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It made sense that we were there. -

It just made sense. That's how come we could accept it so
easily, It was where we were supposed to be. It just made
sense.

Lanny and me—that's Lanny Weaver, my best friend—
were big into the Horseclans like you can’t believe. Like even .

I can't believe, tooking back on it. We ate ’em and drank "em

and talked rem] God, how we alked 'em! We'd stay up all 3

night all the time tatking Horseclans stuff. And of course we
always ended up talking about how neat it would be to really
be there, realiy five in that world. To know Bili the Axe
personally and hang out with him. And Milo. We wanted to
meet Milo Morai more than anybody, of course. But we
didn’t realty care if we never even saw him if we could just
be there! Hot damn! Really be there! Carrying swords ‘and
petting -prairiecats and wenching and just traveling around
kicking ass whenever we wanted to without any cops or sny-
pody to bug us. The Horseclans world was infinitely better
than our own, we believed, and we talked about. that a lot,
0o, '
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At least, that's what we thought before the slaughter begen.
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Mwe dressed like *em, t00. We had tunics and stuff. And
¢hain mail made special by some retired army tank guy in
Richmond, Virginia. And swords, too, made by the same
dude. We had everything. Really. Daggers and stuff, Wine-
S iegkins. Leggings. :

4o’ And we wore them. At science fiction conventions and at

meetings of our club and at SCA tournaments, which is really
how all this happened. What, as Lanny said, *'tipped us over

%" Anyway . . . you know what the¢ SCA is? The Society for
"4\ Creative Anachronism? 1f you know sbout Horseclans you
ybably know about them. But anyway, the SCA are a
bunch of folks heavy into medievai life-styles. They dress up
like thase days, women too, and they have big feasts and
tournaments where knights fight to establish the pecking or-
 der and determine who the king is. The king is the best
* fighter of everybody and he gets his choice of queen, which
is sorta how the trouble got started, except Lanny and me’
. weren't trying to be king—it wasn't that big a tournament.
We were just trying to get laid. _
You see, there were these two new girls just moved o
town. They were sisters and they were . . . well, dynamite-
looking. Gorgeous. And sexy, too. Really sexy. Blondes.

their hands in trial by combat. And they'd made it real clear
that it could be done. Win more than their hands, if yon get
what I'm driving at. Oh, those two were really something.
They had us huffing and puffing. And they were enting it up
the whole time. They had every dude in the club ready to kill
himselfi—or anybody else—to get some of what they were
" offering. And lze girls loved that, too. The funny thing was,
we didn’t care. | mean, we knew what it said about those two
if they liked causing ali that trouble and strife and the rest of
it. But we didn’t care. They would smile these smug littie
smiles—dimples and the rest—and then wag away real slow
and we'd just stand there like idiots until they were out of
sight. '

And then we'd go practice like crazy. Huffing and puffing
and pawing the ground.

Then the tournament came. It was in the spring and every-
" thing was real and pretty and we were all camped out in the
~country with trailers and tents and stuff. it was really nice.

{"ve always loved blondes. Lanny, too. So we sel out to win

*
|




R sisters even showed up,
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Sunshine and green grass and long flowing dresses and the

" like, s . 4 " :
: o—Lanny and me—we werc ready. Ready and
Lo s;::rlllid“:lp and, rrlost important of all, ip shape. We had

i opether all winter long. Before the two
s owed 1 even. | mean—we were ready.
And then the lncredible Hulk showed up and emered the
L. _ ,
mt&n: r:::ﬂcd him the Incredible Hulk because . . . well, if
you'd seen him you would too. His real name was Something
Jones but he wentbbhy Bubba. -
idding. a, - ' e
]l;lgt,ktlhd:l;gin??#; he was as big as a house, Slow as hell,

" Much slower than Lanny and me—but then that was our big

speed, and always had been. We were faster than any of
fif:l::est of th:m. Andystrong, like 1 said; because we were‘_ig
ghape from working.out all that time. Stronger than most an
aster than anybody and , . . . .
f.asﬂd'it [c'iidnlfu heip. Bubba pounded us both. Badly, 1 mean,

. . We must've struck him ten times for every time he hit us, '
: ﬁlﬂ{he thing is, every time he hit one of us we'd bounce. It

was frustrating as hefl. Not to mention paipful. Of course,

. you really couldn't. get ‘hurt_too badly with masking-taped  * %

. All the weapoas had to be taped vp heavily. Tha
f«“ﬁf.m’ rccrlt? the ruies, Nobody wanted to_get skewered. But, -
see, that was the point. While we wete geting dribbled by
lhis’ guy we kept tﬂ?nkin_g: If this was real, we'd have killed
?I“ﬁ;f':.;?:{-,"zlreﬁu:tg?ﬁm any dlffetcncé. Bubba won and won
s decisively that he got borh. sisters and then to top it all off

) d and obnoxjous about it and then rude and crude to .
E:Sgl?r‘;s.amd you know what? They didn't eyen seem io -

mind. . They let him get away with it. He was a jerk and
" clumsy and Joud, but . . . :
But he t;acl won. | .
%::1 mi:w afterward wasn't much fun. Lanny and | spent
most of it gritting our teeth. Oh, we were nice and all—what
- chiice did we have? But it wasn’t much fun. Maybe it was
that awful mead stuff we were drinking that somebody ha
made in his garage. Qe maybe it was walching-Bubba feeling
up both girls in public. . S

“Anyway, we left. Supposedly to go back to 6ur traiter and
get the tequila, but mostly just to get away from the vest and
talk, ) ' '

word for several minutes,

Then Lanny spoke: '*Mr. Felix?"

“Yes, Mr, Weaver?”’

“Let’s get dressed.”

1 grinned, seaid: **Yeahl**
~ And we did. Put on our best tunics, not the junk we wore
for toumaments|. The realistic stuff. The chain mail and the
rest, - : : . :

‘And the reat swords. And the real daggers.

And then we opened the bottle of tequila and took a swig
apiece, toasting ourselves, and stepped outside.- :

was a lot of it [ didn’t understand at the time and still don’t,
But what happened next has always been a mystery to me. |
mean, how could we be so stupid and naive not to . . .
Anyway, we stepped outside into the darkness and headed
toward the campfire and the rest of the party, They were

- singing over there and laughing and sparks were climbing up

flickering above them and they all seemed to be having a
great time, and suddenly we didn’t want any part of it:; We

drunk on our own,
We sure did that—get drunk, | mean. Just Lanny, and me

. amd the branches up against the stars and the tequila bottle.

And our voices, of course. Becavse we were having our same
old conversation in no time at all. About the Horsecians
world dnd how we wanted to be there, Hell, by now we were
8o drunk it was how we deserved to be there and ought to be
there and other things so terrifyingly stupid that even now
when 1 think about it I cringe., _ :
But at the time it ali made perfect sense. 1 mean that:
perfect sense, There was something especially strident and
clear about that: night with Lanny and me all alone in those
woods with our dreams and tequita. More than those things
should've added up to. And we felt it.
We didn’t say we felt it. We never acknowledged it out

- Only we didn’t. We sat there across from each other, both
- covered with grass stains and humiliation, and didn't say a

It was the next part that | don't understand. I mean, there

turned without 'a word and stepped into the woods to get -
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. loud. We didn’t have to. It was there, l could see it in his
- grin.

We ended up sacriﬁcing the last thitd of the tequila to the

Horseclans God, which is just as weli, seeing as how we - ' i

were already so drunk we couldn't hm'dly move. But we
made it a real solemn deal, praising His vision of glory and
honor and combat. We ended it by making a formal request
to be allowed to go there.

Then we sat down.

Then we passed out,

. Apd when we woke yup, we were there,

-And, for the life of me, 1-still don’t undérstand wh}' we

weren’t scared! God knows we should have been,
Soon, very soon, we were. But not soon encugh.

' The mﬁn_ astride the horse -was a very serious p'ie'c_e.‘o'f

“work. It wasn't so much what he was wearing as how he was
. wearing it. Everythmg from the bmadsw

to the piercing
stare was real. Real! .
**1 said, ‘S!and aside!' Must l assist you?" ‘boomed out

. .lhrough his graying goatee, and only then did I cealize he had
" spoken before. It had been his voice that had waked me u

. Us up, I mean, Lanny was there a few feet away, sprawrcd

- as | was on the dusty. lhmg that passed for a raad.

.1 looked at him. “‘I don't believe this is happening!”®
" Lanny's eyeés were ‘as fierce and blazing as his red hair in

the sun. “‘Sure you dol” he replied. And grinred.

. He was right, of course. [ did beheve it. And, God help all

. fools, loved it.

““Ladst*’ boomed out from the same place as the rider

spurred his horse forward bclween us. We scmmbled out of

the way,
Lanny was a lot quicker than me, as usual.
“Beg pardon, m’lofd. We did not mean (o impcde your

jourmey, We were momentarily dazed by—"'

**By drink, from the look of you," snnrled the rider. But

- he pulled his horse up and turned it about to face us. 1 noticed
. then how foamy. lt was. He must have had qulte a trip

himself. :
. “'"Nay, good sir. Bewitched!"’

The rider’s gaze narrowed even funher, if that were possi-
‘ble: Lanny chose to ignore il He Qtepped forward and started
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to babble a tale about how we were both good men and true
and fine swordsmen from good families, clans, he said, and
had been waylaid by a wicked sorceress who had taken
offense at our nobly attempting to rescuc a fair damsel from
her chutches—which we had managed to do despite a fearsome
struggle and great personal loss to ourselves, But then the
witch was so offended by our interference that she loosed
upon us one demon after another, which we barely managed
to ‘escape each-time, so then the witch cast a spell which
flung us from our homelands (after first robbing us of all our
coins) to this very spot where he found us just now, alone,

- penniless, lost, but without 4 single regret at having done the

right lhlng—nay, the only thing a frue gentleman and swords-
man could have done.

It was great shit.

-Even better, it looked like it was gomg to be effective shit.
The rider sat silcntly throughout the entire tirade, seeming to
eat it up. And | fipured it was going to work. "'it'’ being
whatever the hell it was Lanny was trying to scam.

Then the man started lavghing. He laughed and Iaughed _

and laughed and laughed. He laughed so hard tears flowed
down hig cheeks and his great beily rolled like a waterbed,

He laughed so hard it wasn’t even embarrassing after a while.

Well, not completely. .

When he finalty. got control of himsalf he Spoke
- *‘What are ‘your names, lads?"’

“*Lanny Weaver, m’lord.”

**Brad Felix, m’lord.”

**Odd namés you have.””

Lanny just smiled. **Did I not just tell you of our having
been whisked away from our native lands? In our world, our
names ape— " _

The man held up a hand in a firm gesture, *‘Aye, lad. 1 did
hear your tale. And enjoy it much.'* He smiled. And then the
gmile went away in & flash. *‘But l do not wish to hear it
anew.’ |

It was not a request. Lanny and 1 looked at each other,
nodded, said: **Yes, m'lord,” in unison.

The man leaned back in his saddle and sested a hand lightly
on the hilt of his broadsword. It was not necessarily a threat-
ening gesture, It was just to get our attention.

**You lads are indeed far from home. Young men seeking
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~ your fortune, Seeking adventure and amusement. Lost and poor,
no doubt, due to some . foolish trusting of a clever wench, 1

know not how you came to be fast asleep on the road, and

care not.”" He paused, looked pained. Then he smiled rather
paternally. ‘‘Indeed, | know not why I should care about
at ajl, such as you are. But | was young once. And foolish.”
Then he peered right at vs as he added: **And a liar,™
We knew better than to tske offense. Lanny even knew
enough to smile, L
The man nodded, satisfied, and went on. “*So I shal] offer

you employment. It so happens | am in temporary need of a

**Nay, m'lord,"” Lanny replied. - . _
The man sighed. **I thought not.”” He paused for a mo-
“ment. An idea seemed to occur to him, ‘‘It matters not.
Several of my riders shall be along on this road, They have
been lagging behind due to laziness and sloth. Tell them you
are of my personal guard and are to take two of their freshest
mounts. Then 1 shall expect. you to catch up-to me on this
* same road by sundown.’’ He leaned. down toward us and his
voice got hard. **By sundown, lads, I’ll be damned if 1 shail
put two wastrels afoot just to horse two more, Js that clear?”
T Aye, m'lord.’ . :
*Aye, m'lord.” . _
“‘For your sakes I hope it is.”
“M’lord?’’ Lanny asked pext. ‘*Could we not have you
name as weil?"” ' :
“*Trebor Smada.” .
© *““Trevor Smada,"” [ mispronounced. .
*“That is Trebor, lad! Not , . . whatever it was you said.
You would do well not to get my name backward.” -
t was thinking that missing oniy one letter hardly consisted
of getting it backward when suddenly two coins were spin-
‘ning into the, air, one toward each of us. Lanny caught his in
the air with one hand. It took me two hands and_son_le
juggling, but at least | didn’t disgrace myself by dropping it,
And then, of course, I did drop it. 1 bent down, red-faced,
and picked it up. S R
Smada was already on his. way down the road. ‘“That’s 1o

few extra swords in my personal guard. Have you hovses?"’

seal.our contract. Perform well and faithfully and there will
be more. Much more.”” He started cantering away. Lanny

- ghouted after him. S
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“Lord Smada! How will we know these men with the
horses?'’ :

Without even slowing down, Smada boomed back over his
shoulder: ‘‘Take the first two horses from anyone ‘secking
-g‘eregor Smada!"’ he shouted and then was gone around the

na. . * .

Lanny.and [ were the ones really around the damned bend.
We had bought the whole thing. We spent the next how

- congratulating ourselves. for having conned a job right off.

Idiots! Stupid, trusting, numskuiled idiots!

‘seen it. We fust stood there on that road, like the dumb shits
we were, waiting to die. - - .

Tt was a couple of hours before anybody showed up on the
getting deeper into trouble. It started off innocently enough,

noticing how pretty everything was.

Because it really was. I mean, gorgecus, The sky was sa
" blue, the trees so green and pretty. Everything. The woods,
- the smell of the .air. Even the dust of the road was somehow
just right. | :

Us, too. I felt terrific. [ felt healthy and.. . . pure. [ had

- even lost my desire for cigarettes, Well, my cravirig, anyway..

After a while we noticed our clothes were different than they
had been. The same, too. That is, they looked the same. But
different, More realistic.- Zippers, for example, had been
replaced by butions ;somehow.
It was neat. i

In fact, ! realized ¥ felt as good as I ever had. | felt like 1
» belonged. Oh, we had no excuses. '

A thought occurred to me after the first half hour,

l!l‘anny?!'

‘IYeah-l|

**1 don’t think this is the Horseclans world.”

Lanny laughed. *'Of course it is. It's perfect.”

**I know. That's the trouble," :

Lanny laughéd again. **What do you think it is?"’

*1 dunno. A movie.""

“*Huh?" P

“That’s what it feels like."”

Oh, there had been 8 con, all right. Bui we hadn't even

road. Somehow Lanny and | managed to spend-that time

though.. We were just sitting there grinning at each other and

b
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-t did. It was too perfeci, And [ should have started to gét .
scared right then with that thought: And maybe ! did feel a

tittle something, but then 1 got sidetracked when Lanny started .1
talking again. This time it was about how we had to establish “:ghy
ourselves right away with these *‘peon types coming up the S
road.” The ides, according to Lanny (and, to be fair, | liked “3a;
it, too), was that we had to set these dudes straight. These g
and all the rest we met. Two kinds of people in this kinda

place: the nobles and the gophers. And we were in no mood

to gopher anything. Therefore we had to let everybody know
right away that we expected (o be trgale_d like the upper-crust .

‘types we were.

““And." Lanny added, “‘what's the best way to get treated

with respect?”’

- “Overtip the bartenders?"*
*(C'mon, Felix. Be serious.”

" “Sorry. How then?"’

- HAct like you expect it.\dummy.. Act like you're used to.
giving orders instead of taking them. You know, a little .

arrogant.”’ :

‘Which made perfect sense to me. I was-hlwady a little *

atrogant, feeling as good as I did. -
So, anyway, that’s how Lanny and | managed to get in
trouble before anything even started. ' S
‘Like I said beforei no excuses. _
 An hour later they came around the trees riding at a slow
‘walk. They looked tired and dusty and out of breath. About
Jike Smada. Only these guys were a helluva Jot less impres-
give. For one thing, Smada had been a big guy. Hard to tell

when somebody’s sitting a horse, byt I’d guessed he was at-

least six three and two hundred fifty pounds or so. These
guys were short. Five eight tops. We probably - outweighed
them by twenty pounds each, X )

They didn't even look particularly suspicious when we
stepped into the road and held up our hands to stop them.

But why should they have been scared? They had RO way 3

of knowing how stupid we were, :

They weren’t too bright, either, thank God. They were off

their horses and gratefully guzzling from the wineskins we
- offered before even asking who we were, 1 tasted the wine
myself in tum. We had left with Robert Mondavi Table Red.
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{This was something awful and realistic. The riders seemed to
#ike it well enough. -

And then the shit started.

1t didn't take much. One second we were all standing there
miling and drinking and the next second there were swoids
flashing in the sun, We didn't even get around to mentioning
about taking their horses, We just introduced ourselves and
“ told "em who we worked for. _—

: - Gordon, the only one whose pame I got, choked on his
wig of wine, He stared at us, .

" ““Trebor Smada?”

; guards.’” . .

out and was swinging with both hands right at my head, and |
- ducked instinctively and yelled, ‘‘Hey, watch it!"’ and stepped
. inside his guard and grabbed his wrists and said, **What the
‘hetl do you think you're doing, prick?”’ . '
- . Aod you know what? He just stared at me for a second.

g Totally unbelieving. But' why shouldn’t he be surprised 1 &
hade't just immediately attacked back at him? He didn't

‘know anything about stupid " twentieth-century young-punk
- parking-lot slugfests, He didn’t know anything about would-be
posturing machismo. He lived in this worid. If you fought
theﬁ you fought. And if you won you lived and the other gny
- died. '

around saying, "‘You better watch out, buddy, or else,”

while you took turns shoving each other in the chest until -

other friends came in to pull you two apart,

He was going to kill me. Just like that. And the fact that
didn’t seem to know that startled him. Which is probably why
when he ighored my idiotic grip on his wrists and flicked his
blade at my face he didn’t do it hard enough to cut my head
off. :

But his edge cut the shit out of my cheek. 1 stepped back
and put my gloved hand up there, where the cheek stung, My
glove came away bloody, and I lost it.

Which is what saved my life. | could just as easily have
run away screaming. Instead 1 got mad and lived.

- My sword was suddenly in my hand, bigger than his, and

- 80 was 1, and swinging at him.'There was & burst of sparks

*'The same,’” replied Lanny smugly. *'We're his personal

And then the ofie closest to me, not Gordon, had his sword

In his world you didn"t spend twenty minutes first standing - I‘
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and a godawful clang I'd never heard before outside of a
movie, but I didn’t stop to think about it—1 just swung again,
swung so hard and missed him so completely that 1 lost my
balance and fei forward just as his first thrust sliced through,
not my skin, but my hair.

That scared me. It also pissed me off. 1 growled and
screamed and leapt to my feet, swinging again as hard as |
could. He blocked me easily enough, parried me well the
second time, but 1 was just too strong for him. Too strong
and too mad and too scared and too adrenaline-zapped to be
stopped. I broke down his guard with the sheer force of my
biows. Broke his guard and then a rib and then whei be stood
there staggering [ laid into him with both hands toward his
throat, but I was too excited and too a-jumple to get it right.
My biade got turned in my hand, and the flat of it hit him in

the nose with a mighty whack and he sat down right where he

was and keeled over. _

I stood there a second puffing and staring until 1 heard -a
groan and a clump and saw Lanny tripping backward over his
own feet, his sword flying over his head, and Gordon above
him bracing his back foot for a quick thrust, and somehow 1
was right there behind him aad slamming the hilt of my
sword against the back of his neck, only 1 missed this time,
too, and there was a truly awful crunch as the pomimel bashed
a hole in the skull and he died before he couid fall.

" Then he did fall, and 1 stood there, knees wobbly, until |
sat down with a sudden plop and looked at the sight of that
mashed gray and bloody head. ;

“Lanny! Lanny, 1 think [ killed him!"* 1 wailed, and the
tears were already coming to my eyes. o :

Lanny was a lot cooler. Always had been. He was already
back on his feet and retrieving his sword before he said:
““Don’t. worry. He would've died anyway.”” Lanny shoved
the body over with his foot, and 1 saw the blood. Lanny had
been doing pretty well after all. The man’s thigh was cut
almost fo the bone. What do you call that artery? The femoral?

1 got pretty sick. After that | stayed crouched there beside
the road on my hands and knees while Lanny made purpose-
ful movements around me. | wanted to help, knew 1 should,
but just couldn’t stand to ook at them right then, particularly
after seeing that my guy was & lot more than knocked out.
Seems 1'd driven the nose straight back into his head. .
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Shit. o -
1 stayed-out of it until I felt Lanny pressin sal
, _ ) \ g a cloth against
.my bloady cheek and putting my hand up to hold it thegre. It
stung from the wine he’d soaked it with. But that made sense.
Alcohol to kill the germs, like in the movies. And fortu-
nately, the resulting infection wasn’t scrious. - :
I didn’t reaily have it together until & few minutes later

9

the road. Lanny's Ivoicc was sort of a dull irritation at first
. . wntil 1 started paying attention to the individual .words and
realized he was trying to bring me-out of the shock by
i rergmt;mg T; Otf;t?iw point of the whole deal, .
- Such as: We had wanted 1o be hers. W

o Such as: o] e had wanmd to kick
: il;s: They had stasted it,

er a while it started to work, bless him. He
calmed down and then ¢oherent, and then even 1 sizigr(t);dml:
. look back with satisfaction on what 1I'd done. Ounly then,

and srilf gotten away with it, did I get reall
. should have been ail along. get really scared the way 1

a:;d looked disgusted, but an hour later he had to do the same

ng. '

But that seemed to work it out of us,-damn our silly hides.

That seemed (o settle us down. A couple of hours later, Uil

be damned if we weren't grinning and cocky again.
Inctedible. - ' '

. horse up short. .
“What?"* T
;lWe v.lrere hzet :jp! Smndﬁ:;;et us up.”
y.feply showed how it had been done. “‘Huh?"" 1 muttered,

. “And we fell for itl Dammit! We were so bus;“t:lying t;)
impress him we didn't even see what he was doing. He
‘wasn't hiring us. He was using us to slow down whoever

those guys were that were chasing him. Don’t you see? He
‘was running away from them. And he suckered us into.
buying him some extra time.” He stared at me, his face
funm!s with anger. **You get it, Felix?"’ '
1 did. Too late. Way 100 late. But | got it. Finally, -

'

-when we were already astride the horses, and moving down

when | realized 1’d broken every fencing rule I'd ever known.

[ had to stop my horse and get sick again. Lanny snecred

- “Wait 2 minute!"’ La_n;ny said suddenty, and pulled his
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*“Hey!"" [ burst out. ‘“We've got to get off this road. 1f
there ate any more and they find those bodies in the ditch . . R
Lanny was way shead of me again. ‘*Not only that, there’s
Smada.”
*Whaddya mean?"” : o
“‘He said he'd meet us down this road. I guarantee you that
means he’s on another one. We gotta go cross-country until
we find him,”
" %QOkay. Which way?"’
'Guess. "’ .

~ And 1 did, and once more dﬁmb luck {or, thinking back on -

it, maybe soniething else) worked. We not only found the
. other road, we came, scross it at the inn with Smada’s horse
comralled outside. '

Along the way an odd thing happened. | asked Lanny if he -

was sure we wanted to find Smada. He looked at me funny
and sald of course we did and I let it go. Because it was true.
[ really did want to find Smada. Supposedly to teach him a
lesson for messing with us. But in my heart 1 knew better,
and so did Laony, though neither of us admitted it. .

We wanted to find Smada. But not to fight him. We
wanted to find hirn 1o brag about what we'd done.

See what I mean? We were slow leamners.

The fight started when, somewhere knee-deep into the
party, I tumned to the innkeeper and asked to use his phons.
Don’t know what possessed me to do that. The thing is, there
was this dude standing at the bar between Lanny and me
when 1 said this, a real jerk this guy, and . .. well, as soon

as the words were out of my mouth I realized how silly it . | !

was, being where we were and all, and Lanny did too, and
we looked at each other and staried laughing. And this ob-
noxions dude, who hed been spoiling for & fight all night
jong, thought we were laughing at Afm, and the next thing 1
knew I was fighting again. N .
Which was okey with me. The guy had pissed me off long
ago when he'd been messing with Smada, and even though I
was just stumbling into it more or less unexpectedly, ‘it was
all right, it was okay, | was ready. _ .
Thinking back, we stumbled into the whole mess. And
then stumbled from one step to the next. Like the inn, itself.
Thinking back, we didn’t enter that inn at all. We dove
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Into it headfirst. Dove into it like It was the ultimate hot tub,
steamy smoky air and spilling wine end healthy fun-smeily
wenches and roaring fires and roaring Jaughter and loud

* . music and barking dogs and gritty cool stone fioors ideally

positioned to catch you when you fell over with a mug o
your lips. o ‘

It was .8 wonderful place. Truly. Exactly as I'd always
imagined such a place tc be. 1 mean exactly. Which shoulda

i made me wonder, only 1 was too busy having fun to think to

be scared. .
We didn’t have any trouble with Smada. We stomped in to
confront him, and there he was, pillowed in a cormer like a

sultan with wenches framed all about him and servant types

fetching and carying. And the first thing anybody said was
me saying: ‘“What happened to you?" Because i;fing there
like that instead of astride_that huge mount of his he_looked
go, I dunno, unformidable. . .

Underrating Smada was, without doubt, one of the majof
mistakes we made. Bad as it was, though, we managed to
compound it later on. -

The argument we had stated our intentions of having never
got very far. For one thing, our hearts weren’t much in it, and
for another . . , well, he looked so goddam jolly there on
those pillows filling his hands with whores and his belly with

* wine. We didn’t want to fight him. We wanted to join him, -

We did. .’ :

Smada, reading us iike a book as always, laughingly pointed
out that it was we who had begun by trying to con him, which
was true, And it was we who bad begun the day without a
cent but had gnded it safe, healthy, blooded, rich (from the

- coins Lanny had taken from the bodies) and mounted. So

what had we to complain about?

Put that way, nothing. We laughed and looked a bit sheep-
faced, 1 guess, and then we joined right in. It was wonderful.
There were all kinds of folks there. It was one of the biggest
inns in the territory and situated well along the major trade

- routes, There were r;ierchams with their entourages and young
swordsman types like Lanny and wme and ofd swordsman

types like Smada. One of them, the general, a big old tough

ude with a full beard and scars, tuned out to know some-
body who knew somebody who was = cousin of somebody
Smada knew well before she died, and on the basis of that
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intimacy the two decided to combine. parties at once, and
within an hour the old general and his bunch, along with
Smada trailing us, had all but taken over the place.

" All but. There was this obnoxious punk I mentioned before
- who was feeling left out, I guess, on account of our bunch
having bought up all half-dozen whores for the evening or
maybe just because ho knew what 3 jerk he was and was
embarrassed about it. Or both, | dunno. -

* Anyway, he went out of his way to make a big deal of it
when Smada, quite by accident, bumped into him on the way
to the outhouse and spilled his tankard of ale.

" Smada apologized. Profusely. More profusely than [ would . 3

have, and & lot more than 1 expected him to. But the punk
* still wasn’t satisfied. _ N
*“If the otd man is too befuddled by drink to make true his
steps, then he had best learn greater care in a public inn or
someone else will leap to instruct him.”’
. And | thought: Whoops! Here it comes! And ! was looking
at Lanny, who was already looking for his sword. -
But ali- Smada did was bow and say: ‘‘An excellznt point,
young sir."’ Do

And my moulh just-sorta fell 'dpen. But there was more to -~ § 3% were right back into the swing of things. . ..

come. The punk kept pressing if.
“*Perhaps, old man, I shall trouble myself to give you this
lesson here and now, lest you forget the point that must be
made.”

And I thought: Here we go for sure! Smada will never take.

that!

But while 1 was thinking that, he was doing that very
_thing. With another bow, he said: **A generous notion, young
gir. But 1 fear the very drink which provoked my unforiunate
mishap might further besmear my appreciation for your kind
instruction.”’ _

I couldn’t belicve it. But there was more still, When the
punk was still standing there uncertain about what to do,
Smada groveled some more. : _ e

**Pray, young sir, perhaps another time when I am not so
clumsy with wine?"' :

And the punk stared. Then he nodded, abruptly and rude as
hell, and just turned away back to the bar. Smada waited a
beat and then trod on off to the can.
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fanny and I looked at each other. He was the first to
- speak. . , .
. "“That chickenshit old fartl” he hissed. *‘Can you believe
that?"* : . -

“*No, dammit!"’ [ replied in the same harsh whisper. ** And

-~ we thought he was such 2 big deall”

“*Well,** Lanny mused, '‘he was the first swordsman we

on that

~ found. ] gul:ss that’s why we thought he was something. And

ig horse and all. Dammit!'* he muttered a few

seconds later. ‘'l just hate being embarrassed for people.”’

- And [ nodded to that. | _
Later on when Smada resppeared from the outhouse we

" had trouble Jooking in his direction. But, interestingly enough,

no one else did. We assumed it was because no one else had

- ‘seen it. Lanry and 1 had been the closest ones to the ex-
~ change. And the party hadn’t stopped at all while it was
- going on. So we just figured nobody else had noticed.

-Wrong again.'” I e

- With everybody ¢lse 'apparently immune to the tension,
Lanny and 1 feit it was pretty hard for us to maintain it.. And
Smada really -was the life of the party. In no time at all we

We thought. Hell, we never picked up on the rhythm of that
placel - . .
It wag storytime that did it. Smada insisted on & story, and

girls cheered and encouraged the idea, The first guy was this

" little ghort thin jester type, the old general’s official story-

telier. He cranked out this tale about—-who else?—Bili of

. .Morguhn, and then enother one about the legend of the

Undying One, who Lanny and I knew damn well was none

other than good of’ Milo but nobody clse considered anything

but a fairy tale. i :
Then it was our gide's turn. And Lanny did The Mummy. .
No fooling. He did the whole damn movie. Got a bunch of

white cloth and wrapped i around his head and iegs. He had

front of him reaching for victims' throats and dragging the
one dead leg behind him and the whole bit. 1§ was great. And
the people at the inn absolutely ate it up. The whores squealed
and held each other and us‘when the mummy snatched the

the old general echoed his sentiments loudly, and then the

one wrist tied to his chest and the other arm stretched out in
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" peautiful archaeologist's daughter and everybody cheered like
" hell when the evil Egyptian got zapped by his own monster.

Lanny was a tremendous hit. He should’ve been a writer.

After that was singing and dancing by the whores. It was,
trust me, worth seeing. By the time the food came I was so
horny my mug shook. But the food tock care of -that. I use
the term “*food’’ loosely.

Ate something they said was owl and tasted like one—that -

or anything else that had stayed up several pights in & row.

Probably drinking that ale stuff the whole time. Let me teli
you about that ale: It was no Budweiser. Though it probably

would sell well in Milwaukee or anyplace else’ where they
have trouble starting their cars on icy momings. A little shot

of that shit in the carburetor and **Zoom, zoomi"
The wine was—how shall 1 put this?—worse. in fact, the

- whole meal gave me a Big Mac Attack. I remember thinking
about all the Lﬁreservative fuss always going on back home
at

and thinking Ralph Nader, who had never manufactured
anything and never would, didn’t know what a glory be had.
- Anyway, the men got to dance afier that. Lanny and §
needed to do something to work this stuff throngh our tum-
mies. And we got into it full steam. We sang and danced and
fell over benches and taughed so hard we couldn’t organize
arms and legs enough to get back up, and rhat only made us
faugh all the morc and on and on and on.
. It was a blast. ' ,

About then is when I asked to use the phone. and Lanny
and | started laughing and the punk who had backed Smada

. down (wk thought) got upset and demanded to know what

was so bloody amusing and stupid me said he probably
wouldn't understand it. . : :

A lot of it was the booze I had downed, and a lot ‘of it was
the women watching. Some of it had to do with Smada being

* « (in pur minds, at least) such a weasel fo this punk before.
Maybe I just wanted to show how much neater I was, Or.

something. C
At any tate, | said what I said knowing damn well the punk

wasn't going to like it. And, sure as hell, he got mad and .
pushed off from me at the ber and seached for his sword. At

first I thought it was just a bluff. | mean, he was moving 8o
damn slowly! But then I got a look ‘at his face and it was
plenty grim enough to make this serious. Then 1 reslized my
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stlvnrd wasn't on but over there across the room with the
pillows and the whores, add by this time his, the punk’s, was
|

- almost out.

8o I slugged him. |

Clouted him good with an overhead gauntlet-fisted right

. crossright on the button, and hé careened back against the

bar and sat down with a plop. There were the usual gasps and
cheers associated with a barroom brawl. Because that's all

-this was all of a sudden, of account of having, hit him with

my fist. The punk was hep to that, too. He loosed his
swordbelt to the floor where he was and came vp swinging,’

At least you could call:it that, 'm pretty fast, like I said
before, but he was so goddam sfow! His-first roundhouse

missed me by days and left him staggering in a circle. three

feet past me. |
-That got a big laugh, :

So I decided to get cute. The nexi time he swung and '

‘missed | ducked undemeath his arm and taPped him on the
ghoulder from behind and said: *‘Here 1 am!*’ '
That got boos. No kidding. The crowd was ugly. I'd never

" been in front of an audience before, but it was clear to me

that making fun of your victim was a definite no-no. Lanny’s

. look told me he'd read Itlu: same altitude. So 1 set about

finishing it. P .
Which was ‘damned hard. Hé was slow as hell and no
bigger than me, but he just kept coming. I'd jab him and

EUHCh him and knock hini staggering or, more rarely, knock

im down. But he just kept coming. I was really starting o

admire the guy, all bloody and puffy and nose broken but not
giving in an inch. .

The only time he hit mé was when, like an idiot, 1 stopped
right in front of him, held out my paw to shake and said:
“C’mon, man, let'¢ call it.a draw."”” He ignored my hand and

-hit me so hard you can't believe it. I felt the stones smack the

back of my head and looked up kinda dazed to Lanny peering
over me and hissing, his ‘voice furions with anger and con-
cern: “*Finish this, goddammit! You're not at homel™*

And that kinda woke me up. | laid into him hard and Kept
at it. But it was getting a lot tougher. My right hand was
swollen and sore, and I'Ve never had a decent left, and the
punk was still coming on.| :

1 remembered Lanny saying; “This isa't home,”* and realiz-
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ing the naked fatal facts of that. I wasn't home. | wasn't

anywhere else but where | was, and this was not only happen-

ing, it was gonna keep on happening until it ended. That

thought, and the punk still coming on, got me a little scared.

Which is what 1 damn well should have been ali along,
_The first time I kicked him 1 got a few more boos, but by
that time 1 didn’t give a shit. / was the one doing the fighting,
and nothing else had seemed to work. So 1 kicked him some
more, once in the chest and once toward his balls. ] missed his
balls—you almost always do—but his groaning wince as my

booted “toe slammed into his thigh muscles opened up his

blopdy face again. 1 tried one more right oross, laying ail my
weight and momentum in behind it, and missed his chin and
hit his throat and felt something awful go crunch and col-
lapse, and then he was down and turning blue and wheezing

and everybody tried to help but they couldn’t get the wind-

pipe clear in time and all of a sudden I had killed someone
else. : : . '
1t was quiet while they drug the body out and Lanny sat me
down on a bench in front of Smada and the old general and
the girls. Smada was clearly disgusted by sorfething, and for
a while I thought-it was because it had taken me so long. And
then 1 thought maybe it was on account of my using my feet.
And then I didn't know what the hell was bugging him and
was starting (o get a little pissed off myself and said so:
*You got something to say to me, old man?"* I snarled,
calling him what the punk had called him on purpose. *“Then
say it!"" 1 added, '

Smada sat up and eyed me coolly. **Very ﬁcll, lad,” he . g

 began, and leaned forward and put his hands on his knees. ‘1
don’t know where you are from. But in this land there are far

too few oppartunities to be gentle instead of murderous.'’ He' 34
paused, looked disgusted, added: *‘And you have just wasted . 3§

one. ) . .
“Then be stood up and went. 1o the outhouse.

Conversations lamely shuffled ahead after he had gone, | }
Lanny sat down beside me and handed me a mug, which 1 . 3¢
downed thirstily in a couple of swigs. Under the sound from  §

the others talking 1 leaned over to him.

“Do you know what he's ... 7" 1 began before Lanny - %

shook his head to say, no, he didn't understand what was
bugging Smada either. _ ' '

ek
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Byt now | think he did know. He was just too embarrassed

to tell me. Lanny was always quicker than me, and 1 think he

‘'did se¢ Smada’s point. The punk had been slow and ponder-

- ous and, while a jerk, still a harmless one, And we would

have noticed how slow he was, as everyone else had, because
everyone clse had been paying attention to who was armed
and drinking in'q public inn from the first moment they had
entered, You know, the way we should have been? .

Smada reappeared suddenly with an apparent witlingness to

" forget the whole exchange. **Now, pray teil, what is all this

about a phone?'’ he asked gruffly. But he smiled as he did it.
*‘Just what would & phone be, lads?”
‘We were tired and feeling g bit odd and, 1 dunno, glad that

 the snarling was over, so we did. We told him everything,

We told the exact truth about what had happened. And we

§ described America. We told -all about it. About telephones

and telegrams and television. About cassette decks and por-
nography, About paniy hose and heart transplants and internal
combustion and Watergate. | : -
.We described freeways and democracy snd Walt Disney
World and women’s lib. We sang them sotme rock and roli,
They loved it. 1 mean Joved it. Not that they believed us

much, | don’t think. But they ais it up anyway. Maybe .

Smada believed. He asked some incredibly penetrating ques-
tions anyhow, o

- What happened next was absolutely . . . I don’t know.
Stunning, 1 guess. What was stunning about it was the logic
of thelr next question. Bverybody listening agreed -that this
America was one helluva neat spot, all right. So the obvious

;. question was: Why weren't we still there?

Lanny and 1 just stared at them. Then at each other, So
they tried again: ' ‘
_ ]\SIas theie a horrible’ war or plague?

0. '

Were we driven out for siding with the wrong king? Nixon,
was it? .

No.. : :

Were we being pursued because of having been Involved in
some indiecretion (read: crime)? .

No. . '
. 'Then why were we here?

We wanted to be.

T gt e
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Why?
- We think this i¢ better., .. .

-Long pause. Exchanged looks. : _

No kidding, we assured them. We like it here more. -
_ And then they really didn't believe us. Except Smada, I
think, who looked at us like we were absolutely and com-
- pletely stark raving stupid. And we were. We were.. '

- And it was going to cost us. -

*‘But in the meentime we were just sitting 'pmdhd still”
. . getting drunk at the inn. The topic moved on to more impor- &
‘tant (or more believable) things, like the best whorehouse in . ¢

the district and the worst way to break in a new slave. 1 tried

“to interest the prettiest whore in a little ou-know-what. She
was attentive enough. And friendly. But she never left Smada’s
side. None of them did, spread around him on those pillows
‘like & doughnut. It was discouraging as hell. . :

‘Lanny and Smada talked & long time. 1 don’t know about

what, but at least some of it was a continuation of the America

description and Smada’s resulting amazement at our choice. - -

.. It was starting to get really late. Most of the other folks had
retired to their rooms or headed back out on the road. Only

the old gerieral & Co., Smada and the whores, and us were i

_6till about, L A
And drinking, I had to give Smada credit for that much,

‘anyway. He was the most incredible drinker | had ever seen.

~ Drank like it was water, like there was no tomomow, like he

was to be hung the next moming, like . . . well, you get the |

- idea: The sonuvabitch could by God drink. - ) :
"1 got up to piss toward the end and offered to do the same
- for Lanny butfw said, no, he needed the exercise, so we went
together. The outhouse smelled just like what it was: ap awful
place where people put their awful things forever,

When we came back in, everyone else was gone.

Everyone else. We had ta wake up the innkeeper to find
out what was what. And when we did, we were pissed. There,

was nothing wrong with our rooms. It's just that we didn’t
need separate ones, seeing ‘as how Smada had taken every
single whore to bed with him. ' ‘

Our first knocks oi the broad oak door that was-the en-
trance to his rooms - (the best in the place, of course) were .
tentative and shy. But then we got mad, thinking that we had i
also paid for the damn women and therefore had a right to at
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least fwo of tl_:cm! There was a lot of giggling from Inside
before a cute little redhead poked her head out and assured us

I .. that two of them would be out to join us in just a little while.

Then she handed us another flagon and two more mugs and
directéd us to a little bench there in the hall to wait. We sat
down, suckers that we were, and waited. She closed the door,

The giggling this time was a lot longer and louder. But we

still just sat there with oiu{ little: swords and our little mugs.

And waited. - -

"Bt even that wase't as dumb as the conversation we got
into, How is that Lanny and I, just by talking, could screw

" things up still to come? Incrédible:

‘We talked about Smada, of ¢ourse, and what we really
thought of him. Which wdsn't what we really theught of him
at all. It was what we really wanted to think of him. -~ -

He had been a chickenshit with that young punk, no matter .

what he said. . |
CYRight? "
.‘Rightl."

And there really wasn't anything stupid about us wanting

to come here to this world, it was just our being so adventur-
ousand all. © - | C ' :

‘lRigh‘?" . !

“Righu" . : :

And his amazement at our wanting to be here just showed
even more what a weagel he was. .

“Right?” '

*'Right!*" . '

If he'd really been a peal swordsman he'd never want to
live in wimpy twentieth-century America. - '

“Right?’ ,

“Rightl" -. . .

But even if hé was -a sniveler, we weren't. We were
damned glad to be here where men were-men.

"Rigll‘?"

“Right!”*

And if anybody eise doubted it or just wanted to make
something of it, we'd kick their ass. '

“Righl?” . : _i.

“Right!** o . .
- In fact, we were just hoping somebody'd mess with us.

“Right?"” - i, oo

et vl
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**Goddam right!"’ . .
You see how bad we could get? .
.The last thought 1 had before passing out .on that beach

waiting for the whores was of Smada’s face earlier that night -
when we'd been explaining why we were glad to be there. He - -
had held vp a hand for quiet. And once he had it he fiddled
pensively with his goatee a second. Then he spoke, all the .

time looking back and forth between Lanny and me.
s‘Lads, I wish to have this clear in my old head. You have
traveled here from a land of plenty where most men. live
threescore and twenty wipters, may transport themselves one
hundred leagues in a day, may expect to live & long and
honorable life without once having need of violent resort and
where the most compelling issue of the kingdom is the debt
incurred from overpaying the poor?”" - - Do
*That's it,”” 1 replied brightly. . . - .
- “M'Lord Smada,” Lanny rushed to say—which surprised

me—**we wish you could understand just exactly why we.

undertook this journey of—""
**] do, lad. I do.”’ o o

. “Do you really, sit?’ asked Lanny, seeming temibly re-

. ligved for some reason. *‘I do. You are, both of you, idiotic

fools.” Co ) o

We woke up a little before dawn with the son of the
innkeeper and a servant helping us stagger down the namrow
hallway to our rooms, Room, rather, since the sight of the
other bed in Lanny’s room was too sweet a gight for me to
move. another step, 1 shouldered in past the innkeeper's son
and slammed down upon it. - : .

“Lanny had been mumbling something the whole time we'd
been stumbling along, mumbling it over and over agein under
his breath. Just before 1 went under again [ recognized it.

4*Alka-Seltzer . . . Alka-Selizer . . , Alka-Seltzer , . .*"

1 knew just how he felt. :

This time, we were just too smart for Smada,

He came into the room in a rush, looking ... well, -

_gorgeous. His hair was neatly trimmed, his goatee meticulous
and . , . you get the idea; those damn whores had spent ali
night long preening him instead of servicing us, dammit! But
this didn’t do too much more than add to the anger we

* first!”" { pointed Out.
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dlready felt for him. And when he tried to con us again . . .
It seems there was a feller named Lord Grey-somgthing.

. Greydon, 1 think. Anyway, he was coming in from the west.

He was the lord who had been pursuing Smada. He was also

the one now.shy a couple of cutriders, thanks to Lanny and

me; He would ajtive at the iha by early afternoon ot

thereabouts. - . e . o :
He was not in & good mood. - . :

The east road, according to Smada, was the way out of
“our little difficulty.” = . ' S
Lanny and I looked at each other. *‘Our litile difficulty?’
Lanny retorted sarcastically. **Whaddya mean, ‘our’? You're .

" the one he's after.”’

“Yeah,' I offered indignantly. *‘Besides, his men died in
self-defense,”’ o : . :
Smada raised an eyebrow quizzically, **And?" - ‘
Lanny and | looked at each other again. “*They attacked us
Smada just did it again. **And?" .

‘‘Would you stop saying that?"" I snarled.

Smada half smiléd. ““What would you have me say, 1ad?” = |

“*C'mon, Smada. You know damn well be Isn’t after us.
He’ll understand once wa teil him what really happened.”’

“Wilk he?™* - . '

“‘Sure he willl” - .

Smada stared a few seconds, *‘] see, Lads, if ever I had
uncertain thoughts as to your tale of transport in the past, | do
hereby now fay them low. I doubt not at all that you. spoke
truly of your native land.™ ' )

- “You believe us?'* Lanny asked.

lil do.” : .

‘‘How come?’ | wanted to know.

He smiled. But it was a grim one. ‘‘Because in no way
could you have lived so long in this land.”’

" And then he walked out. )

Lanny and 1 sat up on the edges of our beds and tatked
about this awhile, The gist of it was this: That fat old
amoothie was surely trying to con us again. Into doing bis
fighting for him again, most likely. And the smart thing for
us to do was just stay away from him. If he wanted to run
away—and that seemed to us to be the only thing he ever did
anyway—then let him go. We.weren’t scared of this Greydon

| :
|
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dude. Oh, maybe a litle, But we were sure we could work’
things out with the guy.
At least that’s what we said.

We liked Smada. We really did. But he was a con artist -

and a chickenshit and , , . fac(s were facts. Best to go back to
sleep, God knew we needed it :
Facts were facts. Facts are facts,
And fools are fopls, We slept.

It wasn’t until some hours later, whei the innkeeper burst
in to demand payment, that we realized our money wag gone,
© “"Ah hah!"" smirked the innkeeper. *“Just as Lord Smada
suspected,”’ _

“Smadal’’ Lanny and I shouted in unison. “‘He’s the one
who took it!* Lanny added.

It was obvious, Lanny explained to him, that Smada had"
‘done the -whole bit, Lanny was smooth and persuasive and

-reasonable. He was as good as I've ever heard him. _

And-the innkeeper bought it. It seems he had suspected
Smada all slong. And when it had been Smada who sug-
gested that the two young sirs asteep upstairs had ho coins . . ,
- But we could still catch him. Ho had only just left down the
cast road. If we hurried . . . _ . .

“We're way ahead of youw,”* said Lanny as we gathered
ourselves together to ride.

We were gone a full mile's gallop when it hit us,

“Wait a minute!” yelied Lanny, pulling up his mount
sharply. *‘Wait just one goddam minute!"

I pulled up alongside. *What'sa matter?"’

“He did it to us again!" .

“"Who?"" ! asked, looking around like an idiot. **Smada?” *

“‘Hell yes, Smada. And that bloody innkeeper. Look, here

we are going down the damned east road just like he wanted,.

Right?''

**Uh, right.” . _

“And that innkeeper—who doesn’t know us from Ad-
ams, by the way—ig suddenly trusting us to feave owing him
money, catch up to the thief that stole from us, retrieve it,
and return and pay him back? Doesn’t that sound Just a little
fishy to you?'

“Uh ... yeah.”

“Well, let's go.”

- R —
] ' [
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}
i “Where?" g :
A -hE H . i N
,. Back 1o the Inn, stupid, For whatever reason, Smads.
{ Wauis to get us away from that place,” .
. “‘He says it’s because of that Greydoh guy.”
** 'He says! He says!’ Dammit, Felix. 'm gopna 80 back
3 to that innkeeper and kick his bugt through the roof of his
- mou{,h ur:l!(il bie tells me the truth. Are you coming?” :
(2] ea 1] |
“Right?"*
“Right!” - C S
~ You have ¢o understand, this mege perfect sense in the
stage we were in, That js: hungover and stupid,

Anyway, we sal there and gte first and then drank some
and then drank some more waiting for Smada 1o show up

“Right?" o
“Right}" :

“ﬁi . We did that a Jor, We also drank ailot. And waited, Ducks

In a barrel, , oo

. And theq, like | said, the Bad Guys came in. | calf ‘em the
- Bad Guys because that's dampn well what they were, To begin
- With, they were huge. Bvery one of ‘em was as big as | was or
: bigger, and they all wore black .and carried polished swords
** with \shiny handles and hag big broad shoujders and big
. black helmets with little slits showing eyes that by God
- should have been blood-red and they slammed thay front door




open and stalked in two abreast in Jormation, for Chrissakes,
ali six of ‘em, and set up a semicircle just inside the doorway
where they could survey the room and then just stood there,
poised, looking like they just hoped they'd get & chance to
slaughter everybody in sight.
Then came Lord Greydon,
man was a walking ghout. White hair, Not gray—white,
White pasty skin stretched like dead hide across cheekbones,

that sheulda been knuckles and g forehead that {oomed over ',-',J-

his eyes like the Frankenstein tnonster’s, His eyes really were
red. Bloodshot, anyway, like the look of somebody who
spent his nights at s Braveyard catching bats and cracking
their bones with his teeth. And his voice ... PIl never
forget that voice. Husky and dry and dead and + » . plercing,
somehow, tike he had some sort of dead man's amplifier.,

It was the voice that did it for me, From the first sound of

it all my illusions were Swept away. And you know what kind 1

of illusions [ mean. All the old clichés: *“There’s no mich
thing as a bad boy” and *Criminals are made by society”
and ““The Soviets are Just pe Ple like us'’ and **Any man can
be reached’ and, best of all, *“There’s no such thing as Evil,
only mental imbalance’—all of these thoughts were slapped
pitifully. down by that voice. It was as if I could hear the devil
chuckling softly offstage, saying: **Welcome to the reqf world,
boy LE ) 1 .

l'wam to tell you, 1 was scared of that guy. Scared of his
men and terrified of him. ‘l‘em‘ﬁt_:d and . . | caught. Tha}'&lt.

punk and now it was too damn iate. I had been caught
pretending the whole thing wag a game 1 could call off, but
that wasn’t up to me anyriore. It was up to this ghoul. And
he didn’t want 1o call it off, He was here for death, -
I glanced at Lanny and saw it in hig face. He knew It too:
Somebody was going to die, : '
Somebady did. ‘Right then. For
from Greydon's dead lips were: ““Kill him.*’ o
The guy he was pointing to was some merchant Standing-
closest to the door with a mug in his hand. We hadn’t 1alked
to him much and didn’t know anything about him except that
he was just what he appeared to be: an aging overweight
penny-ante fur dealer who liked dirty jokes and barmaids

John Steakiey : s

and he was worse. | mean, the B
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of his back with g borible grating chynk. . . "

It was so fast and so incredibly  brutal tha nobody else
moved, The three Buys at the bar and Laony and me at our
table just sat there ‘

were disarmed and helpless and surrounded gnd Greydon was
standing there smiling a grin full of wickedness and atmost
sexual delight, . ' :

““Where is Smada?"* he asked the room,

And robody knew. Yoy could feel it. Not even the inn-
keeper. 1 could tej] by looking at him, And I could telf

something else, too. ki hit me in @ flash, Smada had been

. trying to save us. He had been trying to 8et ug away from the

inn, all right, Away from what was about to happen to us,
But we had been too smart for him.

“*Lord Smada is gone,”’ said a frightened voice just over
my shoulder, I wmed around and saw the olgd general sitting
there with two of his entoucage, the storytetler and & personal
servant. : E

A lot of the my blood-pounding eye-~
balls. There were crieg of fear from the bar girl and fearful .
protesiations from the old general ang those with him and one

next was a blur 1o

+of the black swordsmen lit a great flaming torch but mthing"-

coyld stop what was about to happen. ‘)t was all & preamble
o, ..

Look. 'l make it short, For calling him Lord Smada, they

- out off the old genera|’s hand with an axe,

Then they used the torch 1o cauterize the wound.
Then they slapped him awake, !
Then they slapped him to stop his moaning,




236 _ . John Steakiey .

general and everyone efse who knew that it was us who were
riding Lord Greydon's outriders” horses, - :

* We told him everything. We woulid have told him any-

thing, I'd have given anything to know where Smada was. I'd.

have given my mother, my dog. :
. I would have given Lanny. '

. Yes, | was that scared. Scared eud broken and beaten and
“willing to do anything to please the ghoul. I couldn’t even
took the black guard guarding me in the eye after the first
second. His gaze seemed to dritl right through the. soft me I
knew right then | was and had always been and always wouid
be. But these guys . . . they lived here and killed here. Had

grown up killing here and loved it and always would and this -

was just a lark 10 us, a game and . . . . S

And nothing. We were going to die. And right there, Right
then. Hotribly, Stowly. Painfully. : .

Lanny's voice while he desperately tried to explain broke
" my heart. He was too scared to even try 1o sound persuasive.
He was merely plaintive. Almost beggihg. So was I, trying to
. help him, Heip me, rather. Help meke the ghoul just let us
go. Let me go! -

“The ghoul loved it, It was the kind of thing he loved,

watching us squeal and squirm. like piglets. We were so
scared we didn’t even hate him, We were so scared we would
have loved him if he’d let us Jeave in peace. We wero so
scared we didn't deserve a chance to live. L

But we got one anyway when Trebor Smada, all six foot
three and two hundred and forty pounds and mile-long broad-
sword and, incredibly, smartass grin, kicked open the side
door and strode across the room to our {able. :

And the whole world . . . changed. More light seemed to
stream into the room. More breath seemed to come {o my
lungs. Maybe it was the way the black guards moved back at
his appearance. Maybe it was the look of hope on the inn-
keeper’s face or the one of . . . not fear, but wariness, on
Lord Greydon's, ' :

Maybe it was none of these things. In fact, it wasn’t. It
was . . . ] dunno, the truth. I’d been shivering in my seat s0
petrified at the price to be paid for my arrogant manhood.
And then Smada showed up and reminded me that . . .

*'So, Smada, you've come back to die,’’ scratched Greydon -

into the heavy air.

I
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“We'll all be'tieadmmeday,' Greydon,” replied Smada ' _' ;

evenly. Still, his voice boomed of life. . : . -
“You'll be dead today, Swordsmant” snarled Greydon,
but did nothing else. In fact, no one did anything at all for a
second. ! . :
Smada moved at last. He did a curiods thing. He was
clearly responding to Greydon’s remark when he spoke. But

as he did he turned and loolged down ‘at’ Lanny and me,

saying: :
""We ghall all be dead for ten thousand thousand years
floating in the darkness and remembering that, :
for a time, N - .
some of us, ) !
but not all of us,
were Swordsmen.*’

I can explein what that meant to me, but it would take

forever. Leave it at this. I was still scared, I still expected to

die. But, well , . . no more piglet. No point {o it. Never was.
*“Bah!™ rasped Greydon. **You and your foolish Swords-

man rituals. What good will they do you now?*: - =
Smada's voice was dead-cold: *“Watch.’ S
He turned his back on them and looked af us. *'Now,

“ . lads. . "

“Now what?"" we snswered in sloppy unison.

*“Now I'm going to retrieve your weapons,’’® he said softly

with a gesture to the bar, where they lay now unguarded.

*‘And tihe fight will commence.’ He looked back at the rest:
of the room and spoke so all could hear: ‘1 shall kill the three
on the right. You get the rest.”” ' '

I couldn’t believe he just said that out loud. Neither could
anybody else, We didn’t have a prayer and everybody knew

- -it. So did Smada.

_But he was saying: **Screw it!**
Lanny gulped and asked: **When?"'
Smada smiled and |ocked at us and said, ‘‘Right now."’
- And then Smada was spinning impossibly fast around o

the bar and the swords were flying toward us and we caught

"em somehow and managed to grip them and 1 spun around
and a black guard slammed into ‘me full-face and we went
over the table together smashing it flat with splinters flying
up Into the air and seeming to hang above us while we
grappled and he tried shoving the'edge of his blade into my
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temple despite my grip on his wrist and his on mine. "I got-
him over and got on top of him—I don’t know how-—and
smashed at him with my hitt and kneed him in the thighs and
then the stomach. His. grip slid on my sword arm and 1
twisted my hand and popped free and drug my edge across
his face, shedding sparks from the edge of his helm and blood
from the underside of his chin. He gurgled and spat and 1
shrugged halfway up and shouted with triumph or bloodlust
or something and two-handed my point into his chest and
then screamed as a dagger ripped through my tunic and waist_
between chain mail and belt. SRR g

I spun about, stili screaming, and saw the-'bloody face of '~

the guard apon me, his helmet long gone and he fong dead

‘from a gaping thigh wound (Lanoy's trademark) but naot

knowing it yet and maybe not caring. He threw himself at me
again, his dagger biade flinging drops of my blood into my

eyes. | dropped underngath his wide swing and drove upward -

with my point, but I skittered off to the side and suddenly the
two of us were down, arms around each other and hissing
hate and fear into each other’s face. :

He tutted me with his forehead. It broke my nose and hurt
like heil, but something else, too—it so, I dunno, offended

~ me that I started doing it back to him and kept doing it until

long after hie was stilt. _ -
“‘Brad!*’ Lanny shouted out and woke me up. I lurched up

from the still form beiow me and there was Lanny, blood- -

soaked and swaying but alive. Smada was there, too, drag-
ging & blade from another guard. ’

There were bodies everywhere and blood everywhere else
and the women and the others were cowering in a comer
whimpering and we'd done it We had by God done itl

1 had just noticed that Greydon was nowhere in sight when
he burst back through the open front door.

He was leading the other guards. Six more.

We did preity well, considering. _ :

Smada was nothing short of spectacular. Lord, he was
strong! Once, during a pause in my own stiuggles, I saw him
backhand his blade at a guard’s throat, miss the man when he
ducked, but still manage to literally behead the guard behind
the first with his oft-balance follow-through. He was fast as
hell, too. And he knew how to use all that weight. Even
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without afl of that wrist speed of his, he could have biud-
geoned through almost anything, :

My own lot was a bluring mist of terror and rage and
exhaustion, of swords sparkling!slippery through the air and
grunts of pain and many, many wounds from dagger edges

~ and sword edges but never agaln from points, 1 just hacked

and drove ahead and kicked and punched and screamed in
pain end fury and fear. | never fought so well. 1 never did '
anything so well. I needed to. [ had three ribs smaghed right

~ through the chain mail when & guard slammed his hilt at my * -
groin and missed. 1 broke my own left wrist hacking down- -

ward with my dagger against the side of a helmet but still
managed to punch it in there through the space-caused by

knocking it askew, Once I plunged my blade in so-deep | was P
too tired to draw it back out until somebody slammed injo me -

and popped it loose. i . X

All was confusion, And harror. And heartsick misery at
what just goddam would not ever seem to be finished. :

1 saw a lot of what Lanny did. He was something to see.
He skewered them and stabbed them and carved at them. He
threw punches and furniture and karate kicks, of ail things. 1
saw a lot of his fight. It was wonderful. He was wonderful.
Once 1 saw him make a move I didn't know the human body
could make at alt, much less with power. I saw a lot of his-
fight, like | gaid. | even saw him kill Greydon. .

I didn't know Greydon had already kitled him,

Nothing in my life bad ever been so horrible. Nothing hurt
go badly. It was over, goddammit, and we had won| But
Lanny’s wound wouldn't stop pulsing. The life just kept
throbbing out, and | remember thinking that any decent para-

 medic unit could have saved him. Saved him at the scene

and, using the siren, have-him at the hospitat within seconds. '

But there were no hospitals there and Lanny died. He died.
In my arms, his body shivering, his face white and dying, too
weak to speak. '

1 could not stop crying. 1 could not stop wailing. T couldn’t
stop. I coulda’t do anything except catch my breath and wail
some more. But it did no good. They wouldn't take me
instead. Lanny never moved again.

Smada, tears of pity running pink down his own face, held
me in his lap and rocked me and rocked me for what seemed
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like days. Then, exhausted from fatigue and loss of blood and
heart, | fell asleep in his arms, .

And 1 had the most incredible dream. I knew it was a
dream. And I also knew it was real. It was incredibly fast but
also incredibly detailed. It was . . . hell, I don’t know what it
was.

Smada and I rode together, in that dream, for twenty years.
It was awful. It was also wonderful. [ mean, there were some
wonderful moments. Some truly amazing parties, for exam-

le, with some truly amazing women, Lots of worhen, Smada

ing as he was. And lots of friendships and lots of swordly
triumphs plus times of great but temporary wealth. But the:
maney got spent and the friends all seemed to die, one after
another. Some of them badly and dearly. It was like Lanny
all over again with three of them, one of them for Smada.

It was such & grinding tragedy of a life. Flashing glory only
meant more aching scars and bloody wounds and long lines
of dirt-poor trudging peasants to pass on the roadway. And
the whole time the thought of the wondrous age 1 had left
behind.

When | awoke 1 was still on Smada’s lap and Lanny was
still dead in front of me and I began to whimper some more.
Smada was infinitely caring. He rocked me until | stopped
whining. He spoke to me in a dull but reassuring monotone.
He wiped my bloody forehead with- his glove and once,
tenderly, with his damp soft beard. I just stared, mostly, not
thinking of anything for a long, long time. S

When 1 came partly out of it and looked up into his eyes he
smiled lovingly at me and said; *‘Time to go homs, son.”

I began to cry. **1 don't know how,” 1 whispered plain-
tively. *'I don’t know how!”’ ) :

But he just rocked me and said, *‘Sure you do.”

And, of course, 1-did. I tooked upon him one last time,
teacher, father, brother-in-arms, and then 1 closed my eyes
and slept again. S

When | woke up it was night and 1 was back in the forest
and the SCA party was stitl going on by the campfire and the
tequila bottle was empty and Lanny was alive beside me.

He looked pale—bet I did too. We stood up and embraced
and walked back to the trailer and took off our sword stuff
and put on bive jeans and got drunk all over again and slept.

_ —omna. o
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‘It was a three-day SCA event, but'wé left bright and early—
and hquover—-—thanext morning. |

. . i
Lanny and | are still best friends, 'more than ever now. 1|
never told him about my dream and he never told me about
being dead, and | don’t blame us. We still go to SCA stuff
but we never fight. Mostly we just point and laugh.
We still read the Horseclans, too. Now more than ever,
Because now we understand just what they were about all

- along, And the herces in those siories are no less real to us -

than before. Hell, just the opposite, Now we understand that
for a man or woman to rise to herolsm in such a bruta} piace

is what heroism s all about. We had ‘wantéd to go. there

because we_'lhoughl being great was automatic, Now we

know it's miracuious. It is awe-inspiring. )
Readit. -~ = = S S
No, I do not wish to go back, I think about it a Jot, what

happened, but | never think | want :1nother crack at it. Not

me. Not ever, o . .
But | do miss Smada. Whoever or whatever he was—or
is—I miss him. Every day 1 miss him.. R
Every single day. T




