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Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Dr. Reit’s panic-stricken face as he leaped forward. For an instant his hand closed about her wrist. But before he could pull her free, an unearthly wind seized her. Sheila screamed as she was dragged away from Dr. Reit—

Then she was tumbling helplessly down and down into a dizzying world of stormy blue …

—from Swept Away!
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1

Swept Away

“I still don’t see how you can like that weird old Dr. Reit, Sheila.” Cookie Rogers, who was fourteen, plump, and an aspiring actress, gave a melodramatic shudder, hugging her schoolbooks to her. “He gives me the creeps.”

Sheila sighed, shifting her backpack to a more comfortable position. Sheila was Cookie’s age, but they weren’t at all alike in anything else. Where Cookie was short and plump, with curly brown hair and big blue eyes, Sheila was tall and slim. But she was in great shape thanks to running and softball. Her face freckled in the sun no matter what she did, and her hazel eyes usually sparkled with warmth and good humor.

But her eyes weren’t sparkling right now. She liked Cookie, she really did. They had a lot of fun together. But sometimes her friend could be such a pain! “Dr. Reit is not weird. Just because he’s a scientist—”

“Sure! A mad scientist!”

“He is not!” Sheila stamped her foot angrily. “Dr. Reit is a famous inventor. He also happens to be my friend.”

“I thought I was your friend.”

“You are!”

“Well? You promised to come home with me after school so we could go over the math homework together, and instead you’re going off to that creepy old house to look at some creepy old books.”

“I told you. I need them for my paper. The one on parallel worlds in science fiction and fantasy.”

“What does that mean?”

“Parallel worlds? It’s a theory that there might be thousands of different dimensions, with a different Earth in each one. You could have a world where no one ever discovered America, or where magic works, or just about anything!”

Cookie shrugged. “I don’t know how you can read that stuff. Spaceships and sorcerers and—and Things … Ugh. I’d rather read a play any day. Or a love story.” She sighed romantically, pretending to swoon, and Sheila grinned.

“Love stories are okay, but science fiction’s fun and exciting, too. Look, I’ve got to look through those books, but it won’t take me more than an hour or two. We’ll still have time to study. Okay?”

“Well … okay.” Cookie grinned. “Give my regards to Dr. Reit.”

Sheila looked up at Dr. Reit’s house. She supposed some people really might call it creepy. It was one of those old Victorian mansions—all funny angles and shapes, as if rooms had been added at whim. Every edge and corner was covered with that busy ornamental woodwork called gingerbread. Dr. Reit had inherited the house from his father. He had inherited a lot of money from his father, too, but most of it had gone into the laboratory attached to the house. It was a beautiful laboratory, with strange shining machinery and mysterious gadgetry. Sheila loved it when the scientist let her watch him at work, even if she didn’t always understand what he was trying to do. In fact, there were times when she wasn’t sure if even Dr. Reit knew what he was trying to do!

Sheila rang the bell. As she waited at the door she wondered about what Cookie had said. Just why did she like the scientist? He was old enough to be her grandfather, and he didn’t know anything about popular music or anything like that. But he treated her like an adult. He let her ask all the questions she wanted and listened to her ideas. He liked to read science fiction, too. And he never made fun of her when she daydreamed about other worlds, worlds where she could be someone exciting, like a heroic adventurer out of one of Dr. Reit’s old fantasy magazines.

Sheila pressed the bell again and laughed as the theme from Star Wars rang out. That was another thing she liked about the scientist: he had a great sense of humor.

Dr. Reit’s voice, sounding metallic and far away, said over the intercom, “Sheila? Is that you? Yes, yes, I see it is, the camera’s working properly. Wait a minute, now. I’ll get the door open.… There.”

With a whir and a click, the door swung open.

“Did it work?” Dr. Reit’s voice asked urgently. “It’s a new invention, a sort of remote-control door-opener.”

Sheila giggled. “It worked fine. Hey, hi, Einstein!”

Dr. Reit’s orange cat had come running to greet her, meowing happily as she bent to scratch him under the chin. Dr. Reit’s voice continued, “I’m in the laboratory, Sheila. Come on back. I want to show you what I’m working on now!”

“Gee … I’m really sorry, but I can’t. I promised Cookie …”

But Dr. Reit had already shut off the intercom. With a sigh, Sheila started down the hallway to the laboratory, Einstein padding along silently at her side.

“Einstein! Watch it!”

The purring cat had started to twine affectionately about her legs as she walked, nearly tripping her.

“Einstein! Look, cat, I know you like me. I like you, too, but—Oh, all right.” She scooped him up into her arms. “Oof. You’re putting on weight, cat.”

Einstein only purred.

“Ah, there you are!” Dr. Reit’s tall, skinny figure appeared in the doorway to the lab, a grease-stained white lab coat not quite reaching far enough to cover all of his lanky height. His mop of white hair stuck up in wild tufts; Sheila knew the scientist had a habit of absently running his hands through it while thinking, even if his hands were covered with grease. “Come on, I’ve got something exciting to show you.”

He caught Sheila by the hand. Einstein spilled to the ground with a startled yowl, giving Dr. Reit a reproachful look. “Sorry,” he said absently. “There, now, what do you think of that?”

Sheila entered the laboratory cautiously, looking around. Nothing much seemed to have changed. Tools and bits of unfinished machinery were still lying all over the place. Plans scrawled in Dr. Reit’s wild handwriting and blueprints of mysterious devices covered every flat inch of desk and walls. She also noticed a calendar—a year out of date—showing photos of galaxies, a worn-out poster from The Day the Earth Stood Still, a misplaced bag of kitty litter, and a sketch she had once drawn of Einstein as a kitten.

“I don’t see anything different …” Sheila began hesitantly, reaching down to pet Einstein, who had forgiven her for dropping him and was weaving about her ankles.

“No, look over here. What do you think of this?”

In an alcove stood what looked like the framework for a doorway, a rectangle of shining metal, taller than it was wide. Sheila blinked. “I don’t—”

“Doesn’t look like much, does it? Aha, but watch this!”

Dr. Reit darted to a console near the “doorway.” As he pressed buttons and moved gears, a low hum filled the air and grew more and more shrill. The vibration of it quivered through Sheila till she winced. “The doorway!” cried Dr. Reit. “Watch the doorway—there!”

Sheila gasped. What had been empty space a moment before was now a mass of swirling blue, as though the opening had become a window onto a stormy sky. “What is it?”

Dr. Reit grinned. “That, my dear, is the prototype for my grandest invention: my Molecular Acceleration Transport Device. I intended it to be a teleportation device. You know, put a package into one station in New York, press a button, and—zip!—it appears in San Francisco the next moment.”

“That—that’s fantastic! Does it work?”

“Ah. Well. Not exactly the way I intended. You see, Sheila, I may have stumbled across something very fantastic, indeed.” The scientist absently ran a hand through his already tousled hair. “Remember that paper on science fiction you were writing for school? It may no longer be mere fiction.” His voice trembled with excitement. “I think you may be looking at a gateway into another level of time and space.” As Sheila stared at him, he added gleefully, “In short, I have every reason to believe you’re looking at a portal that can take you right into another dimension!”

Sheila gasped. “I can’t believe …”

“I didn’t, either, at first. Go take a look for yourself. If the blue clouds are just some sort of bizarre electrical discharge, you should be able to see through them to the wall beyond. But you can’t! Go ahead, take a look. But be careful!”

Heart pounding, Sheila took a wary step forward. Could it be true? Could that simple doorway really lead to the magical worlds of which she had dreamed? Chewing nervously on her lower lip, she peered into the mysterious blue swirling, looking for the wall that must be there, just a few inches behind the doorway. But all she saw were swirling clouds that seemed to go on for miles.

“Be careful!” warned Dr. Reit again. “Don’t get too close. Remember that we don’t know what’s on the other side!”

Maybe there wasn’t anything on the other side! Sheila shuddered. What if there were only clouds? If you fell through there, you just might go on falling and falling forever.…

She hastily turned away, saying, “Maybe you’d better shut it down until—Einstein!”

The cat, unnoticed, had twined himself between her feet. Sheila stumbled over him and fell—right toward the doorway!

“Sheila! No!”

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Dr. Reit’s panic-stricken face as he leaped forward. For an instant his hand closed about her wrist. But before he could pull her to safety, an unearthly wind seized her. Sheila screamed as she was dragged away from Dr. Reit—

Then she was tumbling helplessly down and down into a dizzying world of stormy blue.
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Arrival

Something was tickling her nose. Sheila groaned in sleepy protest. “Einstein? That you?” she muttered. “Cut it out, cat.”

The tickling continued.

“Einstein! Stop!”

Sheila sniffed, then gave a mighty sneeze. Her eyes popped open. Jolted awake, she stared blankly, realizing all at once that she was lying full length on something hard and bumpy, her head cushioned by her arm. It hadn’t been Einstein tickling her nose at all, but what …

Sheila blinked in bewilderment. This wasn’t the laboratory, was it? She was lying on what seemed to be a shaggy, mangy, dusty green carpet, a twist of which had been rubbing against her nose. Carpet? It didn’t smell like carpet. In fact, the air smelled funny, too, full of a sweet, dry, deserty sort of scent. The lab had certainly never smelled like this!

Sheila closed her eyes again, trying to clear her dazed mind. This is really weird, she thought groggily. Wouldn’t Dr. Reit have moved her to a bed if she had fainted? She had fainted, hadn’t she? It wasn’t easy to remember what had happened. The last thing she could recall was tripping over Einstein and falling.…

Yes! Falling for what had seemed forever through all those weird blue clouds!

“Where—where am I?”

Sheila sat up sharply, then winced as her head throbbed. After a moment things settled down again, and she glanced warily down, half afraid she would find parts of herself missing. But to her relief, everything seemed to be in place. No missing pieces. And she was still wearing her shirt, jeans, and sneakers; she even had her backpack.

But she wasn’t sitting on a carpet. She was sitting on thin, spiky blades of grass scattered over bare, sandy earth.

“This is impossible.” Sheila struggled to keep her voice steady. “This is absolutely impossible.”

Carefully she got to her feet and looked around.

Nothing. No lab, no house, nothing but mile after mile of rolling, empty grassland reaching to the horizon in all directions under a wide, clear blue sky. There wasn’t a sound, except for the hissing of a dusty wind and the faint, thin cry of what she guessed must be some kind of hawk.

“I’m dreaming, that’s what it is. I must have hit my head on something, and I’m having a weird dream.”

But she ached from lying on the rough ground. And she was growing thirsty under the intense sun. Sheila wondered uneasily if you could feel any discomfort in a dream.

“If this is a dream, it’s an awfully real one. And I don’t know how to wake up and get out of it, either.”

What if it wasn’t a dream? That could mean only one thing: the doorway, the Molecular Acceleration something-or-other, had really worked. It had thrown her right out of her own world and into … wherever.

Sheila swallowed dryly. “All—all right,” she said. “If it’s a dream, I’m bound to wake up after a while. And if it’s not a dream, I’ll just wait here till Dr. Reit brings me back again.”

Could he bring her back? After all, he had hinted that his invention was still in the experimental stage. Maybe when she had fallen through the blue clouds, she had somehow broken the whole machine! Maybe she was trapped here! Sheila blinked, fighting back her tears. She wasn’t going to start bawling like a baby! And she wouldn’t let herself be scared! Not yet, anyhow.

Time passed. The hot sun moved slowly across the sky till it was almost directly overhead. Nothing else happened, nothing at all. At last Sheila sighed and stood up.

“If Dr. Reit could have gotten me back, he would have already done it. Whatever this is, dream or reality, I guess I’m not going to get out of it by just standing around.”

Which way should she go? She spun around, trying to find something to give her a clue, but the grassland still looked the same on all sides. The sun beat down on her head so strongly that Sheila wished she had a sun hat.

“Wait a minute! Somewhere in my backpack there should be … yes, here it is. I knew I’d put a scarf in here.”

It wasn’t as good as a hat, but it was better than nothing. Sheila looked around again. Nothing had changed, not even the dusty moan of the wind. She shrugged. Shouldering her pack once more, she randomly picked a direction and started on her way.

By the time the sun had moved three quarters of the way across the sky, Sheila was too hot and tired and thirsty to care about any more hiking. For all she knew, this empty grassland went on forever, all the way around whatever world she was on. She had a quick, scary mental image of herself trudging on and on till she collapsed from exhaustion. Maybe she would die here, and her bones would lie bleaching on this plain forever.…

“No, wait! I think I see something on the horizon!” If only there was a tree she could climb to get a better view! But there wasn’t so much as a bush, so Sheila tried jumping up as high as she could. “There—it’s smoke—I’m sure of it.” Panting, she stopped jumping to catch her breath. “Maybe the smoke is coming from a campfire! That means there are people on this world after all! I’m not alone!”

She started to run. But suddenly a shadow passed swiftly overhead, and Sheila staggered to a stop, staring up. What was that? It looked something like the golden eagle she had seen on a trip out West. No eagle she had ever seen was that huge! It was as big as a man, and its wings looked as wide as those of a small airplane. Bright, fierce eyes studied her for a moment, and Sheila wondered nervously what she was going to do if the eagle decided it wanted her for its next meal. But then, with a sharp cry that sounded almost like a mocking laugh, the eagle flew away, spiraling up to rejoin a whole flock of its kind.

“But eagles don’t fly in flocks!” Then Sheila caught herself. “Well, maybe they do in this world.”

The eagles were swiftly soaring off in the direction of the campfire. Shading her eyes with her hand, Sheila stared after them, then started forward again. She hadn’t gone far when a sudden cloud of dust erupted on the horizon.

Sheila’s eyes widened in alarm. “That’s not a cloud! Those are horsemen—and they’re galloping right toward me!”

For a hopeful moment she thought they were coming to rescue her. But those shrill, savage yells didn’t sound like the yells of friendly rescuers! And now she could see that the riders were brandishing swords and spears!

Frantically Sheila looked for a place to hide. But there wasn’t any! And she certainly wasn’t going to be able to outrun galloping horses!

As the riders bore down on her, Sheila froze, staring in wonder. Those five fierce riders weren’t men, but women—warrior-women dressed in a rainbow of bright silks and leather and pieces of armor glinting brightly in the sunlight, like something out of a fantasy story. And those weren’t horses they were riding—

They were unicorns!
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Captured!

Before Sheila could catch her breath, the warrior-women on their swift unicorns had surrounded her in a blur of color and noise. Choking on the dust the prancing hoofs raised, Sheila spun around and around, seeing fierce faces glaring at her on every side, trying to ward off the warriors’ weapons, terrified that she was going to trip and be trampled.

A hand grabbed her arm, clamping down with painful force.

“Hey! Let go!”

Sheila, struggling wildly, glared up at her captor, a woman with wild red hair, a broad-featured face, and a solid body that reminded her of the gym teacher she had had in sixth grade. I never did like that teacher! thought Sheila. She punched at the hand holding her as hard as she could. The woman grunted, but didn’t release her. As the other warriors laughed sharply, Sheila was pulled off her feet and thrown across the saddle of the red-haired warrior’s palomino unicorn. One warrior, a beautiful young black woman whose armor glinted with gold, called out something in a melodious language. The others shouted in agreement. With that, the unicorns eagerly leaped forward.

For a time Sheila was just too dazed to move. But the saddle’s pommel was digging painfully into her middle, cutting off her wind. And the sight of the ground whizzing by under her helplessly dangling head wasn’t helping her stomach at all. Sheila squirmed around till she could slap her captor’s leg.

“Let me up!”

No answer.

“Hey, come on, please, just let me sit up!”

The woman muttered something that was plainly “no,” her voice as rough as the rest of her.

Sheila took another look at the dizzying blur of ground and groaned.

“You’d better let me up, or—or I’m going to be s-sick all over your leg!”

Her captor glanced down at her. Even if the woman didn’t understand her words, one look at Sheila’s green face got the message across. To her relief, she was dragged up to sit sideways on the saddle, her captor’s arm like a bar of iron holding her in place. Sheila glanced warily around. The first thing she noticed was that the palomino unicorn wore no bridle. In fact, none of the unicorns wore more than simple saddles. And the saddles don’t even have stirrups! thought Sheila. The women didn’t seem to miss them, sitting their mounts with practiced ease. In addition to her gruff captor and the black woman, Sheila noticed a brown-haired archer, quiver slung over her back, and a slender, dark-haired girl of about her own age who kept giving Sheila hostile stares.

“Don’t blame me!” Sheila said to her. “This isn’t my idea!”

Her captor gave her a shake and a frown that clearly meant “Keep quiet.”

The unicorns streamed down a gulch and into a flat little valley. Sheila saw a few earth-colored, patched tents before her captor gave her a shove that sent her tumbling off the palomino to the ground.

“Hey! What’s the idea?”

But the red-haired woman wasn’t paying any attention to her. “Pelu!” she called. “Ho, Pelu!”

A slender young woman appeared out of one of the tents. Unlike the warriors, she wore no armor, only a simple white tunic and worn leather sandals, and her ash-blond hair was coiled up in braids on top of her head. As the others spoke to her, she studied Sheila with quiet blue eyes, then approached the girl. She said something in that melodious language, and Sheila sighed and shook her head.

“Sorry. I don’t understand.”

Pelu nodded thoughtfully. Reaching into a pouch at her belt, she took out a gleaming blue gem. Before Sheila could move, the woman touched the gem to the girl’s head, lips, and heart.

“Can you understand me now?”

“I—hey! Yes, I can! What did you do?”

“The touch of the Gem of Speaking gave you our language.”

Sheila stared, thinking wildly, Boy, I’d love to have something like that in school! “But—but how does it work?”

Pelu looked at her as though she had asked something stupid. “Magic, of course.”

“Oh, of course,” echoed Sheila weakly. “How foolish of me not to have known.”

But she was speaking to the air. Pelu had rejoined the others, who were arguing fiercely. Sheila heard her captor, who apparently was named Myno, insisting, “She is my prisoner.”

“Ridiculous!” cut in the black woman, Nanine, with a haughty toss of her head. “We all found her.”

“Who found her isn’t important,” said Pelu quietly. “I vote we simply hold her till Illyria returns.”

“Don’t I have any say in the matter?” began Sheila, but she was drowned out by Myno’s shout:

“No! She’s my prisoner.”

The dark-haired girl, Dian, gave Sheila a withering glance. “Why would you want someone like her?”

“Because …” Myno’s voice dropped to a mutter. “Because after all my years of slavery, I want a servant of my own.”

“Hey, I’m not going to be anyone’s servant!” said Sheila indignantly. “Look, who are you? What makes you think you can just kidnap me?”

The women ignored her.

“I think we’re making a mistake.” The archer, Kara, plucked at her bowstring suggestively. “Think about it: a girl, all alone in the middle of nowhere, just happens to be walking right toward our camp. Sounds strange, doesn’t it?”

“She’s no warrior,” Dian said in contempt.

“Maybe not. But who knows what weapons she’s hiding in that pack of hers? I say she’s some sort of spy.”

“I’m no spy!” Sheila shouted. “Listen to me, will you? I don’t even know where I am!”

The warrior-women huddled, murmuring. Sheila overheard uncomfortable words like “Death to spies” and thought nervously, I don’t think I’d better hang around here any longer. No one was paying any attention to her, so she began to edge carefully away. She turned to run—and found herself facing a living wall of unicorns, all of them with their heads down and their long, spiraling horns pointed right at her.

“All right,” said Sheila softly. “I—uh—get the point.”

She backed carefully away, turned—and found herself facing a line of cold-eyed warrior-women. “Look,” Sheila began, “I don’t want any trouble. I only—”

With a roar, they rushed her. Frantically Sheila rummaged in her pack, trying to find a weapon, any weapon. Her hand closed around something circular—soda! A can of orange soda! Wish I’d remembered I had this when I was out on the plain! thought Sheila wryly. Now the soda was much too warm to drink—

Too warm! Of course!

Hastily she shook the can with all her might, pointed the opening at her attackers, and pulled the tab. A geyser of hot, sticky orange soda shot out, fizzing madly, and the startled women shrieked and jumped back.

“Sorcery! She’s a sorceress!”

Is that good or bad? wondered Sheila.

It was bad.

“Hurry,” shouted Nanine, “kill the witch before she works more evil magic!”

“No!” yelled Sheila. “I’m not a witch, honest!”

But they weren’t listening to her. Myno raised her sword. Kara fit an arrow to her bow—

“Stop!”

The command rang out like a bugle call. Heads turned sharply. Weapons were lowered. Sheila, heart racing, whirled to find herself staring up at a magnificent unicorn stallion, shining white as moonlight. On his back sat the most gorgeous woman she had ever seen, tall and proud in the saddle. The woman, evidently the warriors’ leader, the missing Illyria they had mentioned, was clad in what had once been an elegant tunic of fiery red silk, now travel-stained and mended in several places, over which she wore armor consisting of a leather breastplate and a sort of skirt of leather strips that reminded Sheila of pictures she’d seen of Roman legionnaires. Silver glinted from ornamental inlays in that armor, and from the woman’s elegant armbands. Her legs were protected by bronze greaves, and at her side hung a dangerous-looking sword in a worn sheath and an equally dangerous curved dagger. The woman’s tanned, fierce face was framed by masses of silver-blond hair come partly free from what Sheila guessed must have been yards of braids wound about her head.

She’s like a heroine out of a fantasy book! thought Sheila, awed.

Piercing blue eyes held Sheila’s gaze, staring at her until Sheila felt sure Illyria knew all about her.

The woman turned to glare at her warriors. “What is the meaning of this?”

Kara said uneasily, “Ah … Illyria, the eagles warned us that something was wrong. We rode out, and sure enough, we found the girl out on the plain—and heading right toward our camp!”

“Sure I was!” cut in Sheila angrily. “I saw the smoke from your campfire. It was the only sign of life in the whole place!”

“Be silent, girl.” Illyria’s voice was calm. “You will have your turn to speak. Now, what about you, my comrades? Since when do we make war on girls?”

“She’s not just a girl!” said Dian. “She’s a sorceress!”

“Come now, Dian. She’s even younger than you.”

“It’s true!” the dark-haired girl insisted. “She tried to kill us with a magic potion. It’s probably some deadly poison!”

“It’s not poison.” Sheila couldn’t help giggling. “It’s only soda. See?”

She licked the last drops from the can she still held. Everyone stared. When nothing happened to her, they all drew back, murmuring in wonder.

Oh, great, thought Sheila. They think I just used magic to keep the soda from poisoning me. They still believe I’m a witch, all right: they’re just trying to figure out whether I’m Glinda or the Wicked Witch of the West.

Kara seemed determined to prove that Sheila was an evil sorceress. “I’ve seen enough magic in my time—remember Mardock and his foul spells?”

“Yes, of course,” argued Pelu. “But magic can be worked for good, as well as evil. You’ve watched my healing spells and seen the Gem of Speaking.”

Dian shook her head. “Those are just small charms, everyday spells. You told me so yourself!”

“That’s not the point, Dian! If the girl really does have Power, can we afford to lose a magical ally?”

That sparked a wild debate.

“You don’t understand! I say get rid of her, now!”

“First we should learn who sent her and—”

“No! We mustn’t wait!”

“That’s ridiculous! We mustn’t—”

“We must—”

“We—”

“Enough!” said Illyria at last. “The sorceress comes with me. I will learn the truth from her. Alone.”

“And I,” muttered Sheila, “will finally get some answers!”
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Questions

Illyria slid down from the back of her unicorn. He turned his head to nuzzle her affectionately, then trotted off to be unsaddled by one of the warriors. Illyria signaled for Sheila to follow her, then started toward the largest of the few worn, patched tents. Inside the tent were only two camp chairs, the sort that fold up flat, a wobbly table consisting of a plank set on two rocks, and a pack that Sheila suspected held Illyria’s spare clothing.

Illyria raised an eyebrow. “Not luxurious enough for you, sorceress?”

“I’m not a—” began Sheila, then stopped short. By now there wasn’t any way she could pretend to herself that this was all only a dream. Oh no, this was all quite real. Like it or not, she was stuck, without a clue as to how to get home, getting firsthand information on an alternative world where magic worked. Maybe, for safety’s sake, she had better play along and pretend to have magical powers of her own. Magical powers for good, not evil, of course.

Illyria seated herself in one of the chairs, chin resting on steepled hands. Her fierce eyes studied Sheila without blinking. “Sit, girl.”

“My name isn’t ‘girl’ or ‘sorceress,’ it’s Sheila.”

“So. Sheila. Now, tell me what you’re doing here.”

“Ah.” Sheila thought frantically for an answer. “Not much, really. Just trying to figure out a way to get home again.”

“Don’t play games with me, girl. The very fact that you didn’t speak our language proves you’re not from around here.”

“No,” agreed Sheila honestly. “Believe me, I’m from far away. Very far away.”

“Then how did you get here? Sorcery? Why are you here?” The blue eyes blazed. “Did Dynasian send you?”

Sheila shrank back from the attack of questions. “Who?” she asked in bewilderment.

“Come, come, I’m not a fool! Everyone knows the name of the tyrant who usurped the throne of good King Amar!”

“Everyone but me!”

Illyria paused, studying her, then frowned slowly. “I could almost swear you were telling the truth.”

“I am! Look, I didn’t want to come here; I don’t even know where ‘here’ is!”

“These are the Steppes of Arren, many days of hard riding away from Campora.”

That didn’t mean much to Sheila. “Oh,” she said blankly.

Illyria’s frown deepened. “Why, you really don’t know what I’m talking about, do you?”

Sheila shook her head. “Sorry. The only thing I can tell you is that I was on my way home from school.”

“Wizards’ school?”

“Not—not exactly. Anyhow, I stopped off to see Dr. Reit. He’s a scientist friend of mine.”

“A … scientist.” Illyria pronounced the word carefully, as though it were foreign to her. It was foreign, Sheila realized after a moment; she’d had to say it in English because there wasn’t any such word as scientist in Illyria’s language.

“Oh. Well, I suppose you probably would call him a wizard. His cat tripped me—”

“Deliberately? This cat-creature is the wizard’s familiar?”

“No, no, he’s just a pet! And it was an accident, that’s all! He tripped me, and I fell right through the … the …” But there weren’t any words like Molecular Acceleration in this language, either. Sheila ended up lamely, “Let’s just call it a spell that wasn’t tested yet. Only in the place I come from, we don’t use magic. We use science instead. You know: airplanes, television … no,” she added sadly, seeing Illyria’s bewilderment, “you don’t know, do you? Hey, wait, I’ll show you!”

Sheila rummaged around in her backpack, trying not to notice that Illyria was keeping a wary hand on the hilt of her sword.

“Ah, here it is! This is something from the world of science: a cassette player.”

She pressed the “on” button, and the tent was flooded with the sound of Bon Jovi. Sheila grinned.

At the first note Illyria sprang up, sword drawn. Eyes wide, she murmured, “Sorcery!”

“Hey, it’s all right! Don’t be afraid! It can’t hurt you,” Sheila said quickly.

She turned off the player. “It’s just something kids like me use for fun.”

Illyria sighed. “I’m willing to believe you’re not a spy, Sheila from the World of Science, where even mere children wield magic. Your sorcery has nothing of the foul taint
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