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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







Chapter 1


WILD barking awakened Benton Collins, and he sprang from his bed without thinking. The top sheet and blanket entangled his legs, sending him sprawling, heart pounding, on the floor. Whining frantically, Korfius thrust a wet nose into his face.


Collins pushed the dog away. He lived in graduate student housing, which normally did not allow pets; however, Korfius was considered a hero, for bringing the help that saved Collins’ life. The Algary College staff and his neighbors politely looked the other way, treating Korfius like a seeing eye dog and not throwing him up as an example whenever their own better-concealed cats, fish, and birds got evicted.


“Quiet, Korfius,” Collins demanded, sitting on the bed and extricating himself from the awkward, encumbering twist of coverings. He groped for his glasses on the standard issue dresser, clamped a hand over one wire temple piece, and put them in place on his nose one-handed. “You’ll wear out your welcome barking at …” Collins glanced at the digital clock at his workstation. “… 3:16 A.M.!” He ran a hand through sleep-tousled, dark brown hair and groaned. “What the hell are you doing up at 3:16 AM?”


Korfius nuzzled Collins, then ran toward the window, planted his forepaws on the sill, and bounced back. In his excitement, he leaped on Collins’ bed, over him, and back to the window again. Collins watched the gangly legs sail past, the ears flying, the tongue lolling, the short coat an uneven patchwork of brown and white. Though fourteen years old, the half-grown hound aged in human, not dog, years and had the exuberance of a six-month-old puppy. Collins had acquired Korfius in Barakhai, a world he had entered accidentally by chasing a white rat through the hallways of Daubert Laboratories. There, he had discovered people who spent half or more of their lives as various animals. The few who had come to his world remained in animal form throughout their visits, and Korfius had chosen to stay because he liked Collins and preferred being a full-time dog.


Over the last year and a half, Collins had grown as fond of Korfius as the dog had of him, though he still found their association a bit uneasy. He used leashes and collars only when absolutely necessary and shared his own food because it seemed vulgar to feed a child Puppy Chow. Dressed only in his sleeping boxers and glasses, Collins headed toward the window. A cool summer breeze chilled his torso.


Something thumped onto Collins’ shoulder. He staggered backward with a savage gasp, smacking the object with the back of one hand. It felt warm and solid, furry against his skin, and it tumbled to the bed. A shiver coiled through Collins, and he whirled to look. A white rat braced itself on the disheveled pile of sheet and blanket, whiskers twitching madly.


Collins stifled a scream, then logic took over. It can’t be. Can it?


Korfius bounded onto the bed, sending the rat flying. It scrambled onto Collins’ pillow.


“Hey!” Collins said.


The rat cocked its head. “Hey, yourself. What kind of greeting is slapping me across the room?”


It IS Zylas. Glad to see his old friend again, Collins replied in kind, “The normal reaction to being attacked by a rat. What would you do if something jumped on your shoulder?”


Zylas twisted his head to look over the snowy fur on the back of his neck. “Anything small enough to alight on my shoulder would have to be an insect, so I guess I’d … I’d eat it.”


Still grossed out by one of the Barakhains’ main sources of protein, Collins made a noise of revulsion. “You’d eat it, huh?” He pinned the rat with a searching stare. “So you got off easy.” He avoided the image of dining on raw, un-skinned rat meat, not wishing to arouse a more painful memory. When he had first arrived in Barakhai, he had roasted and eaten a rabbit. Only when the villagers attempted to hang him for murder and cannibalism did he discover the dual nature of its citizenry. Every human an animal, and every animal a human. Collins did not forget the exception to the rule. Except fish, which they eat freely and don’t consider animal.


“Good point.” Zylas paused to give Korfius a warning nip on the jowl that sent the dog into barking retreat. One hind foot slipped over the edge, and the dog flopped to the floor. “Quiet, Korfius. I’m glad to see you, too, but we can say ‘hello’ without the ear-shattering racket.”


The dog cocked his head, tail waving, chin resting on the bed. Usually, the animals of Barakhai could not communicate much better than the ones in Collins’ own world, but a crystal that Zylas always carried allowed him to speak even with other creatures.


Crystal. Where is the crystal? A million questions came to Collins’ mind at once. Before he had left Barakhai, nearly dead from a beating and a fall, he had captured another crystal, one that enhanced magic, from Barakhai’s king and delivered it to one of Zylas’ renegades. With the help of the last dragon, the only beings who could use magic, the renegades had planned to remove the curse that forced them to cycle through an animal form each day. Collins wondered about the friends he had made in that strange Otherworld called Barakhai. Did the crystal ever reach Prinivere, that ancient, feeble dragon who was also a distant ancestor of Zylas’? Did it enhance the little bit of magic she could still manage? Clearly, she had not actually lifted the curse, or Zylas would have come to Collins in man form. Unlike Korfius, he preferred being human.


Before Collins could frame the first question, a trumpeting whinny froze him in place. He forced himself to turn toward the window, where a familiar fuzzy head peered in at them. A black forelock lay tousled over a wide, golden nose, and black ears formed excited, pricked-forward triangles. The mare tipped her head to regard them all through one shockingly blue eye.


Startled at finding a horse in the quadrangle, Collins gasped. “What the hell did you bring her for?” Despite his accusatory question, Collins found himself smiling at Falima. He had thought of her often in the year since he had last seen her. It had taken her a long time to forgive his crimes of ignorance; but, once she had, he found her a brave and loyal ally. He stroked the silky nose and scratched behind her ears. She rested her chin on the sill, sighing heavily.


“Bring her?” Zylas paced a circle on Collins’ pillow. “Do you think I could stop her?”


Collins could not answer. He knew the one-way portal allowed anyone to pass from his world to theirs, but only animals could move in the opposite direction. He had no idea whether they had to be in beast shape when they approached the portal or whether the simple act of passing through it made the change for them. In Barakhai, they had essentially no control over the switch. It happened at the same time each and every day: Zylas at the equivalent of noon and midnight, Falima at 6. Presumably, Zylas could have chosen a time when he held rat form and Falima human to sneak through the portal; but that would prove difficult. While a human, Falima would have the mental and physical wherewithal to prevent Zylas’ leaving without her. While a horse, she only needed to follow him. And, despite a few brief visits to Collins’ world in the past, Zylas might not realize the problems inherent in bringing a full-grown horse into an urban setting. Where he came from, all horses served as guards and lived in the most civilized areas.


Unconsciously, Collins adopted the high-pitched, singsong speech pattern most adults use when speaking to babies and animals. “Can you talk in animal form now, too?”


Zylas answered for Falima. “Not yet. Overlap’s not good enough.”


Collins remembered that “overlap” referred to the ability to recall animal times in human form and vice versa. Zylas, he knew, had what the old dragon called near-perfect overlap.


Zylas paced the mattress, and Korfius’ eyes followed his every movement. “That crystal you liberated allowed Prinivere to make more translation stones, but Falima tends to drop hers when she lapses into … full horsiness.”


Collins yawned, suddenly remembering what time it was. “It’s great to see you guys, but it’s the middle of the night, and I’ve got classes in the morning. Why don’t we all get some sleep and …” The ridiculousness of his own suggestion penetrated his sleep-fogged brain before he could even get a reply. “But not in the quad. A horse … would be noticed.” And I’ll get thrown out on my ear. This definitely breaks my lease.


“Indeed.” Zylas bowed his ratty head. “That’s why we need to talk in Barakhai. Come with me, please.”


“Barakhai!” Collins found himself shouting and lowered his voice. “I can’t go back there.” He still bore the scars of two falls: the first down the kingdom steps with soldiers and servants stabbing and beating at him, the second a desperate leap from the parapets. Collins had tossed torches at the king’s most faithful, including Carrie Quinton, an adviser from his own world, and the king’s brother. It seemed impossible that he would not get arrested the moment he set foot in Barakhai, sentenced to another hanging … or worse. Worse? What could be worse than strangling to death? It surprised Collins just how swiftly the answer came to his mind. The possibilities for a slow, agonizing death seemed infinite.


Zylas balanced on his back paws. “You have to, Ben. We need you.”


Collins did not agree. He studied Falima, suddenly wishing he had worn more to bed. The physical therapy from his injuries, and the healthy habits it started, left him with some muscular definition to a once too-skinny chest. He had grown a few more chest hairs, bringing his total to ten; and he had honed his arms and legs so he no longer resembled a scarecrow. Collins found himself hoping Falima had noticed the positive changes that had occurred over the past year. “I’d feel a lot better if you asked me. This time.” He made a direct and scathing reference to Zylas’ previously luring him into Barakhai and danger without giving Collins the least hint of what he was about to get involved.


Zylas’ beady red eyes turned liquid. He clamped his front paws together and lowered his head. “Please?”


“No.”


Zylas’ pointy face jerked up.


Collins suddenly felt foolish and cruel. It seemed unreasonable to request politeness and consideration, then turn it down outright. “I’m sorry. I have a life here. In Barakhai, I’m a dead man.”


Zylas stared, and his eyes turned steely. “At least … you have a life somewhere.” He turned with an unratlike air of irritation and dignity. “I thought you’d just hear us out. I thought you might care, be curious. Or, that you might want a chance to talk to Korfius again.”


Collins felt all of those things; but the last, strangely, seemed the most compelling reason of all. He did want to know if Korfius was satisfied with this way of life, if he could do anything to make the dog/boy more comfortable, if Korfius might not prefer his dual life in Barakhai. Collins had made a lifelong commitment to the dog, since Korfius would probably outlive him. If Zylas and Falima had come at a more decent hour, he might be able to think more clearly. “We can’t talk here,” Collins reasoned aloud. “You … maybe, okay. But a horse? No, that won’t go unnoticed.” Now suspicious, he wondered if Falima had come simply to force the issue. Without her, Zylas could have safely stayed and chatted.


Zylas turned a circle, clearly reading Collins’ wavering. “Come with us. We can talk at the entrance, or in a safe house, if you wish. We can always send you right back.”


Sensing another trap, Collins found the problem. “It’s a one-way door. Once I go through, I can’t get home.”


“Not the same way,” Zylas admitted. “But Prinivere now has enough power to send you back.”


Collins still hesitated, unsure.


“She got you back last time, didn’t she?”


Collins had to admit that she had. Otherwise, he would have died of his wounds in Barakhai, not recovered in Algary’s Intensive Care Unit. “Pretty much in pieces.”


Zylas could not argue the point and, to his credit, did not try. “You can leave whenever you want. Whenever you decide.”


Collins set his jaw, considering despite his better judgment. He had finally got himself on the right track. It had taken him months to recover enough to return to school full-time. He had won back his laboratory assistanceship and found a way to make money using the translation skills Prinivere had magically bestowed upon him to allow communication with the humans of Barakhai. The doctors could not explain how a head wound could make a biology graduate student who had struggled through high school Spanish speak every language they could throw at him fluently, but the hospital appreciated his ability to bridge the gap between explanation and understanding for their non-English-speaking patients. Prinivere’s spell did not extend to the written word, however, so they could not simply ask him to translate common descriptions and treatments into brochures. He had paid off most of his student loans, the semester’s tuition, maintained his quarters and his dog, and still had some pocket money for campus movies, pizza, and an occasional, although all thus far unsatisfying, date.


Falima thrust her muzzle back through the window to whicker a low “come on.” Zylas gave Collins a pleading look. Korfius stood by the bed, tail wagging.


Collins heaved a sigh. “If I wasn’t out-of-my-mind exhausted, I’d never even consider this.” He gave Zylas a steady scrutiny that he hoped looked rock hard. “I get to decide when I leave Barakhai?”


Zylas waved a paw. “You get to decide.”


“Even if it’s immediately?”


Collins saw no downside. He could still reconsider on the walk to the portal; and, even once there, it was not an irreversible choice. It seemed safer to discuss any matter with a horse somewhere other than the middle of campus.


“Why don’t you pack a few things,” Zylas said. “Just in case.”


It was a reasonable suggestion, though it made Collins wary. “I can leave Barakhai any time? Even immediately?”


Zylas opened his lids wider, making his fiery eyes seem to bulge from their pink-rimmed sockets. “You’re repeating yourself.”


“It’s called reassurance.” Collins crinkled his nose. “And don’t do that eye thing. It’s freakish.”


“Thanks.” Zylas restored his features to normal. “I love it when my friends call my looks freakish.”


Collins dodged the all-too-wide opening. The “eye thing” barely touched the “transforming-into-animals thing.” Without another word, he scooped up his backpack from the workstation chair and dumped its contents onto the bed. Books, notebooks, and pens tumbled out, along with an assortment of pipettes, a compartmentalized container filled with plastic balls and stems for making models of molecules, and sundry other small accessories. He tossed two packs of TGI Friday’s matches back inside, added a mini mag light, his new multitool, three T-shirts, four pairs of underwear, and two pairs of blue jeans. He dashed into the bathroom, Korfius trotting along at his heels. Opening the medicine chest, he snatched up a bottle of Turns and another of Tylenol, dropping them into the sink. He tossed in a bar of soap, a toothbrush, a razor, a plastic bottle of shampoo, deodorant, and toothpaste. Seizing the hand towel, he folded all of his gathered things into it, bundled it up, and headed from the room. As a last thought, he scooped up a roll of toilet paper. Dashing back to the bedroom, he unceremoniously dumped it all inside his backpack.


“All right—” Collins started, then stopped, thinking of another potentially useful item. He jerked open his desk drawer to reveal his new personal organizer, a programmable calculator, a mini tape recorder, fold-up binoculars, and his working snacks. He had gone after the binoculars but grabbed the recorder, three Snickers bars, a handful of beef jerky, and an open bag of dog biscuits, too. He was just adding these to his now bulging backpack, when a pounding knock at the door startled him. Collins’ mind had already returned to the nearly inscrutable world of his companions, with its weird violations of physical law and its strict and cruel legalities and punishments. He forced his muscles to uncoil, his breathing to slow. The worst thing he faced here was expulsion or bankruptcy, a far cry from hanging.


“Hide,” Collins hissed at Zylas; who, accustomed to doing just that, disappeared in an instant. Without bothering to give a similar command to Falima, he headed toward the door, just as another fusillade of knocking exploded through the room. Loud as thunder, it left no doubt about the mood of the person on the other side.


Collins pulled open the door, only then remembering he wore nothing but boxers.


Professor Terellin studied him from the hallway, and several people peeked from partially open doors on either side. The proctor of Collins’ building, the gray-bearded philosophy professor usually handled problems in a calm, rational manner that left little room for discussion. Now, his hair hung in a lopsided auburn-and-white scraggle, rather than its usual neat comb over. Long-legged, slender, and distinguished, Terellin reminded Collins of John Cleese playing the barrister in A Fish Called Wanda. He glanced around the hallway, and the doors hurriedly shut. “May I come in?”


Collins stepped back. “Of course, Professor.”


Terellin glided inside, closing the door behind him. He studied Collins in the dim light, then turned his gaze to Korfius who lay in a stretched-out position of doggy comfort on Collins’ rumpled bed. The man cleared his throat. “We ignore your dog, Mr. Collins, despite the no-pet policy, because he’s a hero.”


Collins nodded, well aware of that information. He had never taken great pains to hide the animal, though he did not go out of his way to flaunt the dog either. “Yes, sir. Thank you.”


“But a horse, Mr. Collins?” The professor made a bland gesture toward the window. “That’s going too far.”


Collins’ heart rate quickened, and he followed the professor’s motion with his gaze. Possibilities paraded through his mind, the most compelling to deny knowing anything about Falima’s presence. He discarded the urge, however. For her welfare, he could not abdicate responsibility. “Yes, Professor Terellin. I agree.”


The man grunted.


“You see, we need the horse for … physiology experiments and …” So far, the explanation sounded plausible, and Collins struggled to keep it that way. “… and … I … well, I did the ordering. I certainly didn’t expect them to deliver her to my home … but …” Collins battled through the sleepiness that dimmed his thoughts. “… well, here she is. I jumped right out of bed and started making some calls, but it’s hard to get anyone to answer this time of night.”


Professor Terellin’s expression softened immediately. “Any luck at all?”


Collins rubbed a hand along his other naked arm, a nervous gesture. “I found a stable that’ll take her.” He deliberately avoided saying where in case anyone checked the story. “I just have to get her there.” He gestured to his backpack. “I was just getting ready for the trip.”


“And dressing?” Terellin suggested.


Collins blushed. He wore boxers to bed rather than his usual briefs out of modesty, but it was still underwear. “Just getting to that, sir.”


A bit of testiness returned to the professor’s demeanor. “Well, hurry, please, Mr. Collins. I don’t want to have to explain this to the board. Or to the next fifteen people who want to know why they can’t keep a finch but I’ll let you turn the quadrangle into a barn. What’s next? Pigs?”


Collins tried a joke, though he was too nervous to make it a good one. “We’ve got some of the guinea variety at the lab.”


“No, thank you.” The philosophy professor turned on his heel. “Just get that horse out of here.”


“Right away,” Collins promised.


The professor glanced back over his shoulder. “Do you want me to let your department know you won’t be in today?”


Collins considered, imagining the philosophy professor delivering his cockamamie story to his crusty biology preceptor. The explanations that followed would probably turn wilder, enveloping him in an inescapable twist of increasingly outrageous lies. Ultimately, he would have to come up with a logical experiment involving horses or lose his fellowship. “Thank you, sir, but I’ll do it by e-mail.”


“All right,” Terellin said. “You just get that smelly animal out of here ASAP.”


“Consider it done.” This time, the professor crossed the room and exited into the hallway without looking back. When the door clicked shut, Collins sank down on the bed, feeling as tired as if he had jogged three miles. A furry muzzle jostled his hand, and he reached down to pet Korfius, only to realize the dog lay sleeping beside him. He opened his eyes to Zylas.


“You’re quick with words,” the rat said.


“A quick liar,” Collins grumbled. “Something to write home about.”


“So long as it’s for the right reasons.”


Collins simply shrugged. It was not the way his parents had raised him. The same parents who pretended to love one another throughout my childhood, then divorced and forgot all about me as soon as I left home. He realized they might not serve as stellar examples either.


Apparently sensing Collins’ continued consternation, Zylas elaborated. “So long as you don’t start equating whatever you want to ‘right,’ you don’t have a problem.”


Collins looked at the albino rat, who returned his stare, whiskers twitching earnestly. Deceive the philosophy professor, then talk philosophy with vermin. Mobilized, he rose, throwing up his hands at the whole ludicrous idea. “I’m getting dressed.”


Collins pawed through his clothing, emerging with a green pocket tee, comfortable jeans, gym socks, and a clean pair of briefs. Turning his back to the window and Falima, he removed his sleeping boxers, then pulled on his briefs and last night’s jeans. He shook out the T-shirt. “This warm enough for the weather there?” He did not worry about his packed clothing. Barring a sudden attack of insanity, he would not be staying in Barakhai long.


Zylas bobbed his head. “Though you might want something with sleeves in the woods. For protection.”


“For protection?” Collins knew Zylas meant from weeds, branches, and bugs, but he could not help adding, “What I really need for protection is Kevlar.”


“Kevlar?” Zylas repeated.


“Never mind.” Collins finished dressing, then pulled on his running shoes without bothering to untie them. He tossed the backpack across his left shoulder. “Let’s go.”


Zylas sprang to Collins’ shoulder. Falima whinnied, and Collins cringed. He whistled sharply. “Come on, Korfius.”


The dog leaped to immediate attention, then sprang from the bed to caper merrily at Collins’ feet. Usually, the dog did not get to accompany him in the morning, when he attended classes. Collins reached for the knob, then froze in mid-movement. “I’d better send that e-mail. And I’ll need something to lead Falima with.”


“Not necessary,” Zylas said in his ear. “We can ride her.”


Without a saddle or bridle? Like that wouldn’t raise any more suspicions. Collins snapped on the power-strip switch, then scanned the room for something ropelike while his Gateway EV70 and its accompanying paraphernalia ran through their opening sequence. “I know that. But no one’s going to believe my story if I hop up on a strange horse without anything to control it and don’t worry about getting bucked to China.” As his gaze fell across the familiar sparse furnishings, he mentally discarded using electrical cords, rubber bands, and duct tape. His desk filled one corner of the room, most of its surface taken up by the computer with its screen, speakers, CPU, and his Hewlett-Packard LaserJet printer perched upon the familiar, black and white cow-spotted box that had contained the shipped computer. An empty coffee can held pens, pencils, and markers and his assorted hard rock tapes and CDs. On the shelf above sat the combination CD player/double tape deck/radio that played them. Beside the desk, the television offered him nothing. He considered twisting up the bedsheets or rifling the dresser to find some clothing to sacrifice to the cause.


“Falima doesn’t need to be led.” Zylas’ whiskers tickled Collins’ ear. “She’ll come along.”


Focused on the rope hunt, Collins jumped at Zylas’ voice. “True, but it’ll look really weird if a horse follows me around like a puppy.”


The speakers blared out the six beats of music that indicated the computer’s readiness. Collins leaned over his chair, grasped the mouse, and clicked on the internet icon. The hourglass appeared, the icon darkened, and the globe whirled in the upper right-hand corner. Finally deciding he might have some rope in the kitchen junk drawer, Collins started to head back in that direction. A roll of speaker cord caught his eye as he moved, and he grabbed it instead.


The high-pitched dialing notes rang from the speakers, followed by the intermittent static and up-and-down resonances of the connection.


“What’s wrong with looking weird?” Zylas stared at the computer.


Collins seized the coated wire, then returned to the keyboard. “Nothing, if you’re a total geek, I guess. Mostly, I don’t want people asking a bunch of questions. If I start blathering on about other worlds and animals who turn into people, I’ll wind up locked in a loony bin like that first guy you lured to Barakhai.” Dropping the coil into his pocket, he tapped out a quick, vague e-mail about a family emergency, clicked off-line, and initiated shutdown. “People already think I’m too tight with my dog. Imagine what they’ll think if a horse just—” Abrupt realization bombarded him. “—or if I’ve got a rat hanging out on my shoulder!” He patted himself down for a suitable pocket and realized that the one in his T-shirt would prove way too flimsy and small and the ones in his jeans seemed equally unsuitable, mostly for anatomical reasons. Collins found himself wishing for the loose, coarse weave of Barakhain clothing. “You’ll have to go in the pack.”


“Great,” Zylas muttered with a discontented sigh. Nevertheless, he did as Collins bade.


Only then, Collins thought to mention, “Hey, you’re talking to me without your translation stone.”


The pack muffled Zylas’ reply. “I am.”


Collins had believed the rest of the question was implied; but, when Zylas did not go on, he asked, “How?”


“Prinivere.”


The response confused Collins, but he did not press Zylas for more information now. He would have the opportunity to ask all of his questions when he no longer had to worry about getting a horse out of the quad before anyone else saw her.


When the monitor went blank, Collins flicked the power switch. Walking to the door of his apartment, he opened it and stepped into a hallway empty except for the other doors and Professor Terellin who waited with his arms folded impatiently over his chest.


“Sorry.” Collins flushed. “Had to send that e-mail and pack a few things.”


The professor bobbed his head without speaking.


Collins hurried down the hallway and out the back door into the quadrangle, and Korfius followed. The false dawn painted red shadows across the benches spotted randomly around the central garden. Pathways crisscrossed the courtyard, leading to a dormitory, the English building, and the Student Union. Falima still stood peering into his window.


“Horse,” Collins whispered, not wanting to use her name for fear of exposing his lies.


Falima’s head jerked upward, then tipped sideways as she searched for him.


“Over here, Horse.”


Falima found Collins with one eye, then trumpeted out a welcoming whinny.


Cringing, Collins took out the speaker wire and unwrapped a length.


Falima ran to him with a speed that seemed unstoppable. Collins back-stepped and pressed against the building, but need not have worried. The horse came to an abrupt halt in front of him, prancing and snorting in greeting.


Collins wrapped the soft, pliable wire in a loop around Falima’s neck, guiding her away from the quadrangle, around the graduate student housing building, to the main walkway through the campus. Surreptitiously, he looked for droppings and noticed none. He did not know whether doing so might insult his friends, but he could not afford to leave such an obvious telltale. He could imagine the students trying to puzzle out a huge animal flop appearing in the quadrangle in the middle of the night. At the least, they would be watching for a major prank; at the worse, it would spark the very protest about pets that Professor Terellin wanted to avoid. I can’t have a gerbil, but you let someone walk their cow?


The cord proved as unnecessary as Zylas had claimed, but Collins continued the charade. The other professors and students already marveled at the close bond he shared with the dog who had run for help while he lay, seriously wounded, on the laboratory floor. Collins’ sudden ability to speak every human language had confounded his doctors, who had plied him with CT scans and MRIs, none of which had revealed anything abnormal. Apparently, magic doesn’t show up on X-ray. One more eccentricity would likely push him over the edge from a curiosity to an object of aversion. Students tended to tolerate diversity, so long as it had a logical and rational basis.


Collins continued through the dark toward Daubert Laboratories, willing the hulking buildings to pass by more swiftly. The walk seemed longer than usual, the sidewalk harder, the buildings less friendly. It all passed in a dim blur of light and shadow that little resembled the cheery, student-filled pathways of Algary’s days and evenings. The clop of Falima’s hooves echoed strangely between the buildings.


A security guard approached, gave a habitual cheery wave, then stopped short. He waited for Collins to reach him.


Though tempted to veer away, Collins kept to the concrete walkway. Anything else would appear suspicious. “Good morning,” he said.


“Good morning.” The stout, dour-faced guard studied the horse. “Interesting companions you have there.”


“It’s a horse.” Collins stated the obvious, so as not to appear to be hiding anything. As if I could stuff a horse under my shirt. He followed the security guard’s gaze with his own, only to notice a red eye peering through the inky curtain of Falima’s mane. Damn it, Zylas, I told you to stay in the pack. Suddenly, Collins realized the man had said companions, plural. Did he see Zylas? He tried to come up with a plausible explanation for a lab rat crawling freely over an unperturbed horse.


“And a dog,” the guard added, as if in answer to Collins’ concerns. His attention turned to the patchy hound, whose tail flopped back and forth like an overwound pendulum.


“The dog’s mine. Name’s Korfius.”


The guard’s gaze returned to the horse.


Glowering at Zylas, Collins answered the unspoken question. “I’m taking her to the lab.” This time, he spoke the truth, though he made no attempt to avoid the implication that he intended to use her in experiments.


The guard grunted. “You wouldn’t be planning some sort of practical joke, now, would you, kid?”


Collins gave the only answer anyone would, whether or not he intended such a thing. “No.”


“Can I see your ID?”


Collins didn’t fight, seeing no reason to prolong the encounter with argument. Preferring the guard’s focus to remain on him rather than the animals, he took his wallet from his pocket and presented his graduate student identification card.


The guard took it from him. “Collins,” he murmured. “Benton Collins.” He handed it back to Collins. “Now why does that sound familiar?”


Collins replaced the card and his wallet. “I’m the one who got beat up in the lab a year and a half ago at Thanksgiving.”


The guard snapped his fingers. “Right. We took a lot of flak for that.”


Collins said nothing. Surely, the man would not blame him for being the victim of an apparent assault.


Again, the man looked at Korfius. “So this must be the critter who saved you.”


“Yes,” Collins said. “He is.” He let his brows inch upward. “May I please go now? I’d like to get this horse set up in time to grab some breakfast.”


With obvious reluctance, the guard stepped aside. Collins continued down the pathway more quickly now, hoping to make it to the portal without running into anyone else. That realization brought an ironic smile to his lips. The portal. What’s my hurry? Do I really need to rush to a place where the people in power want me dead? The idea seemed insanity. He had never sought out as simple a thrill as bungee jumping, and he did not relish the thought of repeating his last encounter in Barakhai. The insanity is that I’ve even agreed to come this far.


The oblong shape of Daubert Laboratories came into view, and Collins loosed a pent up breath. He raced for the most obscure side entrance, the horse trotting happily along behind him. Farthest from the main rooms and experiments, it would provide fewer opportunities for chance encounters with students or professors. Only as he hurried up the concrete stairs to the peeling, green-painted door did he remember that, for this way in, he needed a key. He fumbled at his waist, hoping he had left his jumble of keys clipped to a belt loop by habit. As usual, his beeper pinched the fabric at his left hip, the keys just in front of his right. He unfastened the metal clip, found the biggest key by feel and inserted it into the lock. It snapped to the open position. He twisted the knob and shouldered the panel inward. The mingled odors of mustiness, animal dander, cleaners, and wood chips filled his nose.


Falima whickered, apparently recognizing the scent as the pathway home, and Zylas scrabbled back to Collins’ shoulder. “We’re here?”


“We’d better be.” Collins stepped inside and held the door open for Falima and Korfius. “Otherwise, you just earned me a one-way ticket to Bellevue.”


The limitations of the translation spells kicked in. “What?”


Collins shook his head. “Never mind.” He closed the door behind the animals, out of habit listening for the click of its locking.


Zylas squeaked into Collins’ ear, “We didn’t need a key to get out.”


“You wouldn’t have.” Collins watched Falima continue forward, hooves clattering against tile. She moved easily despite the odd sounds, which surprised him. He had spent an anxious half hour urging her across the castle drawbridge in Barakhai and now had to guess that embedded Formica had a more solid sound or feel than overair planking. “The main door’s never locked. I brought us in a different way.”


Korfius raised his nose, sniffing wildly, then running to Collins.


Accepting Collins’ explanation, Zylas turned to something he understood. “Korfius associates the smell of this place with you.”


Now that Zylas had spoken it aloud, the dog’s behavior seemed obvious. “Not surprising. I practically live here.” It seemed unlikely they would find anyone in the building this time of the morning, but Collins could not discount the possibility of a cleaning crew. He hurried his animal companions down the hallway to the class-turned-storage room that led to Barakhai.


Sparse light funneled in the doorway to reveal the jumbled desks, chairs, and boxes Collins remembered from his last visit to Barakhai. Then, sunlight swimming through dust motes had given the appearance of smoke; but the current hour just made it seem ghostly dark. The strange equations remained, white figures dancing across the chalkboard, and Collins could just discern the purple chalk pentagram scrawled across the tile.


Zylas scrambled to the floor. “Let’s go.”


Collins studied Falima doubtfully. Her solid, golden body had to weigh at least half a ton, and her head towered over his own 5’11”.


Zylas followed Collins’ gaze and divined his question. “She made it in; she can make it out.” He flitted beneath a desk.


Collins shrugged. The rat/man had a seemingly undeniable point, but Collins knew the loophole. He could leave his world for Barakhai through the portal, but no one in human form had ever passed from there to here. If the magic could make such seemingly impossible and random distinctions, perhaps it could make the path in more difficult than the one out of Barakhai. Deciding the pain of watching a friend struggle outweighed curiosity, he followed his albino companion.


Worried about the effect of mixing technology with the active magic of the portal, Collins did not attempt to use his mag light as they crawled through dark debris for what seemed like an hour. At first, Collins’ backpack banged against the stacked furniture, and he heard an avalanche of cardboard boxes. Falima gave an occasional snort but otherwise handled the low scramble well. Soon, he heard her steady hoofbeats behind him, no longer moving at an unnatural shuffle, and he realized she could stand. Last time, he had assumed himself still amid the debris and had crawled much longer than necessary. This time, he rose, though he found himself keeping one hand hovering at the level of his forehead, guarding against the imagined junk that had last filled his vision. Barely needing to dip his head at any point, Korfius padded along beside him. Zylas continued to lead the way effortlessly, his white fur the only thing visible in the otherwise blinding gloom. Anything that could inconvenience a rat would surely thwart any of his companions.


Then, the world began to brighten. Moonlight filtered through an opening that had once held a wooden door, revealing a crumbling ruin of a stone room. Through the gap, Collins could see a world that currently resembled his own, at least in regard to time of day. Stars sprinkled the sky, with a slight grayness that hinted of coming dawn. The rat stared ahead as Collins and Korfius emerged.


“Uh-oh,” Zylas said.


Collins stared through his wire-rimmed glasses at a sea of men milling outside the ruins, dressed in the familiar silver and aqua of King Terrin’s guards.




Chapter 2


THROUGH the doorway of the ruins, Collins looked down on a sea of royal aqua and white. The soldiers in front stood in regimented lines, their uniforms unadorned, their mail pristine, and their heads bare. Their hair ranged from snowy-white to ebony, and their skin spanned nearly as broad a range. Most clutched spears and some carried swords through the wide black sashes that served as belts. Dogs of myriad shapes, colors, and sizes meandered through the troops or stood attentively among the men. Toward the back, the mounted soldiers wore iron helms and the white portions of their uniforms bore a spattering of stretched, blue-green clovers.


“Damn,” Collins said, his awed and nervous expletive no louder than Zylas’ grossly understated, “Uh-oh.”


Collins added carefully, “We’re in an almighty colossal shit load of trouble.” He waited for his friend to contradict him, to assure him that the renegades had expected and planned for this confrontation, but Zylas gave him nothing.


The front line leveled its spears. “Halt!” a commander yelled at Collins and his friends. “No one move.”


“Zylas?” Collins implored in a desperate whisper. His animal companions, he knew, had an out. They could race back through the magical portal and hope none of the guards in their horse or dog forms dared to follow. And leave me in Weirdoland to face an army alone. The idea seemed reprehensible, yet Collins turned to seal his fate. At least, Falima and Korfius, the woman and the child, should seize what little security they still had.


Korfius crouched, growling deep in his throat. Falima rummaged through the debris in woman form, as naked as a newborn and no more self-conscious.


Collins groaned, the irony clear even through rising dread. At their darkest hour, every companion but Korfius had been caught in his smallest, weakest form. It’s up to me. He glanced out over the horde, at least a hundred strong. And I’m not going to win by overpowering them. He considered his possessions, hoping he had included some object he could use to shock and intimidate the soldiers. He dared not make a motion large enough to unsling his backpack. Instead, his hand strayed to his pocket, sifting through loose change and lint. No simple parlor trick, no random display of technology, would work here. One of the king’s advisers, Carrie Quinton, came from his world; and the soldiers already knew that Collins did, too.


Before Collins could think to do anything, Falima charged past him with a bellow of fury, brandishing a stick in each hand.


“No!” Collins threw himself at the woman, missed, and rolled through the doorway toward the massed soldiers. Clearly surprised, they withdrew, and two fell beneath Falima’s crazed assault. Korfius dove for another, driving him to the ground before several dogs closed in on the writhing man and dog.


“No!” Collins yelled. “Stop it.” Still hoping to find something significantly exciting to astonish the warriors, he thumbed the test button on the beeper clipped to his belt and whipped the wheel toward maximum volume. Its squeal shrilled over the din.


The combatants hesitated, and all eyes jerked to Collins. Fine, you did it. Now what?


An enormous object blotted out the moonlight.


Instinctively, Collins ducked and swung his attention upward. A huge, shadowy figure filled the sky. Terror surged through him, and the urge to flee became an all-encompassing necessity. He ran mindlessly, no longer worrying about the menace of the guards, hearing their screams and pounding footsteps meld with the more familiar screech of his beeper. Something heavy cut the air above his head. Without warning, a whirlwind sucked him off his feet, sending him spiraling to the ground. He struck a stone with enough force to drive the breath from his lungs, then found himself tumbling down a steep, grassy hill without the barest sense of control. The world spun past in a dizzying array of greens and browns. Something leathery slapped his ear, pounding pain through his head. Then a calm voice touched his mind. *Be still.*


Though it violated any shred of logic, Collins tried to obey. He felt something pierce the upper back of his T-shirt, scraping furrows of skin from his neck. His feet left the ground, and he dangled dangerously over rocks as the earth disappeared below him. Soldiers scattered in all directions, their ranks broken, their movements frenzied and random. Collins found himself whipping violently upward through the trees, the front of his collar chewing into his throat, choking off his screams and most of his breathing. “Help!” he rasped out.


Collins’ rational mind gradually caught up to reality. A flying animal the size of a school bus has me in its claws. Only one creature fit that description. Prinivere. Collins fought a desperate battle for sane and logical understanding. We’re safe. He savored that thought for less than a moment, when an abrupt turn sent him flying toward a clump of trees. The rolled cotton bit deeper into his windpipe, cutting off his oxygen supply, and branches slashed his bare arms. He seized his collar with both hands, wrenching it forward with all his strength. The fabric gave only slightly, and a trickle of air wheezed into his spasming lungs. “Help,” he managed again, his hoarse, quiet voice lost in the swirl of wind raised by flapping, batlike wings. Then he remembered the dragon’s nonverbal communication. You’re strangling me! He tried to send the thought directly at her. I’m going to die!
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