had perfect balance. It was a thing of beauty, in its appalling way. Its hairy front legs reached out toward them.
Charles swallowed. Merlain caught his thoughts. I'm afraid, oh, I'm so afraid! But he clutched the hilt of his sword, and the sword seemed to give him courage. There was something about it, but no obvious magic.
Charles stepped forward, screwing up what little courage he had. I'll stop it! I have to stop it! I'll kill it! I have to!
She watched her brother brandish his sword, and she knew that whatever magic it had was not going to help him, and that he was about to die. She knew that once that happened, there would be no help for the rest of them.
"Auntie Jon! Auntie Jon!" the two kinglets began calling. But Auntie did not come, and Merlain thought the kinglings stupid for thinking she might. Auntie Jon had brought them to the edge of Rotternik and dumped them; she was responsible for this. She must want them dead, crazy as that seemed. No, there would be no help there! They would have to help themselves. Charles was trying, and the royal pains were useless, which meant it was up to Merlain. If only there was something she could do!
A long, hairy foreleg darted at Charles. His sword shot out to meet it. The foreleg jerked back minus its tip; a drop of greenish substance dripped from it. The spider clicked huge mandibles and emitted a foul stench.
Maybe Charles actually could fight the monster! Maybe the sword enhanced him so that he was fast enough and strong enough and skilled enough. Maybe—
The foreleg darted a second time. Again foreleg met blade, but this time not directly on. With one fast sweep the spider whipped the sword expertly from Charles' hand. He was defenseless.
She had to do something! She had to!
A second leg grasped her brother. It yanked him off his feet. Charles screamed as he was slowly pulled toward the waiting mandibles of the monster.
"Help him!" Merlain cried.
How they found the courage she did not know, but Kildom and Kildee actually responded. Each boy grabbed one of Charles' legs. The spider pulled as they pulled. A tug-of-war was on, Charles was screaming, the furred audience in the trees producing a cacophony. But all that was only noise; something more was needed.
Merlain tried to help the boys, but their combined weight and strength was not enough. If only she weighed more! If only she had magic. If only she knew one of the spells in the kinglets' speller, or—
Maybe she could do it with her mind! She concentrated her thoughts at the spider: STOP! LET GO! GO AWAY!
The spider merely pulled harder. Evidently it was not receptive to such messages. But maybe if she changed it a little:
These creatures probably taste bad. I don't want to eat them.
The spider's mouth orifice dripped drool. It was even hungrier than before!
It just wasn't working. Obviously the spider, like most creatures, was not receptive to mind talk. Merlain and her brother could snoop on the thoughts of other people, and could send their thoughts to them when they made a special effort, sometimes. It helped to be close to the person they were sending to, physically and emotionally. She couldn't even read the thoughts of this monster; it was too alien. But its slaver spoke for it clearly enough.
Meanwhile branches and bark, nuts, fruit, and excrement came down from above in a blinding shower. Merlain winced as a particularly large chunk of bark bounced harmlessly off her head. The tree dwellers were trying to help them, not do harm, but it was clear that they were not magic.
Something had to be magic! That book—that had to be the answer! But she didn't have time to read it even if she could understand what was in it, and the screaming kinglets were no good for that at this stage. There had to be something else.
Charles' feet were moving higher, and the kinglets' bodies were now being drawn up off the ground. Merlain clung to one kinglet, feeling the hideous strength of the spider through the linked bodies. What was there she could do?
The Alice Water! Maybe that was it! But she didn't know which way it worked. If it made her as small as the girl in the storybook, that would be no good. Well, she could hide among the bones. Maybe all of them could. But then the spider would just move the bones and keep moving them until it found them. Still, if they were small enough, say the size of ants, they might hide in the skulls for a while and maybe find a hole in the ground. If they were small enough, the spider might lose interest in them, because they wouldn't be enough to feed it. And there might be other predators, no danger to them now, that would pounce on them when they were small enough. So that was no answer.
Unless she could take a small sip, and if it made her smaller, then she could dump the bottle on the spider and make it small, and then it would be no threat to them.
The kinglets screamed in unison as the straining spider's limb pulled all three closer to the opening and closing mandibles with their dripping drops of digestive liquid. Merlain would be the last one to be eaten, but that was small comfort.
She had to try. It was the only thing. Quickly she took out the small bottle from her pack, scattering the extra underwear and stockings. It was impossible to be neat when she had to keep hanging on to the kinglet's leg with her other hand so that the others would not be hauled into the maw even faster. She brought the bottle to her face and unstoppered it with her teeth. Not giving herself a chance to think, she turned it up and took more of a sip than she had intended, because of the motion of the bodies she was touching.
Nothing happened, except that something seemed to slip away from one hand. Disappointed, she replaced the stopper, though it seemed pointless to save unmagical water.
Then she realized that the noise had diminished. She looked around, and saw that the spider and children were gone. So were the trees. There was shoulder-high shrubbery all around. Tiny bugs scuttled in it.
She looked down at her feet, and—
She was standing in a shallow hole. Two little chimps, or were they azies, pulled at a third. But all were dressed as humans! Right at the edge of the hole, holding on to the brown-suited azie with the winged helmet was—a spider.
Suddenly she understood the situation.
Merlain hardly thought at all. A spider was a spider, and one this size she could handle as she would at home. Careful so as not to step on her brother or the kinglings, Merlain raised her right foot out of the ankle-deep hole. She moved it over the group, then over the spider, centering the heel of her boot above its body. She lowered her foot.
The spider, no dummy, scrambled back out of the way. The three boys tumbled heels over heads in the other direction. The little fleas swarmed through the brush—actually the trees—to pursue the spider in its retreat. Charles and Kildom and Kildee stared up, shouting at her. But it was the mental voice she received best.
Merlain! You're big.
Oh, I know that! The water hadn't made her small; it had made her a giant! That had certainly solved their problem with the spider.
She looked around again. That rough rise a short distance away was the mountain they had been traveling to. She could carry them all in a few steps. That would be better than being a bird! But she'd have to hurry. Magic had a way of wearing off.
She leaned down and put her hand out in front of them. Charles ran and got his sword, and in a moment he and the two kinglets climbed on.
Well, Charles, she thought, straightening, now I know what it is to have three boys on my hands.
She had to smile, though Charles, hanging tightly to her little finger, probably wasn't smiling.
 
The old woman was that hungry. Her stomach growled in the manner of a subdued dragon, and she knew it hadn't had nourishment since she'd awakened in the store's dressing room. She had spent the night in an alley, crouched between garbage cans. Now it was morning, and she was awake and cold and stiff arid sore and dispirited. In fact, it would not have been too much of an exaggeration to say she felt bad.
Holding on to a can she pulled herself to her feet and took off its lid. Nauseating odors came at her. She banged down the lid and closed it tight. Possibly the other one.
Cautiously, so as not to choke on its fumes, she lifted the lid on the second can. Inside were the remains of meals, together with bottles and cans. But there, right near the top, was a partially eaten, partially clean loaf of bread. Obviously someone had dropped the loaf, so that it got soiled on the ground, and tossed it into the garbage. It had been there all night, right next to her, just waiting to be discovered. If she was careful, she could eat from the clean side. If she was careless, she would eat some of the dirt, but even that side of it would feed her, and that was much better than nothing. She lifted the bread to her mouth and prepared to bite.
"What you got there, sister?"
Startled, she looked. He was big and he was ugly and he probably needed the food as much as she did. He reached out a ragged sleeve with a deformed hand protruding from it.
Alarmed, she pulled back her prize. "It's mine," she explained, fearing his intent.
"Give it here, hag!"
"We can share. If you're really hun—"
He made a sudden grab, got the bread, and pushed her away with his free hand. She fell back against a rough wall, the collision making her gasp. He turned his back, walking away with her food, not even interested enough to rape her. Insult added to injury.
Anger filled the old woman's cloudy mind, invigorating her for the moment. Hardly knowing what she did, she got to her feet and slipped the sling she carried out from under her arm. She took out the pouch, shook out a stone, placed her rock in the sling pocket, and twirled the sling like an expert. There was a whistling sound as the sling built up velocity, and she sensed the precise moment to release. The rock flew, straight and true.
The ragged man dropped the bread in the alley and put a hand to his neatly wounded backside.
He turned back to face her. "OHHHH! You filthy crone, you—"
She fitted the sling with another stone. "Next one's for your head," she warned.
He was lurching into a clumsy charge. Then he saw the sling, saw her starting to whirl it, and the significance of her words sank in. He changed his mind. He reversed directions and lumbered away.
The old woman held her fire. There was no point in wasting a good stone on a bad target. Momentarily the man was outlined in the mouth of the alley by the morning light; then he was gone.
She waited until she was certain he was not coming back, possibly with a club or some other weapon. Then she hobbled over to the bread, picked it up, and examined it. Grease and filth clung now to every crusty side and soaked into the interior. The thing might as well have been a sponge, and it had landed in a foul puddle. No part of it was remotely edible anymore. She sighed, dropping it back.
She made her way to the stone she had hit him with and picked it up. Good hurling stones were valuable. She had learned something about herself: she was not defenseless. But that was all; her memory remained too confused to enable her to make sense of any more.
Somewhere, somehow, there had to be a bit of nourishment in this city for one poor and hungry old woman who didn't know whether she was coming or going.
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CHAPTER 8

Flight
Merlain had been invigorated by the Alice Water, but now she was tired again. The mountain had proven to be farther away and higher than she had expected, and even shoulder-high trees were an impediment to swift travel. Especially when she had to carry three boys in her hands. She had gotten scratched, and had put her foot carelessly in a soggy stream, and tripped over a foothill—now she knew why they were named that!—but had made progress. She was approaching the top of the mountain. The trees had gotten shorter and the grass more normal on the slope.
Now she was almost at the crest, and her cupped hands felt more crowded than when she started. She realized that possibly when she shrank back to her normal size, it would not be all at once, but gradually; it might be happening already.
She forced her feet to carry her giant self and passengers the last few steps. It had been like a steep hill, and had she tried running, she knew she would be even more tired. She wanted desperately to see what lay beyond the mountain crest. She hoped it was not another great long distance to travel by their regular small feet, with giant spiders and who knew what else lurking along the way.
She peered over. There were rolling mountains and fog. Her heart sank. It seemed that the distance was much farther than she had thought. Kildee had said nothing at all about all the mountains between Dreadful Forrest and Heartbreak Mountain. Obvious this wasn't Heartbreak, though it almost broke her heart to realize it. Feeling dizzy, she bent and put the others down on normal grass. She knew that they all had a long way to travel.
What do we do now? Charles asked in her head. Why did you stop?
I think I'm shrinking. Do you want me to drop you? Think where we are and where you might land.
Charles looked from her hand down off the mountain for what was even for her an impressive depth. You sure you're shrinking?
I have to be. I'm dizzy.
I'm dizzy too. It's the height.
Trust Charles to argue! But if she was very careful, maybe she could get them off this mountain range and over another. Only how many bumps and hunks of ground and rock were there? The map showed somewhat more mountain ranges than forest. Could she cover that distance, even as she was now? It was starting again to look like a hopeless task.
One of the little kings was muttering something. With her head up here she couldn't quite hear.
Kildom says let's change into birds. Why don't we?
You saw why not!
That was down there. Here the sky is empty.
Yes, empty for now.
Kildom's got the book out. He's reading the spells.
She hesitated. She was really tired of walking. She wished she had the book but the book was now small. When she had enlarged herself, her clothing and her pack and the bottle had all enlarged as well. Magic did things like that; it wasn't like what Grandfather Knight called science. Had she been holding the book, it would have grown with her. But she hadn't been holding it, and it hadn't grown. However, a kinglet could read it.
So did it make sense to invoke a bird spell now? It should certainly help them get where they were going, but the risk—suppose a big predator bird came swooping in, and they didn't have time to get out of the way or change back to children? But maybe they could change into big birds themselves, so that they could fight in that form if they had to. If the spell was right.
She decided to mind-snoop. No one would know and it couldn't be worse than stealing. She looked down at little Kildom reading, and—
He was reading the index. Birds: Bird Ordure, Bird Feathers, Bird Flight. Bird Materialization! That it?
Before she thought for herself, Merlain replied: It is! It has to be!
Merlain! That you? Kildom was looking at her.
Who else? I want to help.
You can't even read!
I can so! A little at least. You read for me.
Kildom read. It took time, but gradually the spell for bird materialization was in both their heads. There had to be a symbol marked on the ground with fresh blood. She hadn't known Helbah did that sort of magic, as blood was a characteristic mostly of evil spells. But if that was what it took to fly, they'd have to do it. The odd thing was that Auntie Jon hadn't needed any blood when she changed them to swooshes. So this was evidently something else. But it was what they had to work with.
You do it! Kildom ordered.
What?
Make the symbol. You are shrinking, I can tell. One drop of your blood will be as much as a cupful when you're shrunk. You can draw the symbol now, and then when you're the proper size, you can dance in it.
She didn't like doing it but what he suggested made sense.
She drew her dagger. She hated pricking herself because it hurt, but she knew she had to.
Taking the dagger, she placed its point against a thumb and pressed. The blade cut in, and blood oozed, and pain came. She suspected it didn't hurt as much as she thought it did; it was just that a deliberate injury was worse than a surprise one.
She used the blood to make the symbol, stood within its points, and dabbled blood on her forehead. She was now three times the height of Charles, which was pretty small compared to what she had been. She had to hurry.
The symbol she had drawn was now roomier. Carefully, hoping she was doing it correctly, she twirled as the book had directed and pronounced the magical words. She had never tried this sort of magic before, and it made her nervous. She feared that any little error she might make could have dire consequences.
POOF! Thunder?
Flop, flop, flop! From the sky.
"Bird!" Charles called, pointing.
"You expected a fish?" a kinglet asked sarcastically.
Merlain strained her eyes. It was a bird, a huge bird. As it flopped closer she saw that it wasn't really a bird but something closer to a dragon. It had feathered wings, a great scaly neck, and a head far more reptilian than any bird.
"No, she expected a monster," Charles said, not willing to let the royal pain get away with it. But he too was daunted by this apparition.
The thing opened its mouth and there were needlelike teeth that weren't at all birdlike. Great talons hung below the creature.
Now the naughty king had done it, Merlain thought. He had brought destruction to all of them. Or was it her fault? She had thought the spell was right, after all. Or could it be just accidental that this thing came flying overhead? Maybe the spell had failed, and this was just another predator coming to gobble them up. In that case, they were lucky the spell hadn't worked, because if they had been flying as birds, the dragon-bird would have caught them all.
But what about that clap of thunder she had heard? She just knew she had done the spell right! Yet none of them had turned into birds. Instead this had come. She was in a dither of confusion about what had really happened, and whose fault it might be.
Meanwhile, the monster was coming rapidly closer. It swerved and turned, cocking its head in their direction. Definitely it saw them.
The kinglets seemed ready to flee, but weren't sure where they could hide up here on the top of the mountain. So they stood petrified.
The monster descended. It circled them twice, thrice. Its great talons opened and closed as if uncomfortable being empty. It seemed about to pick up one of them on its next pass.
The two kinglets shouted something, then started down the too-steep mountain. One of them stumbled, of course, and tumbled. The other twin tumbled after. Merlain couldn't watch them; they would be bruised if not badly hurt, depending on how far they fell and where they landed.
Charles drew his sword. So far it hadn't helped any, but it did seem to give him confidence. He waved it and took a stance. Merlain winced. The teeth in the mouth of the monster were longer than his sword.
Stop! Stop, Bird! Don't hurt him! Merlain was startled by the desperation of the projected thought, before realizing that it was her own. It hadn't worked on the spider; why should it work on this new monster? Yet she was getting a notion, and if she were right—
The bird pulled back its wings, put its feet down, and came in on the narrow mountaintop in a rough landing. It flopped over, its head almost at Charles' feet.
Charles aimed the sword high, aiming for the eye of the creature. Their father had killed dragons that way, terrible man that he had been in the bad old days before Dragon Horace came on the scene.
No, Charles! No! Now it was to protect the dragon-bird she was projecting. It's magic! I brought it! Think at it!
Charles' blade wavered. He screwed up his face. She knew he was thinking. As if responding to his thought, the huge creature blinked an eye, once, twice, thrice. It was responding! She had been right!
Charles put away his sword. He walked over to the bird and scrambled upon its huge, scaly neck. The bird lifted its head, easily lifting Charles as well. It sat upright, its big, feathered wings folded at its sides.
"My brother—" One of the royal pains had suddenly shown his face. The sturdy clothing Helbah had gotten him had survived well, and the leather jerkin must have been especially effective in taking up much of the abrasion of his slides. He looked at Merlain with a pleading expression. Then he looked at the bird monster, and his jaw dropped.
"Not now, whoever you are," Merlain said. She was not at all sure the situation with the bird was under control yet.
"I'm Kildom, and my brother—"
The huge dragon-bird flopped its wings, raising a breeze that she felt and that almost blew Kildom off the mountain. It lifted up, Charles hanging on to the rough scales near the back of its head. It was carrying Charles—but was it under his control?
The bird flew, and circled. It flew overhead and to the side. Charles waved to them. Merlain waved back, relieved. Hesitantly Kildom waved as well, realizing that all was just maybe well.
"That's our steed," Merlain explained, as if she had always known. "It's magic. I brought it here for us to ride. No other predator birds will attack us when we're with this one!" But Kildom had something else on his mind. "My brother—"
"What about your dumb old brother?" she snapped impatiently.
Kildom swallowed. "He needs help."
Disgusted, Merlain went to the very edge of the cliff with him and looked where he was pointing. Kildee, very white-faced, was hanging with both hands to a small, insecurely rooted tree. Below Kildee's boots was a long drop to the start of Dreadful Forrest and the river she had crossed. If Kildee were to let go now, he would drop and roll almost back where she had grown big and started carrying them. Or so it seemed at the moment.
"Kildee, can't you pull yourself back?"
"No!" the kinglet gasped. "The roots are giving! HELP!"
What a bother! But Helbah would be angry if Merlain didn't save his royal butt. Merlain was still the size of a tall adult, and strong, even if she was tired.
She reached down to Kildom and grabbed him. "Hey!" he protested. "It's my brother who's falling, not me!"
"I know. Shut up." He struggled, but she lifted him over the cliff's edge, then changed her hands until she had him by the ankles. He screamed as she held him over his brother, thinking she was going to dump him.
"STOP! LET ME GO!" That was nonsensical at this stage, but no one had ever accused the kinglets of having much sense in any crisis.
"Oh, shut up! I'll swing you down and you grab his hands." She had see that she could not reach the stranded kinglet while retaining her balance; this was better.
"HURRY!" Kildee shouted. The roots had just pulled out more and bits of dirt were raining down on his face. Small clods fell all the way down, maybe to fall into the distant river. But if there were any splashes, they were too faint and far away to hear.
She swung Kildom down so that he could reach his brother. The brothers locked hands just as the tree let go. The tree fell, turning end over end. She felt sorry for it; it really hadn't deserved that fate.
Merlain felt herself reduced in size as the tree dwindled with distance. Oh no, no, no! She was just a little girl! She strained to hold on to Kildom's ankles, but her hands were now too small and too weak. She was slipping over the edge herself! She opened her mouth to scream.
THUMP!
That wasn't exactly the scream she had had in mind. Something was holding her. Something like a big, rough hand, crossing her shoulders and back and curling around the rest of her, terribly strong. She shut her eyes, hanging on to the kinglet.
Then Kildee was grasping her arms, having climbed up over his brother. A moment later both Kildee and Charles were prying her fingers from Kildom's ankles. With her watching, gasping for breath, they pulled the clumsy young king back onto the mountain and away from the drop.
Merlain let out a long sigh, flexing her cramped fingers. By turning her head slightly she saw the talon holding her. Charles must really have control of this thing!
Kildee screamed. He had evidently just realized that the pleated belly and the hanging feathers were parts of the flying creature he had sought to escape.
"Oh, shut up!" Merlain told him in as kind a manner as Auntie Jon's. "It's only a little bird!"
But Kildee had fainted at the end of his scream. Not to be outdone, Kildom rolled up his eyes and joined his brother in a heap.
Merlain dug her fingers into the grass and discovered that she was really pinned. That was lucky, for she might have slid over the edge, the combined weight of the two boys giving her no choice.
Charles, if you'll get this bird's foot off from me, we'll wake up the pains and continue our journey.
Charles tweaked the creature's strange scaled ear—something that certainly belonged on neither bird nor dragon!—and the great talon lifted. She slid out, got to her feet, straightened her dress, and found herself whole and uninjured.
A moment later she and Charles were doing something they had both dreamed of doing for years: slapping the kinglings' sleeping faces to get them awake.
 
"What are you doing, Grandma?"
The old woman blinked. The policeman—she knew he had to be one, because he was uniformed and had that manner about him—had flown up behind her so quietly that she had not seen him until he spoke. She had been trying to find something edible in a pail of garbage, hoping for another nice soiled loaf of bread but knowing that the one she had lost had been the only one in all the world.
"Hungry," she said. What use to explain that not only was she starving, she still had little or no memory of her life before yesterday, but thought she wasn't who she thought she was, so was almost as hungry for memory as for food? He would deem her crazy, and she wasn't sure he would be wrong.
"Hmmm, let me see your identification." He did not look like a mean policeman, but then one couldn't always tell. He might just be making sure she was helpless and of no consequence, before he satisfied his sadism. So she wouldn't tell him about the sling and stones, just in case.
"Identification?" she asked, perplexed. "You mean like a mole on my cheek, or—"
"Papers. Levitation license, unsocial insecurity number, credence card, passport."
"I'm long past sport," she agreed ruefully. "I don't have any papers or cards or numbers."
The man nodded as if unsurprised. "No identification. You'll have to come with me to the station house. We can't have you wandering all over the city. There's a big convention with a lot of important tourists in town. We don't want to give a bad impression."
"But—" What was it she was almost trying to think of? That convention—
"We'll feed you there. We'll let you clean up and we'll get you some different clothes. We are not barbarians. You'll be all right, unless you have a criminal record."
"I don't have any record of anything!" she exclaimed.
"Oh, you have a record," he said grimly. "Everyone has a record. We'll find it. The only question is whether it's a good record or a bad record."
"You'll find it?" she asked, bemused and almost hopeful. "You can find out who I am, when I don't even remember?"
"We have ways."
She decided to shut up. Maybe going with the policeman wouldn't be such a bad idea. To get fed and clean again—how wonderful! Even if her record turned out to be bad. Yes, she would be satisfied to go with him to the station.
She started to tell the policeman this. But he had his baton unclipped from his belt, and was pointing it at her, and—
POOF! She was a bird. A pretty white dovgen whose feathers shone as if just washed. This was certainly an improvement on her prior form!
The policeman gazed down at her. "Well, Granny, I didn't expect you to look like this! Maybe you're an enchanted princess of the type the romances describe! Follow me, please." He didn't seem to be mocking her; he really seemed impressed. That almost jogged part of a memory. She wasn't a princess, but enchanted—could she be...?
POOF! Now the policeman was a big, strong preybird resembling an eagawk. He took off, brown wings flapping. She followed: up over the roofs and the streets, so that she saw all the buildings and floating platforms and parks and the pattern of roads extending through the city like spiderwebs. At any other time she would have been fascinated. As it was, she was making a reasonable try for it. All those big squares of buildings, like blocks of blocks, and some round puddles she knew were lakes or reservoirs, laid out like the artifacts of a doll city. Then down to a large, box-like building all by itself.
The policeman flew through an open window and lit before a large desk manned by a large policeman wearing sergeant's stripes. She flew in after him and landed on the floor at his side.
"Sarge," her rescuer said (at least she hoped he was that, and not her captor), materializing from the preybird shape, "you aren't going to believe what I've got here."
The sarge lifted himself far enough off his chair to look down at her. "The centerfold from next month's Police Enquirer," he said with irony.
"That's right! Feast your eyes!"
Another pointing of the baton, and—
POOF! Jon waved at the smoke, which quickly dissipated. She was standing before a desk manned by a man in an unfamiliar uniform. A younger, similarly uniformed man was staring at her with open mouth. Oh, joy—her memory and body were back! Only where had she been, if she had lost them? The last few hours were fogging out.
"My gods, Sarge, this is a centerfold!"
"So I see. Not dressed like one, though, is she?"
"Sarge, she was an old woman when I found her. An ugly old woman. Looked like one of those malignant witches we're always hearing about. She was going through garbage. Sarge, something isn't right!"
Jon felt she had to agree with him. She stank! Partially it was these filthy rags she had on. They were her own, but smelled like what that old woman had been wearing in the transporter terminal and later at the store. Jon realized that they had also taken a beating, and now her brownberry shirt had tears in it that were showing parts of her torso. The biggest tear was along the side, and the young policeman was staring at it, or into it, where her left breast was exposed. Now she understood his remark about a centerfold: those were reputed to be pictures showing similar flesh.
She tried to shift her posture to make the tears close up, without being obvious about it. She didn't know exactly how she had come to be in this state, but she didn't want to annoy these men if she didn't have to.
"She does look a bit bewildered," the sarge remarked.
What had happened to her? Where was Kelvin and their father and mother and Helbah and the children? And how could she get out of these stinking, tattered, exposive clothes without making a scene? No matter how she squirmed, those tears just seemed to gape wider.
"Sarge, do you think this is what it looks like?" the policeman asked, his eyes firmly focused on that rebellious rent in her shirt. Jon felt a flash of annoyance. Did he think it was artificial?
"We'll soon know, won't we?" Jon was alarmed, then realized that the sergeant did not have the same view of her shirt. It was only business on his mind. "Who are you, Miss?"
She swallowed. "I'm Mrs. Lester Crumb." She felt it important to make her married status quite clear. "I was on my way to a convention. We left the transporter station and went to a store and—" She paused, trying to piece together the significance of events which at the time had seemed inconsequential. That was anything but the case, she now knew.
"Yes?"
"There was this old woman—a real hag. She was dressed in dark clothes"
"That's it, Sarge!"
"Sounds like it." The desk sergeant gave the policeman a warning glance. "Miss, you claim to be here from another world. Are you registered at the hotel? Are there people there who know you?"
"I never got to the hotel," Jon said musingly, just discovering the sling and pouch of stones under her arm. That was reassuring! "I was going to try on a dress. I took it into the changing chamber, and that woman was there."
"That tears it, Sarge!" the policeman exclaimed. Jon wished he had not used that particular expression. She shifted her arm, trying to cover the tear. "She has to be—"
"Shaddup. Mrs. Crumb, is your husband at the hotel?"
"I doubt it." How she wished that he were! What had their stupid quarrel been about, anyway? She should have sweet-talked him into joining her, instead of getting mad so that he got his stubborn back up. "He didn't come with me. He said he didn't want to be around witches, even good ones."
"But you're here; how is that?"
"Guest of the guest of honor. I helped Helbah and my mother and brother when—"
"Helbah? You're with Helbah?"
"I—was." Obviously something awful had happened, and that old crone had been connected. But her mind was blank from the time she was in the changing chamber until now, except for some wisps of memories about being old and feeble, and garbage cans. How could such things relate to her?
"Sarge, this could be big!" The policeman's eyes were bugging again; she had forgotten to keep her arm tight against her side.
"I'm thinking that myself."
"Could be what we've always feared—Malignants infiltrating the convention."
"Could be."
"Now wait!" Jon protested. "I'm not malignant!"
"Of course not, Mrs. Crumb," the sergeant said quickly. "We are referring to witches. We suspect that the old woman you encountered, and who seems to have given you her form for a while, is such a person."
Oh. That certainly made sense.
"We'll have to send a Slap Team, and—" the policeman started excitedly.
"No. We'll just have to alert the Wizard Patrol that's already there."
"But Sarge, if there are Malignants, shouldn't we go in with everything we have?"
"And mop up innocent old women who have been enchanted to look like witches?" the sergeant responded with irritation. It was obvious that he had a better handle on this than the policeman did. "Mrs. Crumb, here, must have been enchanted, and her memory fogged so she couldn't protest. You want to smash folk like her?"
"No!" the policeman exclaimed. This time Jon had moved her arm out of the way deliberately, to make sure he answered correctly. "I guess I wasn't thinking."
The sergeant nodded, having made his point. "Wouldn't want to disrupt the convention prematurely. Don't want any birds slipping through the net."
Jon listened, but hardly understood. Just so long as the sergeant knew what he was doing, as he seemed to. One thing she did understand was that she was hungry and needed a bath and clean clothing. But if there was a big mess at the convention, could it be her fault? Shouldn't she warn Helbah about the old woman, and try to help Helbah identify her? She touched her sling, and a memory came to her of using it to stone an evil old witch to unconsciousness; her brother and her mother and Helbah had taken it from there.
"Officer," Jon said, "may I see your baton?"
He seemed about to refuse. Then she moved her arm clear of her torn shirt again, and he changed his mind. Smiling, the young policeman handed it to her.
Jon studied it. Now, how had he done the changing? He had just pointed it, and—
POOF!
She had pointed it at herself. She flopped her wings and took off even before the smoke had cleared. Behind her she heard the sergeant's exclamation. "Grab her! Don't let her out! She's a material witness!"
"Some material," she heard the policeman mutter as he tried to grab the bird.
Then she was outside, climbing above the streets, into the pretty blue sky.
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CHAPTER 9

Disruption
Kelvin walked briskly, almost naturally, by Heln's side. They had just left the children's suite, he realized. They must have seen Merlain and Charles, but oddly he couldn't remember. Things had been awhirl ever since they arrived, and sometimes he wondered whether it was all really happening. It was a good thing that nothing had gone wrong; he wouldn't have known how to cope!
"I suppose we'd best be getting ready," Heln said, sounding very much the wife. "Helbah says we'll have to go up on the stage with her after the banquet."
"Yes," Kelvin said, wondering what was happening to his mind. "When we're all to share in her award."
 
The chicuck was what John Knight called rubbery, and the salad was hardly garden fresh, but no one was there for the food. Nervously Kelvin sipped his wine and looked over at Jon. She had a triumphant, even smug expression. Was it just that she would be sharing Helbah's glory? His sister always had been strange, but since the purchase of her dress, she had seemed like another person.
John shoved his plate aside, having eaten everything. He must have an iron stomach! Everyone was finished, clean plate or not.
Plates and silverware and empty cups began rising from the table an
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