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It was the night before the end of the world.

The two armi es had gathered on opposite sides of a blasted
vale. Once this had been a verdant valley, its w de plain shaped
by a wi de, nmeandering stream its flanking hills blanketed by
thi ck groves of oak, blanchwood, and ironroot. Now these trees
were gone; no nore than ragged stunps remai ned, the grass burned
away, and the earth beneath packed hard and barren. The stream
was a sluggish flow hidden by a thick filmof oil, its surface
broken only by the shadowy nasses of namnel ess solids.

Thi ck, inky clouds conceal ed the noons and stars from sight.
It had been overcast and cold on Argoth, despite unseasonably
war mer weat her el sewhere on Terisiare. Both sides in the upcon ng
battl e had taken to torching the forests they found, if only to
deny their opponents supplies and support. By day the cloud
canopy was a dull gray, a sheet of rolled and unfinished steel
By night it was lit only from bel ow, by the thousands of
canpfires and foundries that now dotted the | andscape. Al ong the
opposite rinms of the vale the flames Iit by both invading forces
glimered like evil eyes in the darkness.

Spanni ng the shallow streamwas a pair of toppled giants,
remmants of an earlier battle between one of the invaders and the
original inhabitants of this land. One of the fallen giants had
been nade of |iving wod, and had been splintered into a thousand
shards. Its huge forested head | ay on the ground, screaning
silently to the uncaring night. It had been the |ast chanpi on of
the natives of Argoth, the avatar of their goddess, and with its
deat h passed away all hope for the island people.

The victor in the battle had al so been destroyed in the
struggl e. This huge humanoi d nmonster was made of stone, its
joints constructed of mmssive plates of pitted iron and great
brass gears. Its lithic body had been broken and patched a nunber
of times, and great sheets of metal had been bolted to its hide
to hold it together. The battle with the living forest beast had
overtaxed its pistons and armatures. Its final |unge had
splintered its opponent; now it sprawl ed forward, facedown, a
bri dge over the tepid stream One of the stone giant's arnms had
been ripped | oose fromthe battle and lay a few hundred feet
away, its fingers raised to claw the sky.

On the back of the granite giant's silent corpse a |one
figure waited. In his youth he had been broad shoul dered and
handsome, but the years of war and service to his master had
exhausted him H's shoul ders were slunped now, and his frane
carried the additional weight of both his responsibilities and
his age. Hi s once-tousled blond hair was worn short, and the
first patch of skin was apparent at the crown of his head, herald
of eventual baldness. Still, he was taller than nost of this
fellows, so others did not see it unless he was seated. For the
nmonent he paced al ong the giant's back

Tawnos pul l ed his rough, brown wool en cloak tighter around



him cursing the cold and dark. As he did so his fingers scraped
agai nst the netal breastplate beneath. It did not fit himvery
little that had not been made specifically for his large frane
did, and he had brought it along only as an afterthought. The
nmessage had been warm and wel coming, but it came fromthe eneny
canp. Urza would be irritated if his former student let his guard
down so easily.

There was nmotion along the far side of the giant's back, near
where its snmashed head lay at a twisted angle to the rest of the
body. Tawnos did not see her clinb up, but suddenly she was
there-a flash of red hair surrounded by an ebon cloak. It was as
if she wore a piece of the night itself, and wore it very well.

She was al one, as she had promni sed. As she crossed toward
him Tawnos pulled a small device fromhis pocket. It was a
flattened sphere with a lamp's wick jutting fromthe top. He
pressed a stud along the side of the sphere, and the device
sputtered. The wick burst into a brief, yellow flame, which
subdued to a soft orange hue as Tawnos mani pul ated the small stud
al ong the side. Ashnod drew into the Iight, and he saw that she
had that bemused smirk that he had always found attractive. He
al so saw that there were now silver hairs among the scarlet.

"I'd heard you were dead," he said.

"Don't believe everything you hear, Duck," replied Ashnod the
Uncaring with a broad smle. "lI've heard | died at |east five
times in the past ten years." The smile faded and the voice
turned sol ermm. "You cane. Thank you."

"You sent a message," said Tawnos.

"It could have been a trap," said Ashnod.

"It could have been,"” admitted Tawnos and opened his cl oak
H's breastplate reflected the small Iight, which glinrered off
the two sets of ornate weapons that rode on his hips. Ashnod
sm | ed again.

"Good to know you're still cautious," she said.

"Prepared," observed Tawnos. "That is all. Prepared."

Ashnod sl ung her pack on the ground and knelt next to it.
Tawnos hesitated, then joined her. They sat in relative silence
for a long nonment. Far off, in the distance on either side of the
val e, were the hammers of forges preparing for the bl oody
busi ness of the next day.

"You sent a message," pronpted Tawnos.

"This is the last one, you know. " said Ashnod, staring out
into a night pierced by red fires. "The last battle. The fina
conflict. One way or another, the resolution of the war between
your master and mne."

"Between Urza and M shra," said Tawnos with a nod.

"They are both here," Ashnod added. "There are no
reinforcements. No retreat is possible for either side. One way
or another, it all ends here."

Tawnos shifted unconfortably. It had been a long tinme since
he had sat cross-1egged on hard stone. "It is a good tinme for a
ending," he said. "All this has gone on far too long."

Across fromhim Ashnod bowed her head in the light. "And
wasted so nuch."

"Many have lost their lives," agreed Tawnos.

Ashnod giggled, an ill-placed sound that raised the hairs of
Tawnos's neck in irritation. "Lives?" she said. "Lives are
not hi ng. Think of all the forests gutted, the | akes drained, the
| ands plundered to get us to this point. Think what we could have
done with those resources. And people: yes, how we coul d have
used them otherw se."



As she spoke Tawnos could feel his face tighten in
di sapproval. Even in the di mglow Ashnod could feel his silent

irritation. "Sorry," she said at last. "I spoke before
t hought . "
"Good to know there are universal constants,”" said Tawnos

stonily.

"Sorry." There was another pause, and in the distance
something clattered. It sounded |ike a nmechani cal denon | aughi ng.
"How i s he?" she said at |ast.

"The sane, only nmore so," Tawnos replied. "Yours?"

Ashnod shook her head. "Something's ... wong." Tawnos raised
an eyebrow and she added quickly, "M shra's col der than ever
More calculating. I'mworried."

"I always worry," said Tawnos. "Urza has becone nore
wi t hdrawn over the passing years."

"Wthdrawn," said Ashnod. "That's the word. As if we aren't
even there. Like no one else is." She reached out to touch his
shoul der. Tawnos stiffened, |eaning away, and she let the gesture
drop. "You're right about it being a waste," she said at |ast.
"But it can be avoided even now. "

"How?" Tawnos's eyes narrowed.

"G ve himwhat he wants," said Ashnod. "G ve Mshra the other
hal f of the stone.”

"Surrender?" Tawnos said, his voice too |oud. "After al
this, surrender? \Wen tonorrow we night carry the field? Before
we cane to Argoth, it nmight have been an option, perhaps." He
t hought a monent and said nmore to hinself than to his comnpani on
"No, not even before."

Ashnod held up both hands in a pacific gesture. "Just a
suggestion, Duck."

"He sent you with that message?"

"My words are ny own," snapped Ashnod. "He doesn't trust ne,"
she added softly.

"Who woul d, at this point?" asked Tawnos. The words were out
of his nouth before he realized what he said.

"Fine," she snarled, and stood up suddenly. She grabbed the
knapsack, and it di sappeared again within the shadows of her
vol um nous cl oak. "And | even canme bearing gifts."

"Any gift fromyou would be treated suspiciously," said
Tawnos, scranbling to his feet and standi ng next to her

They paused for a monent, and a cold w nd passed between
them Then Ashnod turned to | eave.

"Perhaps ..." Tawnos began. She hesitated at his words.
"Perhaps we could get our two masters together," he continued.
"Wthout their weapons. Wthout their arm es. Perhaps there's a
way to make them both understand each other."

Ashnod shook her head. "They are | ockstepped into their
actions now, as nechanical as their own inventions, as relentless
as the phases of the Gimer Mon." She gave a sad giggle. "You
dream of a time when they could understand each other. There was
never such a time."

She wal ked away from him then paused and turned. "Be carefu
tomorrow. May you survive the battle." She wal ked to the far end
of the toppled giant, and put her hood up. Her scarlet hair
di sappeared, and she nerged once again with the shadows.

"Be careful yourself," said Tawnos to the unresponsive
darkness and turned quietly toward his own canp. As he wal ked
back, one part of his mnd noted the condition of the field,
seeing pitfalls Urza's troops would have to avoi d.

But anot her segment of his consciousness neditated on



Ashnod's words, repeating them over and over
"There was never such a time ... ."

PART 1

A STUDY | N FORCES
(10 - 20 AR)

Chapter 1
TOCASI A

The Argi vian archaeol ogi st renoved her | enses and rubbed her
tired eyes. The desert grit was everywhere, all the nore so when
the stiff breeze blew eastward fromthe inland wastes. The desert
air was warm as forge coals, but Tocasia was glad for the gentle
wi nd. Wthout the breeze it would be nerely unbearably and
stiflingly hot at the dig site.

The aged researcher sat at an ornate table, a huge
monstrosity with thick, fluted legs and a heavy top inlaid with
polished shell. It was a gift fromone of the noble fanilies of
Argive, a reward for "straightening out" an errant scion of their
line. The heirl oom | ooked al nost conical perched on the
out croppi ng that Tocasia had clai med as her headquarters, beneath
a tarpaulin of pale-gray Tomakul muslin.

The gift had been well intentioned, and she could only
i magi ne the expense incurred in sending the table out to her. The
desert had already taken its toll: the hand-rubbed finish had
been al nost entirely bl asted away by the sand-laden wi nd, and the
wood beneath had cracked as the heat boiled away the |iquids
still locked within. Furniture suitable for an Argivian dressing
roomwas much | ess acceptable in the desert. Still, it was a flat
space, and Tocasia appreciated it.

The tabletop was littered with scrolls half-shoved into their
cases and survey maps wei ghted down by bits of rusted netal, the
torn edges of the papers fluttering in the breeze. A particularly
| arge chunk of bluish nmetal sat directly before Tocasia, damming
her with its enigna.

It |ooked like a parody of a human skull, with a batlike
face, and cold, inpassive eyes of colored crystal set in the
unfam liar blue-tinted nmetal. The metal itself seened as ductile
and soft as copper, but bending it only caused it to reform
slowy into its original shape. A set of Thran gl yphs ran al ong
t he undersi de of the skull, which Tocasia had translated roughly
as su-chi. VWether this was the nanme of the creature, its owner
or its manufacturer was a nystery to her

The skull's lupine lower jaw jutted forward, ending in a
handf ul of fangs. The top of the skull had been peel ed away to
reveal a tangle of blue netal cables. Set anbng themwas a single
| arge genstone, the shade of old glass, worn beyond age, and
marred by a longitudinal crack along its top

Tocasi a sighed. Even if her diggers could find the rest of
this Thran artifact's body, it was unlikely that they would ever
get it working again. The damage was too extensive, and even if
they could re-create its form the genstone that provided its
power was shattered. They had found only a double handful of such
stones that were whole and functioning. dow ng in rai nbow hues,
they could power the old Thran devices. The | argest of those
stones were shipped back to Argive for additional study and in
exchange for support and supplies.



A shadow t ouched the comer of her table, and Tocasia junped
slightly. She had been so involved with the skull that she had
not seen anyone approach. She | ooked up into Loran's dark face
and wondered how long the girl had been there.

Loran was a nobl e's daughter and one of Tocasia's best
pupils, though that was not saying much, given the current crop
of students. Early in Tocasia's career she had accepted the
financi al support of many of the noble houses of Penregon. In
exchange, the houses would often ship their recalcitrant or
rebel li ous junior nenbers out to the desert for a summer to join
the mad archaeol ogi st in her excavation of Thran artifacts.

To be honest, Tocasia thought, nost of the youths she
recei ved were guilty of nothing nore than being typical young
peopl e, and their parents were only seeking to get them out of
t he manor house. Once on the site, their interest in the past
varied frommnimal to nonexistent. They were glad to be away
fromthe perfuned and protected courts of Penregon, its petty
intrigues, and-nost inportant- their parents. Tocasia entrusted
themw th as nmuch responsibility as they accepted. Sone
supervised the Fallaji diggers, while others hel ped gl ean and
catal og the devices they brought to light. Still others were
content to man the grapeshot catapults that flanked the canp and
served as a deterrent to desert raiders and the scavengi ng rocs.
The young men and wonen came, served their time, and fled back to
the cities with enough tales to inpress their friends and enough
maturity to nollify their parents.

And a few, such as Loran, had the intelligence, the wi sdom
and the presence of mnd to conme back after their first
experience. Loran was on her third season and coning into the
full flower of wonanhood. Tocasia knew it was only a matter of
time before the girl started to care nore for ball gowns and
di nner parties than for artifacts and dig sites, but for this
sumer, at |east, she was pleased to have her there to help
cat al og, organi ze, and coordi nate.

Tocasi a blinked, pushed her spectacles back up on her nose,
and arched an eyebrow at the student. Loran woul d never speak
until spoken to, though Tocasia was trying to break her of that
habi t .

There was a pause, and then Loran said softly, "The caravan
fromArgive has arrived."

Tocasi a nodded. They had been watching the rising dust cloud
fromthe east all norning, but she'd thought it would be |ate
aft ernoon before Bly's wagons woul d reach them The old wagon
mast er nust have finally sprung for new beasts, or else the old
aurochs had finally failed him Wat Loran nmeant was that Bly's
wagons had finally passed through the stockade gates, and Tocasi a
had best be there to save her students fromthe bad-tenpered
nmerchant's pique should the mstress of the canmp not be there to
greet him

Loran did not nove, and Tocasia added, "I will be down as
soon as possible. If Bly does not like it, let himstew" Loran's
lips conpressed in a thin line; then the girl nodded and
vani shed. Tocasi a sighed again. In two or three years Loran would
be ordering nmerchants like Bly around effortlessly, but for now
she, and nost of the other students, were cowed by the nerchant's
bl uster.

Tocasia watched Loran's retreating form clad in the cream
col ored working shift that nost femal e students | abored in. She
noted that the girl was already wearing her hair longer, in the
fashion favored in the capital. Loran's hair was |ong, dark, and



t hi ck, maki ng her exotic anmong nmost of her conpatriots. "A touch
of the desert" was the saying anong the Argivian nobility. It was
not a conplinment but rather a tacit accusation that sone desert
barbarian was lurking in the famly tree. Perhaps that was why
Loran kept comi ng back for the summers- it could not be famly
pressure. The last tine Tocasia visited Penregon, Loran's nother
had made it quite clear that Loran should curb such foolish
endeavors as rooting around in the dust for scraps of netal

Tocasi a | ooked out over the canp, a rough wall built around a
collection of hills. The low, rolling hills were incised by dry
washes and proved to be extrenely productive of Thran artifacts.
The stockade was nore of a demarcation of territory than a true
protection, but it kept what desert bandits that m ght prove a
probl em at bay. The barricade of piled stone was flanked by a
pair of oversized catapults |oaded with | oose rubble to keep the
rocs away. Wthin the walls nost of the activity of the canp was
slow in the sumrer heat. One particular hill, where they had
recovered the su-chi skull, proved particularly pronising, and
was now covered with a grid of string and stakes for further
exam nation. The slowfooted onul ets plodded to nmeet the wagons,
steered by nobl e boys who enjoyed thwacking the great al bino
beasts with their makeshift goads.

The gate had cl osed on the | ast wagon now, and a wi de-girthed
figure leapt fromthe | ead carriage, waving his arnms in an
ani mated fashion. Bly seemed to enjoy terrorizing the students
out here, perhaps because he had to kowmow to their parents back
i n Penregon.

Tocasia smled at the thought of Bly back in the Argivian
capital -hat in hand, head bowed slightly, trying to enunciate his
requests without resort to curses. The desert was probably the
best place for himas well.

The archaeol ogi st ran her hands through her short graying
hair, trying to shake out any nonexi stent tangles. Wen she had
been young her hair had been | onger and al nost as dark and
[ uxuriant as Loran's. There might have been a touch of the desert
in her famly tree as well. Still, age tended to make all peopl es
equal , and her shorn | ocks were easier to care for in the desert.

Tocasi a gave the blue-nmetal skull an affectionate pat and
rose fromher canp chair. She reached for her wal king stick, a
shattered fragnent of wood and bright steel from some unknown
Thran nechanism She was still spry enough to justify the staff
as a wal king stick to aid her in navigating the uneven ground and
not as a crutch. But aches in her joints in the cool of the early
desert norning told a different tale.

Tocasia took her time descending fromher perch. Bly would
bl uster and conpl ain, but that never stopped himfrom dealing.
The artifacts and sal eable | oot he would bring back fromthe site
was worth the long and arduous trip inland.

It was no surprise, then, that once she reached the wagons
there was a wide circle of students and teanmsters surroundi ng the
wagon master. The surprise was the pair of young nen that Bly was
berati ng.

The two were strangers. One was dark-haired and stocky, and
flinched every tine Bly bell owed. He was hal f-hiding behind the
other, a lean, tawny-haired boy who stood bolt-upright, taking
the full blast of the wagon nmaster's thunder

"Frauds! Cheats! Liars!" shouted Bly.

The pair were all of ten years old, Tocasia guessed. Twelve
at the outside. That was about the age nobles first considered
sending their children out to Tocasia's canp. But these were not



her students, and no new arrivals were expected until the

begi nni ng of the next season. Loran was at one side of the crowd,
| ooki ng both enmbarrassed by the scene and relieved that she was
not the object of Bly's tenper.

"You seek to cheat nme! Now get busy unl oadi ng, you not herl ess
dogs!" sputtered Bly, a crinmson hue crawling through his face.

The dark-haired boy raised his fists and took a step forward.
The ol der blond lad held out an armto bl ock his conpani on, but
his eyes never |left the wagon naster

"Sirrah," he said calnmy, though | oud enough for the
surrounding crowd to hear, "we had a bargain. W would work for
you to pay for our passage here. W are now here, so we wll work
for you no longer."

Wagon master Bly turned an apopl ectic purple. "You agreed to
serve as hands for the journey. The journey isn't over yet; we
still have to get back to Penregon!™

"But then we'll have to get back here on our own!" expl oded
t he stockier boy, |leaning forward against the other's restraining
arm

"What's going on here, Bly?" said Tocasi a.

The wagon master wheeled on the scholar, blinking as if he
had only just then noticed her. "A private matter, M stress
Tocasi a. Nothing nore."

The | eaner of the two youths stepped forward. "You are
Tocasi a the Schol ar ?"

"We're not finished," Bly started, but Tocasia held up a hand
and replied to the youth.

"I am" she said.

"I am Urza," said the youth. "This is my brother Mshra." The
sturdier of the two boys nodded, and the |ean youth fished out a
battered envelope fromwi thin his vest. The seal on the flap, the
imprint of a famliar noble household, was intact, but it |ooked
as if the letter had made the entire trip next to the boy's skin.
Bly drew in his breath sharply at the sight.

Tocasi a | ooked at the two youths, then at the wagon naster
She slid a sandbl asted nail beneath the flap and popped the
letter open. The script was fluid and well formed, dictated to a
scribe, but the signature along the bottomwas recogni zable, if
weak and j erKky.

There was a silence for a monent as she read, and both Bly
and M shra shifted inpatiently, waiting for the opportunity to
start the argunent again. The youth Urza stood inpassively, hands
folded in front of him

Tocasia folded up the letter again and said thoughtfully,
"Well, that's that." To the two boys she said, "Get your things,
and follow Loran there to your quarters." To Bly she said, "These
two are now ny responsibility. They are joining as students.”

The purplish hue returned to Bly's face. "But they owe ne
half a trip! You're telling me that | have to | et these snipes
break an agreenment just because of sonme letter!™

Tocasia |l et the wagon master conpl ain. She watched the boys
pull a pair of slender backpacks from one wagon and | ope after
the slimformof Loran. Only when they had passed through the
cromd and that crowd had dispersed to tend to the i medi ate
busi ness of unl oading the supplies did she turn her attention to
Bly.

"Your agreenment was for themto work their way through their
journey," she said sharply. "Wen they arrived here, that journey
ended. They are taking up residence here. Do you understand?"

There was steel in her voice, and even Bly knew he coul d not



push the schol ar around when she took this tone. Instead he took
a deep breath and forced hinmself to calm

Tocasia held up the letter. "This is fromtheir father, from
whom | have not heard for many years. \Wat do you know of hin®"

Bly stammered for a nmoment, then said, "He's not well at all
Remarried recently-a virago, a real vixen froma good famly wth
her own children. He was taken seriously ill about a nonth before
we | eft Penregon. He mght be dead by this tine."

"He m ght be," said Tocasia solemmly, "or he m ght be too il
to see to his sons' well-being. You didn't know about this
letter, did you?"

The wagon master | ooked at his feet, enbarrassed. "No, you
did not," continued Tocasia. "Because if you had, you woul dn't
have tried to |l ock those children into such a hard bargain. 'Ful
trip' indeed! Knowi ng you, you probably worked those two as hard
your aurochs, if not harder. Because you knew that wi thout the
letter | wouldn't take themin on just their word!"

"The new nmother, she's a hellkite," said Bly softly, by way
of explanation. "Wanted them gone, but wouldn't spend a groat on
their well-being. Didn't want to dip into the fam |y noneys,
since they're all probably hers right now "

"So you gave the boys a break, worked themlike slaves, and
tried to keep them since no one would notice their fate," said
Tocasia. "That's low, even for you, Bly. Now get the supplies

unl oaded, and yes, I'll do a conplete inventory, thank you. And
then we'll |oad the wagons for return. There are sonme itens there
that will fetch you a goodly profit, despite your scandal ous
behavi or."

Tocasia wanted to lecture Bly a bit |onger, but Loran cane
runni ng up. "M stress Tocasia, the new boys!"

Tocasia scow ed at the student. The young girl had actually
spoken up, so it nust be inportant. "Yes?"

"They're in a fight," said Loran. "Wth Richlau and a couple
of the other boys."

Tocasia uttered a mld curse. Bly chuckled. "I can al ways
take them back if you want, scholar," he said.

The schol ar shot the wagon master a | ook that would skin an
ox at fifteen paces. To Loran she said, "Get Ahnmahl and a couple
of the other diggers to break it up. And bring the boys to ny
tent." Loran hesitated, and Tocasia practically stanmped her foot.
" Nowl "

The young girl disappeared in a puff of dust, and Bly said,
"I think that pair are nore trouble than they are worth, if you
don't mind nme saying."

"I wouldn't be surprised," grunted the scholar. "Their father
was al ways a handful . "

"So you're going to keep thenP?" asked the wagon naster
shaki ng hi s head.

Tocasi a sighed. "Aye. | owe their father that nuch. For an
old favor."

"Must be sone favor," said Bly. "Wat did he give you?"

"Only ny freedom" said Tocasia, and turned away fromthe
wagon master without waiting for a reply.

Bly | ooked at Tocasia's back as she wal ked back up the hill
Was it his imagination, or did she seemto be older and nore
fragile than she had been a few noments ago? Then he heard hoarse
shout s anong the wagons, and the thought was driven fromhis
head.

"You lot!" he bellowed at the teansters, throw ng hinself
back into the work. "Have you never haul ed freight before? That



stuff's delicate! Handle it Iike you would your sister's newborn
or we don't get paid!"

The hill seened steeper to Tocasia on the way up than it had
on way down, and the boys were already waiting for her when she
reached the top. Ahmahl and Loran were there as well.

The | eader of the desert-tribe diggers nodded sharply at

Tocasia. In Fallaji, the desert tongue, he said, "Watch the
little one. He was all fists and bites when we pulled himoff. So
much fire in one so snmall. The big one bloodied R chlau' s nose,

but nothing's broken."

Tocasi a responded in the same | anguage, "Richlau deserves to
have his nose bloodied. Tell himhe's on kitchen duty for the
rest of the nonth. And nove the boys' gear to Havack's barracks
i nstead." Ahmahl nodded and left the tarp. Loran made no nove to
| eave until Tocasia instructed her to keep an eye on Bly.

The archaeol ogi st strode around her table, sliding the
wal ki ng cane back into its hol der, a drum shaped basket nmade from
an onulet's foot. She | eaned on her palns on the desk and | ooked
at the two boys. Their fine vests had been shredded in the
battle, and Urza's pockets had been torn out in the fight. Mshra
had acquired a black eye, and both boys showed numerous scratch
mar ks.

Tocasi a sighed and | owered herself into her seat. The boys
shifted unconfortably. "Fifteen mnutes," she said at |ast.
"Fifteen mnutes and you're already in a fight. A new record,
even for this place."

Both boys started talking at once. Urza said, "I would |like
to apol ogi ze on behal f of everyone involved-"

M shra burst out with, "I"'msorry but it really wasn't our
fault if-"

"Silence!" Tocasia slapped the table hard, so hard the su-ch
skul I jumped slightly, and a piece of the pearl inlay bounced out

of its setting. The two boys quieted i mediately and shifted from
one foot to anot her.

Tocasi a | eaned back in her chair. "Wat happened?"

The boys | ooked at each other, as if each were granting the
other the chance to explain. By mutual if unspoken consent, Urza
won the opportunity.

"One of the ol der boys picked on ny brother. | stopped him™"
he said primy. "Alarge boy with red hair and freckles."

"So | see," said Tocasia. To Mshra she said, "And why was
Ri chl au pi cki ng on you?"

"No reason,"” said Mshra. U za started to say something, but
Tocasia held up a hand to silence him After a long silence,

M shra added, "He said I was on his bunk."

"And were you?" asked the schol ar

M shra shrugged. "I guess." Then, after a pause, he blurted
out, "But he didn't have to be rude about it!"

"Richlau is rude about everything," said Tocasia. "You're
going to have to get used to that if you stay here." To U za she
said, "You're the older brother, correct?"

"I am" said Uza, but Mshra nmade a small coughi ng noi se.

Urza nade a face and added, "I should say that Mshra and | were
born in the same year, | was born on the first day of the year
M shra was born on the last. So for all days but the last, | ama
year ol der."

"On the |l ast day, we're equal!" piped Mshra, as if pleased

that his brother had corrected hinself.
Tocasia held up the letter fromUza's vest. "Do you know
what this says?"



Again, the two boys | ooked at each other. Tocasia sensed they
were conferring in a secret |anguage, one only they coul d hear

"Not exactly," answered Urza at |ast.

"Your father was a dear friend to whom| owe nuch," observed
Tocasia. "He wants me to | ook after you, to care for you should
somet hi ng happen to him That neans you're going to be staying
here for quite a while. And that nmeans working with nme and ny
students. If you're unconfortable with this arrangenent, | can
send you back with Bly, but to be honest | don't know what ki nd
of wel come would await you in Penregon."

Agai n the boys | ooked at each other. It was M shra who spoke
this time, "What is it that you do?"

"I dig," said Tocasia. "Or rather, | supervise others who
dig. W are searching for artifacts out here. Do you know what
' mtal ki ng about ?"

"Remant s of the past,"” said Uza. "OF a civilization that
stood here |l ong before Argive or any of the nations of Terisiare.
Relics."

"That's right," said Tocasia. "Artifacts that range in power
fromsnmall toys to great nachi nes, machines that can do the work
of many nen."

"Li ke the big white ox-things?" asked M shra, al nobst unheard.

Tocasi a arched an eyebrow at the younger brother. "Yes,

i ndeed. The onulets that we use as beasts of burden out here are
artifacts, ones | created based on the designs we' ve pieced

toget her of the artifact-creating race, the Thran. The onul ets
are strong, |oyal, unthinking machines that are tirel ess workers.
They require neither food nor water, and when they do at | ast
break down, the fluids fromtheir joints are used to brew a
hearty beverage that we then trade with desert tribesnmen for

i nformati on and other artifacts."

"They sound very useful," said Urza.

Tocasi a | eaned back in her chair. "I'minpressed, Mshra. The
framework is covered by stitched hides to protect the workings
fromthe desert sands. | had one student who was quite handy wth
a needle. Mst first-tine students assune the onulets are alive,
since the only things conmparable are the aurochs." She chuckl ed.
"One of the pranks that Richlau and the other boys were probably
pl anning was to assign you to feed an onulet and not to come back

until it had finished its neal. How did you guess they weren't
[iving?"

M shra blinked, then furrowed his brow "I didn't guess.
just knew. "

Urza sniffed and said, "The gait is wong for sonething
alive. It pitches forward when it takes a step. A real creature
woul d be snmoother." He | ooked at Tocasia and shrugged. "I knew it
too, but | didn't think it inportant enough to nmention. The Thran
must have been anmazi ng people to have created it."

Tocasia said, "And what do you know of the Thran, young
U za?"

The sandy-haired boy planted his feet apart and put his hands
behi nd his back-a recitation position Tocasia renenbered from her
own yout h.

"The Thran were an ancient race that lived in this | and nmany
t housands of years ago. They created a nunber of wondrous
devices, only a few of which have survived to the present day.
The great clock of Penregon's Gand Court is said to be a Thran
artifact."

Tocasi a suppressed a smile; the device at the heart of that
cl ock had been one of her earliest finds. "But who were they?"



she asked. "Who were the Thran? Were t hey human?"

Urza blinked, as if the question were odd. "O course. Wy
woul dn't they be?"

"What proof can you offer?" asked Tocasi a.

Urza thought for a nonent, and Tocasia noticed he dropped his
head slightly as if trying to support a thought-filled head with
his chest. "I don't remenber anything saying they weren't. |
assuned they were."

"Mbst people do," said the scholar. "But the truth of the
matter is we don't know. They m ght be human, yes. Ahmahl, one of
the Fallaji, has some folk stories about how the Thran were
power ful gods who brought his people into this world, but the
stories neglect any specifics. The Thran coul d have been
m not aurs, elves, dwarves-or goblins, for all we know. "

"Ch, | hope they were minotaurs!" said Mshra. "Those are
neat - | ooki ng! "

Urza spread his hands before himand said dryly, "There was a
carnival in Penregon when we were younger. Mst of what M shra
knows of minotaurs cones from seeing one there."

"But the fact remains we don't know who the Thran were,”
continued Tocasia. "And so we dig, we examine, and we try to
pi ece together the parts of the past. The onulets are a result of
what we have learned. So, to a | esser extent, are the grapeshot
catapults that guard the encanpnent. We do know that many of the
Thran devices were powered by crystalline energy sources. W cal
t hem power stones. What the Thran called themis anyone's guess.
W have a rough idea of their |anguage, though precious little
that has been witten down. W have not found statuary, art, or
pottery-nothing that inplies the creative arts. W know t hey
stripped this | and bare, but don't know how t hey di ed off-whether
by internal war, fanine, or plague."

She sighed. "We have no idea even of what they |ook like.
They coul d have | ooked Iike us. O they could have | ooked I|ike
our friend here." She pushed the su-chi forward on the desk and
patted it.

M shra reached forward and grabbed the skull. Tocasia was
surprised by the speed that only desert predators and snall
children can manage. He turned it over and over in his hands.

"Stop-" began Tocasia. She wanted to say, "Stop that and put
it back down," but she was too late. At the first sound from her
Urza | eapt on his little brother

"Put it down!" snapped the sandy-haired boy. "It mght be
dangerous!"

"I'ts not dangerous," snarled his darker-haired brother. "If
it was dangerous, she'd keep it soneplace where we couldn't touch
it

"Then its fragile!" shouted Urza. "You'll break it!"

“I'f I break it, it'll be because you nade ne!" replied
M shra. The pair formed a tight knot, the su-chi skull between
t hem

"G ve!" shouted U za.

"No!" responded M shra.

"Enough! " roared Tocasia, thundering both hands on top of the
table. At once both boys were on their feet again, and the skul
was rocking gently against the pearl inlay where it had been a
m nute before.

The schol ar scowl ed at the boys. "You two talk a good gane
and seemto have enough energy to burn. Good enough. You're going
to spend the rest of the nonth learning fromthe ground up
You'll start by working in the kitchen. Al ongside Richlau, so



strongly recommend you figure out how to deal with him If | have
any nore trouble with the pair of you, I'lIl send you back with
Bly." She glared at them "Do | make nysel f clear?"

As one, both boys nodded.

"Cood." Tocasia settled her thin frane in the chair. "Now
report to the mess tent and start peeling tubers. They're serving
a big feast tonight for Bly's men. | trust there will be no nore
pr obl ens?"

Bot h boys nodded i n uni son again. Tocasia waved t hem out, and
t hey vani shed fromher tarp, leaving trails of dust behind them
as they scanpered down the hill side.

Despite herself Tocasia smled. They were so close in age,
but their birth order set their attitudes. U za was ten yet
carried hinself as if he were rmuch older and felt responsible for
hi s younger brother. Mshra was nearly ten but acted younger and
was nore exuberant. He would probably always be willing to try
new t hi ngs, thought Tocasi a, because big brother would be there
to watch out for him

Still, she nmused, a word to Richlau would probably be w se.
Let hi m know she woul d not appreciate hearing he was making life
difficult for the two newest and youngest students. That m ght
create nore hard feelings if the "new children" were known to be
favorites, but that was a small price, and a tenporary one. At
the end of this season, this batch of young nobl es woul d head
back to Penregon and a new group would take their place. The
brot hers shoul d be capabl e of handling thensel ves by then, she
t hought, or they woul d be gone.

Tocasia's smle died as she picked up the netallic skull of
the su-chi. She examined it carefully to see if the boys had
damaged it further in their grappling. Sonmehow, she saw, their
fight had jostled the two hal ves of the power crystal together
The | ongi tudi nal crack had vani shed, and the crystal now was a
solid piece. Mre interesting, there was a flicker of l|ight deep
within the crystal, a weak gl ow but one that indicated that the
crystal still held sone of its energy.

Tocasia stared at the skull and its crystalline brain unti
Loran cane to fetch her for dinner with the wagon master's nen
and her own students. But her eyes and her thoughts strayed often
during the neal to the two boys who had so recently arrived in
t he canp.

Chapter 2
ORNI THOPTER

Tocasia did not send the boys back with Bly that trip, or for
any other trip to Penregon for the next six sumers. Urza cane to
terms with Richlau, and Mshra was nore careful about sitting on
ot hers' bunks. Loran went back to Penregon and stayed away for
five years. Bly wore out the new oxen and tried to buy one of
Tocasia's onulets, to no avail. Tocasia continued to dig and to
bring up the two boys put into her care.

At first Tocasia thought of Uza and Mshra as two parts of a
single entity. Her inclination was reinforced by the way the two
| ooked at each ot her before answering a question. Yet they were
very different people, and the desert brought out different parts
of their personalities.

Urza becane nore studious, devouring every scrap of
i nformati on that Tocasia had gathered on the Thran. He pored over
the rosters of artifacts from previous seasons and even the scrap
heaps of material that had been discarded. In this fashion he



found several pieces that belonged with |later discoveries but had
been di scarded at the tine.

Urza, Tocasia quickly discovered, was intrigued by the manner
i n which things worked. At twelve he took apart the front |inbs
of one of the onulets, reassenbling it only after Tocasia
t hreatened dire consequences. He and M shra rebuilt the beast
overnight, and their inpronptu redesign stopped the |urching
probl em t he machi ne had previously experienced.

The el der brother grew lean and wiry in the hot sun. H's hair
bl eached to a straw col ored bl ond, and he now gathered it in a
pony-tail across the back of his neck. H s know edge was
encycl opedi ¢ and his insights keen

M shra bloonmed in the dry desert air as well. Wile Uza
burrowed through the tattered scrolls and maps, Mshra learned to
dig, to sift, and excavate. The younger brother spent nore tine
out in the field than did his sibling. He clinbed anong the
exposed rock faces and dry washes. Soon he could | ook at a
proposed excavation site and hazard a guess on how deep the
excavators woul d have to go to before striking the Thran |evel of
artifacts. Mdrre often than not, his guess proved right.

Tocasia noticed that Mshra spent nore tine with the other
students than did his brother, and with Ahmahl's diggers as well.
After supper, while Urza was hunched over a ligature of sone
skeletal artifact, Mshra was to be found at the diggers' canp,
listening to the |l egends of the Fallaji peoples. There were tales
of raids and heroes and desert genies; of great cities captured
in bottles and hapl ess souls transforned i nto donkeys. M shra
| earned of the Thran as the desert people knew thema race of
dem gods who had used their artifacts to create wonderful
terrible cities.

Tocasi a suspected that the diggers let Mshra sanple their
nabi z, the powerful fermented wi ne spiced with cinnanon favored
by the Fallaji, but she said nothing. It seemed good to her that
M shra had noved from beneath his brother's protective w ng
Urza, for his part, seemed not to notice that his brother spent
nore tinme with the others, so wapped up was the elder child in
hi s studies.

The work in the desert sun toughened M shra. He was nore
muscul ar, the result of long hours at the dig sites, and his
fl esh had a deep, worker's tan. His dark hair trailed after him
like a banner, ornately braided in the manner of the desert. He
had wi der shoul ders and a stauncher frame than his el der brother
and coul d now handle hinself in any scrap wi thout Urza's help.

Both boys were tirel ess workers, and Tocasia saw why Bly had
tried to keep them But something nmore than their work bound them
to her. Each of the brothers had an enthusiasmfor his tasks that
was contagi ous. Tocasia felt no need to talk to themas children
rather she spoke to themas trusted adults, and they returned her
trust.

Soon the pair were considered as vital and permanent a part
of the encanpnment as Tocasia herself. Wthin tw years, the young
nobl es arriving from Penregon were the same age as Urza and
M shra, and the brothers already knew the |lay of the |and.
Remenbering their own experiences, the pair always sought out the
prospective bullies anobng the group and nade it clear that no
persecution of the smaller students would be pernmitted. Wthin
anot her two years the brothers were considered the de facto
| eaders of the student contingent, allow ng Tocasia nore tine for
her own exami nation of artifacts and their power stones.

In the fall of the second year word reached the canp via



Bly's caravan that Urza and Mshra's father had passed on after a
long illness. The word was in a terse note, quickly penned, from
t he boys' stepnother. The m ssive said nothing about an

i nheritance, and Tocasi a suspected no nmention woul d be ever be
made.

She gave Urza the news first. He was working beneath
Tocasia's tarp, clearing the dust froma device found earlier
that day, driven by a coiled spring. Tocasia suspected it was
nerely a clock mechani sm but the young nan had found carvings
along the length of the spring itself, carvings that seened to
have a relationship to known Thran gl yphs. Wen she told hi m of
his father, Urza set his tools down and stared at the inlaid
pearl top for a long noment. He rubbed his eyes and thanked
Tocasia for the information, then picked his tools up again,
suddenly intent on the device.

M shra responded very differently. Wen Tocasia gave himthe
news he fled the dig site altogether, clinbing up the side of the
rocky tor above Tocasia's encampnent. The ol d schol ar thought to
go after him but Ahmahl counsel ed against it. Mshra needed to
work out his feelings on his own, the Fallaji said. Still, after
di nner Tocasia saw Urza clinbing the outcropping, and the
brothers sat up there a long time, watching the @inmer Mon rise
over the desert. Neither brother nentioned the incident
afterward, and Tocasi a wondered what they had said to each other
on the side of that rocky tor

In the spring of the sixth year of the boys' arrival Loran
returned, this time as an official representative of her house
i nstead of as a nere student. She had grown as well and was now a
hi ghborn lady with (Bly inforned Tocasia with a wink and an
unsubtl e nudge) a string of suitors desiring both her hand and
her famly's noneys. Oficially, Loran was to survey the
encanprent for its recent acconplishnents and to recommend if her
fam |y shoul d increase their sponsorship of Tocasia' s work. In
reality that decision could have been made back in Penregon; a
growi ng nunber of young | eaders of the various famlies had spent
at | east one sunmer working for Tocasia, and fond nenories now
translated into hard currency. The Argivian Crown did not care
for Tocasia's work, the archaeol ogi st knew, but the Argivian
Crown was weak and treated the matter as it treated everything it
did not care for: it ignored the issue.

Loran had made the long and difficult journey out to the
encanprent primarily to see Tocasia again, and Tocasia knew it.
Most of the high manners and debutante softness di sappeared by
the end of the first evening, and by noon of the second day Loran
was prow i ng al ongsi de Tocasi a as she noved from excavation to
excavati on.

Tocasi a had sonething to show Loran, a story for her to carry
back to the other forner students in the Argivian capital. There
had been a sudden downpour the nonth before, a hard-hitting
desert rain that had threatened several of the dig sites. Rahud,
one of Ahmahl's diggers, had heard froma nomadic famly menber
that the rain had hit even harder farther to the north, and
fl ooded out an old dry wash, revealing what | ooked |like a Thran
machi ne. Rahud told M shra, Mshra reported to Tocasia, and
within a day the group had nounted a snmall expedition north.

It was a device they found, and one definitely of Thran
creation. It | ooked at first Iike sone sort of sailing craft, an
i mpossibility in the desert. Long pol es of ancient candl ewood
jutted fromthe exposed bank, to which had been attached what
| ooked like sail rigging. Uza examned it and then, to Tocasia's



amazement, confidently declared it to be a flying craft,
somet hing unseen in Terisiare's skies save only in the ol dest of
stories.

For the next week the canp activity noved to the new site,
seeking to pry |l oose the birdlike flying machi ne and haul it back
to the main encanpnment. The diggers had to work quickly to avoid
the attention of less-friendly desert Fallaji as well as the
predatory sand-col ored rocs. The students were pressed into duty
hauling dirt and clearing debris, and Uza and M shra canped on
the site to guard the new find.

It took only a few days to pry the device free of the
surroundi ng soil and rock, and Urza was proven right. What
Tocasi a had thought of as sails were in fact wi ngs. The
construction did seemfashioned like a bird, and Tocasi a dubbed
it an ornithopter. Both wi ngs were intact, though the tai
assenbly had been crushed. A small nmaze of wires and tubes at the
heart of the craft cradl ed a now shattered power stone.

They got the ornithopter back to the canp two days before
Loran's arrival, and Tocasia was glad to see the ook on the
young nobl ewoman's face when she saw the tattered remains. To any
other Argivian it was a mess of fractured pol es, snashed netal
and scraps of ancient fabric, but to any former student of
Tocasia it was a treasure. To see such a | arge device after
spending a sumer trying to pry fragnents out of the rock with a
smal | brush made the archaeol ogi st and her students indescribably
happy.

Tocasia al so noticed that with the passage of time Loran had
grown nore sure of herself. She no longer hesitated to speak. Nor
did she spend all her time with her old mentor. For the first few
days she hovered over Urza, who had renoved the crystal housing
fromthe ornithopter and was busy di sassenbling and cl eaning the
smal | device. Then, wi thout any warning, she suddenly sw tched
her time and attention to Mshra, who was rebuilding the |arger
framework of the craft itself. Tocasia did not know what, if
anyt hi ng, had happened to nake Loran change her interest; neither
young man ever nentioned her in the scholar's presence.

The young wonman returned to Penregon with prom ses of support
for Tocasia and an order for light sailcloth, and the brothers
returned to their work. Mshra had rebuilt the ornithopter's
framewor k, but the nature of the tail assenmbly defied him Al nost
by unspoken agreenent, Urza took over the reconstruction of the
glider, discovering what wires went where and how t hey woul d
function in flight. It was Urza who discovered that the sail-like
wi ngs had to be ribbed with thin shoots of candl ewood in order to
maintain their formin flight. For his part Mshra confirmed that
by bringing sl ender bows of snapped wing ribs back fromthe dig
along with strands of frayed wire. Uza saw that the wire was
better for controlling the shape of the wi ngs than nere rope, and
anot her order was placed with Bly. The two young nmen spent hours
t oget her poring over the design, trying to determ ne how the tai
assenbly woul d function

In all it took eight months for the ornithopter to be
rebuilt. The key was the box of wires and disks that served as
the craft's engine. Uza, Mshra, and even Tocasia did not know
exactly how the small engine could power the | arge ornithopter
they only knew that it did. U za used the small, weak crysta
that had bel onged to the su-chi to power the device.

It was the | ast day of the year, Mshra's birthday, when the
craft was ready at last. The day was surprisingly warm and a
soft wind blew fromthe desert. There was sone debate over who



woul d get the honor-and the danger-of the first test flight.

"l should do it," said Urza. "After all, | understand the
wor ki ngs of the power crystal cradle.”

"I should do it," countered Mshra. "The flight Ievers
controlling the wings are nulish, and they need a strong hand to
keep themin line."

"I"'mlighter," said Urza.

"“I'"'mstronger," snapped M shra.

"I am capable of holding the levers in place," said Urza.

"And | understand the power crystals as well as you do,"
added M shra quickly.

"I amthe elder," said Uza snmugly.

"And it's ny birthday!" shouted Mshra, the blood rising to
his face. "So we are equal ."

Tocasi a | ooked at the two young nmen and let out a deep sigh
Such di sagreenents were rare but were severe enough to trouble
her. At last she said, "If you cannot decide, then | will have to
ri sk ny ancient bones in this device."

The two young nen stared at Tocasia, then | ooked at each
ot her. Each sinmultaneously pointed to the other and said, "He
should fly it."

In the end they flipped a coin. Uza won, and Mshra did a
passabl e job of containing his disappointnment as the |ast of the
preparations were made. A wide |evel place had been cl eared
out side the stockade gates for the craft. The bl ond young nman
clinmbed into the housing at the front of the ornithopter and
slowy depressed the two nmain | evers, engaging the arcane crysta
within the nmaze of gears and wheels that he had |lovingly rebuilt
over the past nmonths. The entire craft trenbled as the |ast of
the slack in the wires was taken up and the w ngs accordi oned out
in a pair of great sails.

The wi ngs beat downward: once, twice, and then a third tine.
The ornithopter gave a small hop on the third beat, and Tocasi a
saw M shra start as well. The younger boy said nothing; his eyes
seened transfixed by the sight, and his hands were cl enched.
Tocasi a wondered if he was worried for his brother or worried
that his brother woul d danage the machi ne before he had a chance
to try it.

The devi ce took anot her short hop, then another, |arger |eap
Dust fromthe heavy beating wings blewin all directions, and the
students retreated, covering their eyes and nouths fromthe
swirling sand. One last leap, and this tine the ornithopter did
not come back down.

It was aloft, its wings straining against the warmair.
Tocasia and the other students could hear the wires sing fromthe
strain as the small craft, like a fledgling roc |eaving the nest,
leapt into the air. The ornithopter clinmbed into the sky, and
there was a sharp clatter as Urza threw the | ocki ng nechani sm
into place, fixing the wings into a solid, gliding surface.

Urza was aloft for ten minutes. He circled the encanprent
twi ce, and there was a tense second when the craft suddenly
dropped ten feet, but it quickly clinbed again. Urza circled one
last time, then set the ornithopter back down on the pad of |evel
sand. The w ngs un-|ocked and beat as he | anded. The candl ewood
supports groaned but held the craft upright.

Urza clinbed out. "Hit some colder air," he said briefly to
Tocasia. "Apparently that has sonme effect on its ability to keep
aloft.”

"Let me try," said Mshra.

Urza did not nove away fromthe device. "W should check al



the couplings for wear," he observed, still speaking to Tocasi a,
"And the struts for fractures. Not to nmention the integrity of
t he power crystal."

M shra | ooked at Tocasia, his face clouded.

"Urza," said Tocasia softly, "let your brother use the
orni thopter."

Urza opened his nouth to argue, then | ooked at his brother
and silently stepped aside. Mshra piled into the flying device.

Urza | eaned into the housing. "The right |ever sticks, so
you'll have to muscle it," he said.

M shra only grinned and shouted, "Stand away!" He flung both
| evers into place, engagi ng the wi ngs.

Urza backpedal ed quickly out of the way of the huge, beating
wi ngs. Whatever sand had not been chased away before now was spun
in a cyclone of wind.

The ornithopter went al nbst straight up in a single bounce.
The entire encanmpnent coul d hear the sharp creaking of the
candl ewood struts and the high-pitched whine of the wires passing
t hrough nmetal |oops and pulleys. U za grimaced as if the sound
physi cal |l y pai ned hi m

"It would have been better had we waited to check out the
craft before flying it again," he said to Tocasia through gritted
teet h.

"Better, but not wiser," returned the old schol ar

M shra clinbed a hundred feet, |ocked the w ngs, then forced
the craft into a swoopi ng dive over the encanprment. Sheep and
goats in their pens below |l et out frightened bleats as the
orni thopter passed only a few feet above them M shra pulled back
on the levers and reengaged the wings, and the craft clinbed
agai n.

"Do you think the craft needs a lighter pilot, now?" said
Tocasi a.

Urza shrugged. "Actually | think there is enough pull in the
wings to take three or four people aloft at once if we expand the
housi ng. "

"So the argunent that you should have flown it because you
were |ighter was disproved," pressed the old scholar, smling as
she spoke.

Urza wi nced but said nothing.

M shra circled the encanpnment twice as Urza had before
Tocasia imagi ned that the |ad was searching for the sane spot of
cold air so he could hiccough the craft as had his brother. She
did notice that while Urza had concentrated on keeping the craft
| evel, Mshra continually swoped and dove, banking in one
direction, then the other.

Then M shra flew over the canp once nore and headed the craft
westward into the deep desert.

The form of the ornithopter becanme a blur, then a speck on
the horizon. Tocasia and Urza | ooked at each ot her

"Perhaps one of the steering wires broke," offered Tocasi a.

"Or the little fool wanted to see how far he could go," Urza
grunbl ed, rushing for the rocky tor behind themto get a better
Vi ew.

Urza had nmade it only hal fway up the hill when the sound of
Wi ngs cutting through the warmair heralded Mshra's return. The
younger brother circled the canp twice and then | anded j ust
beyond the stockade gates. By the tinme Mshra had touched down
Urza was waiting, his face as stern as stone.

"What did you think you were doi ng?" he shouted as M shra
clinmbed out of the housing. "Bad enough that you probably over-



stressed the pulleys with your diving about! But to fly out of
sight of the canp! You might have been attacked by rocs. If you
had crashed in the desert, we mght not have found you!"

M shra did not seemto be listening. Instead he said, "I saw
the drawi ngs. Didn't you?"

Urza was brought up short and | ooked at his brother, puzzled.

The dark-haired brother turned to Tocasia. "Qut in the
desert, there are drawi ngs. Munds of dark earth against the
[ ighter surrounding sand. W' ve passed them before on foot but
never noticed. But from above, you can see that they're pictures!
There are dragons, genies, rocs-even mnotaurs.” He turned to his
brother. "You saw them didn't you?"

Urza blinked at his brother. Then, nore cautiously, he

replied, "I was nore worried about the performance of the craft.”
M shra did not bother to listen. "They surround a | arge
hillock. 1'lIl bet if we checked that out, we'd find it's sone

sort of old Thran encanmpnent.”

"It could be sone Fallaji holy place," started Urza, but
M shra shook his head.

"No." He was enphatic. "There's nothing in the old tales
about Fallaji settlenents in this imediate area. | think it's
Thran, and | think we should investigate it."

"We shoul d investigate the damage the flights did to the
ornithopter,"” said Urza, already prow ing al ong the wi ngs,
pulling at the sailcloth and running his hands al ong the struts.

Tocasi a spread her hands in a gesture that enconpassed both
brothers. "W should cel ebrate,” she said. "There will be tine
enough to do everything else in the norning."

That ni ght students and diggers built a great bonfire in the
canp and gathered around the rising flanes. There was an air of
excitement anong the students. The young nobles had new tales to
take back to Argive. They had been present when Urza took the
first flight and when M shra found the great drawings in the
desert. After long nonths of backbreaki ng work in shall ow
trenches and detail ed cleaning of |ong-dead bits of netal, here
at last was something to be proud of. There were songs, and the
nabi z fl owed. Rahud tried to teach several of the noble boys a
traditional Fallaji dance. The boys had no concept of the dance's
rhythm but since it involved waving pointed sticks they joined
inwith the spirit of adventure. Mshra told and retold the story
of his flight, and Tocasi a knew that every young man and woman in
t he encanmpment woul d be clanmoring for their opportunity to fly in
the near future.

Urza remai ned at the edge of the canpfire, neither dancing,
nor drinking, and nor talking.

Tocasi a wal ked over to him "You are enjoying yoursel f?"

"Well enough," replied the youth. "But | think we should
check the rigging for any wear and tear. And if you want to put a
| ar ger housi ng-"

"Tormorrow, " said the old woman. "You are young enough for a
ot of tonmorrows. Enjoy yourself this evening."

"l enjoy working on the devices," said Uza, watching his
brother across the fire pit. The younger boy was surrounded by
students as well as a few of the diggers. It seenmed to Tocasia
that his story grew | onger and nore exciting with each telling.

"There are other enjoynments," said Tocasia, following Uza's
gaze. "Your brother seens to have di scovered that."

The two were silent in the flickering firelight for a nmoment.
Then Urza said, "I had nothing agai nst Mshra taking his flight."

"I never said you did," returned Tocasi a.



"It's just that there is stress on any object that is put to
the test for the first tinme," continued the older brother. "W
shoul d have done a full check before letting himgo al oft."

"Of course,"” said Tocasia in a |level tone.

"Hi s own reckl essness aside, he could have been hurt," said
U za.

"Yes." Tocasia paused. "But tell that to a young man who
wants to be his brother's equal ."

"I was only being prudent."

"And woul d you have been so prudent if you had | ost the
toss?" asked Tocasi a.

Urza did not answer but stood watching his brother across the
fl anes.

Chapter 3
KO LGS

M shra was correct: there were drawings in the sand of the
deeper desert to the west of their encanpnent. They were |arge
figures made fromraised nounds of dry earth, darker than their
surroundi ngs, and best visible fromthe air. Tocasia had
conducted earlier expeditions in that very area before settling
on the present site of the encanpnent but never guessed their
true nature

The drawi ngs were an odd m xture. There were humanoid figures
of every type, any one of which mght be the representation of a
Thran. There were also all manner of aninmals: deer, elephants,
and canels. There was an odd coll ection of geometric synbol s-
curves, spirals, and sharp angles that crossed and recrossed the
gat hered figures, bisecting sonme, |eaving others untouched.

Doodl es, thought Tocasia, created by a race of desert titans.

The drawi ngs were of Thran origins, of course, as M shra had
guessed. They were arrayed around a single location, a |large
mound. This proved to be a rich field of artifacts, including an
al nost conpl ete su-chi skeleton that finally fulfilled Tocasia's
dream of putting together one of the enigmatic beasts. There were
al so the remai ns of several ornithopters. Yet the discovery of
the su-chi and ornithopters was secondary to the rich trove of
power crystals found in the central nound. Many of the crystals
were cracked or expired, but there were anong the dross nore than
enough operational remains: vibrant, |anbent jewels that
glittered with a rai nbow of sparks and patterns within. There
were nore than enough of the jewels for Tocasia to keep for her
own work, with sufficient surplus to send to other scholars and
various nobl e supporters in the capital of Penregon. This in turn
supplied enough interest fromthe nobility to allow her to open a
second permanent canp at the site of Mshra's find.

The di scovery of the drawings in the deserts was nmade
possi bl e by airborne observation. The sane nethod reveal ed
simlar drawi ng fields, though none as large or intact as the
first. An arc of themextended into the desert in a broad sweep
outward fromthe Kher Ridges. Some of the drawi ngs had figures of
recogni zabl e races, while others did not. Al contained a
stylized pattern of curves and zigzagged |lines around a centra
nmound cont ai ni ng wecked artifacts and power stones. During the
next two years researchers |ocated al nbst twenty such nounds.

Still the big questions eluded Tocasia and the brothers. No
one found any skeletal remains of the Thran thensel ves, nor any
art. The archaeol ogi st di scovered nothing of their |anguage nore
than a few fragnments that seemed little nore than | abels and an



obvi ous set of nunerical synbols. At dinner the scholar, the two
brothers, and sone of the elder students were accustoned to
di scuss the Thran's possible nature.

"They had to be human," said Urza in the course of one such
tal k. "Everything we have found is capable of being used by
human-si zed i ndi vi dual s. They were probably a successful branch
of the early Fallaji people that dom nated the others through
t heir advanced science. The surviving Fallaji of today turned
their enterprising brethren into godlike beings."

"The fact that we're confortable with their tools doesn't
mean anyt hing," di sagreed M shra. "Dwarves or elves or orcs could
have used these itenms. O mnotaurs."”

"M notaurs are too big," said Urza. "Their hands woul d be too
large to hold nmost of the devices."

"M notaurs could be in charge, wi th humans doing the | abor,"
M shra returned. Tocasia noted that the younger brother refused
to concede to his sibling even the smallest point. "lImagine," he
continued. "M notaurs ruling the Thran nation, and humans as an
undercl ass. Like anong the orcs-the big ones are on top, and the
little goblins do all the hard work."

"We've found no m notaur remmins, Brother," said Uza coolly.

"We've found no human renmains, either, Brother," M shra shot
back, raising his glass of nabiz in a nock toast to his own
| ogi c.

Tocasi a | eaned back in her chair (recently arrived fromthe
capital -a confortable, cushioned affair) and let the two brothers
spar. This was an old argument, revisited at |east once a nonth.
It always ended the sane way: in an adm ssion that they did not
know enough. That confession al ways seemed to frustrate both of
t he young nen.

Both of the brothers had changed over the years of discovery.
Urza was | eaner than ever, though he finally had a good set of
shoul ders. His face was snooth, and he prided hinmself on not
| osing his tenper as he had when he was a child. Mshra, for his
part, was as inmpulsive as he had been the day of that first
fight. H s nost obvious change was a sparse dark beard that
framed his smling nouth.

The ol der students at the table watched the argument as well
but did not get involved. U za and M shra were ol der than nost of
the students now, and in another few years they woul d be thought
of as adults in their own right. The nobl e students had | earned
early that voicing a contrary opinion when the two were fighting
like this was a sure way to turn both young nmen agai nst the
i nterl oper.

Tocasi a was proud of the boys and their achievenents, and in
turn they were devoted to her. But again and again they returned
to this single argunent and could not nove beyond it. They stil
had not learned the identity of the Thran

As the young men's voices rose higher, Tocasia |eaned
forward, hoping to turn the brothers to a new tack.

"Why haven't we?" she interrupted.

Bot h young nmen blinked at the ol der schol ar as she repeated,
"Why haven't we found any remai ns-human or ot herw se?"

"Scavengers," said Mshra imedi ately. Urza nmade a rude
noi se.

"Then why haven't we found any scavenger remmins?" he asked
scornfully. "There are no dead creatures of any type anong the
wr eckage. There shoul d be sone, even by accident.”

"And you have a theory, Brother?" asked M shra.

"Plague, " said U za calmy. "Sonething swept through that not



only killed the Thran but destroyed their remains as well. That
al so explains why the weckage is so widely scattered.™

M shra shook his head. "Not plague. War. Pl ague woul dn't
explain why there is no art. War woul d. The victors burned what
could burn: paintings, books, bodies. Then they destroyed the
rest. We have found ash pits anobng the various sites."

"Those are the result of manufacture, not battle," observed
Uza. "And if you're right, what becane of the victors?"

"They becane the scavengers," retorted Mshra triunphantly,
setting down his glass. "That's what it has to be. A slave race
of humans that destroyed the m notaur masters, then fell apart
itself without the minotaur science to support them™

Urza chuckl ed. "A perfect argument. Each point uses as proof
anot her questi onabl e point, which eventually requires you to
bel i eve what you are trying to prove in the first place. So,

Brot her, why didn't these scavenger-survivors create any art
after the war?"

M shra frowned slightly, considering. "They hadn't reached
the point of gaining art," he said finally. "So there is no art
fromthe period."

"Except for the drawings in the desert,” said Urza.

"Except for the drawings in the desert,"” agreed his brother.

"Except they aren't, you know," said Uza with a small snile.

M shra shook his head, |ooking puzzled. "Those are not
drawi ngs in the desert? Nothing natural could produce-"

"Those are not art,"” interrupted Urza. "Onh, the hunmanish
figures mght be, or they may sinply be a recognition of other
races the Thran had met. But all the lines, angles, and
squi ggl es, those are not art. They are instructions.”

Tocasia stared at Urza, intrigued as well. Wat had he
di scovered now?

Uza rose fromthe table and left the tarp w thout saying
another word. He returned with a large nap of the area, which he
shook open over the table. The other students nmoved quickly to
save the remains of the broiled desert hare and cantal oupe t hat
woul d ot herwi se be covered by the sheet. The map showed the arc
of ruins they had uncovered.

"Here are the locations of the various Thran outposts we have
found," he said, jabbing a thin finger against the map. He
followed fromone to another, follow ng the curve of w eckage.
"At each location, the collection of odd angles and |lines seens
to point in one direction. Fromour second encanpnent, it points
slightly west of due north."

Produci ng a stylus, the blond student sketched a practiced
line extending north. "In the next one, farther west, a najority
of lines also indicate a particular direction, this one slightly
nore northerly than the first," he said, draw ng another strong,
arrowstraight line. "And the next shows yet another |ine, alnopst
due north in direction; the next points north and slightly east;
and so on for each of the discovered sites so far." The stylus
scratched out a number of new |ines.

Urza stood back fromthe map so the others could see. The
ruins were in an arc, as everyone knew, but the lines U za had
sketched all pointed to one particular location: the center of a
circle, of which the ruined nounds were points al ong the
peri meter.

"The Thran were not an artistic people,"” said Uza, |ooking
at his brother. "Why then leave art in the desert? The answer is,
they did not. They left instructions. Instructions about where
their larger settlenments were. W saw the figures, which we



recogni zed, and ignored the lines, which we did not. But the
lines are nore inportant.”

M shra | eaned over the map and scow ed. "Lines on paper," he
snorted. "You saw the arc and cal cul ated the center, then | ooked
for justification in the lines of the various nmounds."

"So you disagree with nmy argunent, Brother?" asked Urza

quietly.
M shra sniled, the whiteness of his teeth sharp against the
surroundi ng beard. "But | |ove your argument, Brother! It's

perfect. Each point uses as proof another questionable point,
whi ch eventually requires you to believe what you are trying to

prove in the first place! The argunent | love!l It's your
conclusions | think are wong."
Uza rolled up his map slowy. "I suppose that means you

don't want to come al ong tonmorrow when | go find out?"

M shra started, and even Tocasia | ooked sharply at the el der
br ot her.

"Wth your permission, Mstress, | would like to take an
ornithopter out to check this out," Urza said. "Since ny brother
does not wish to acconpany me, | can nmanage with one of the
smal ler craft-"

"I didn't say | wouldn't go," interrupted Mshra sharply. "In
fact, | think I should go along, if only to keep you from seeing
ruins that are not there."

Urza nodded with a determined snile. Then he ducked from
beneath the tarp and strode into the growi ng dusk. "I have pl ans
to make then," he called over his shoul der. "Evening, all!"

In Urza's wake the dinner table was silent. None of the other
students wanted to comment on Urza's theory, and Tocasi a needed
time to digest what the ol der brother had said.

Tentatively, the conversation returned to nore nundane
matters. One student ventured that his area of the dig was
produci ng sonme interesting disks marked with Thran nuneral s.

Anot her nentioned that his work was being del ayed by a junior
student that declared every uprooted rock to be some artifact of
t he ancient race. That brought a small | augh fromthe others and
from Tocasia a tale of one student, a few years before, who

t hought that they should dig on nountaintops because if she were
one of the Thran, that's where she'd | eave the nost val uable
itens.

M shra sat quietly just beyond the firelight and stroked his
stubbl ed beard. After a few mnutes he excused hinself as well
and left the table. He did not head for the quarters he shared
with Urza, but rather turned down toward where the Fallaji
di ggers made their canp. Tocasia noticed that the younger brother
had a worried | ook on his face, but at the tine she paid it
little mnd

That evening, after the dishes had been cl eared, Tocasia
wor ked on a su-chi |eg assenbly at her table. The design that
they had di scovered in the al nost conpl ete specimen was different
than either Urza or she had anticipated. It was al nost, she
t hought, as if the | egs were nounted backward, the knees pointing
toward the rear. Was this a design choice of the Thran, she
wondered, or was this a nodel of their real appearance?

A shadow appeared at the entrance of the tarp, and she | ooked
up suddenly as Ahmahl entered. O d Ahmahl as he was known now,
she rem nded herself; his hair had turned gray in rivulets along
either side of his face. Lately he had been conplaining that his
age was finally catching up with him Tocasia knew he was a
gr andf at her, and sonmeday soon he woul d | eave t he encanpnent.



Tocasia would miss him for he represented all she felt was
adm rabl e anong the Fallaji people. He was direct, forthright,
and honest.

Now, fromthe stern | ook on his face, Tocasia got the feeling
she was about get a nessy dose of the last quality.

"I hear your young men are flying into the mountains on the

nmorrow, " he said, his desert accent still thick after all these
years anong the Argivians.
"How did ..." Tocasia started, then realized where Ahmahl got

his information. M shra woul d have asked hi m about the ring of
ruins and the center point of the arc that Urza had | ocated. And
that news had obviously disturbed the elder Fallaji.

She nodded and notioned toward a canp chair. The ol d | eader
of the diggers sat hinself carefully down upon it, as if either
he or the chair would break fromthe experience.

"Urza has sone ideas about finding the weckage of a large
Thran settlenment there."

A d Ahmahl | ooked at the worn, dusty carpeting beneath his
feet. "I do not think it is a good idea. The Fallaji would frown
onit."

Tocasia knit her brow Ahmahl and his diggers had never
expressed the idea of taboo | and before. Indeed, in nost of the
tribal settlenments she had visited the inhabitants were
exceedingly proud to show off, if not actively trade, the Thran
artifacts they had di scovered.

"Not all the Fallaji," Ahmal continued. He | ooked up quickly
at her, as if he could read her thoughts in her eyes. "Mst of us
are nodern enough, are wi se enough to know there is nothing in
the nmountains that is not in the desert. But there are those who
are concerned about the spirits of the Thran. About their heart.
It is said that their secret heart lies in the nountains, and we
Fallaji stay well clear of them™

"Ahmahl ," said Tocasia gently, "you have never nentioned
anything like this before nor conpl ai ned about our previous
digs."

"That is because it is in the desert, and the desert bel ongs
to all who can endure her," said Ahmahl. "The Fallaji claim al
this land but are willing to share it with others who respect it.
The hi gh nountai ns, however, the inner nountains thenselves, are
dangerous, and not only for the great rug-birds found there. W
claimthemas Fallaji territory, but we do not visit them Nor do
we recomrend ot hers do so."

Argive clains those mountains as well, thought Tocasi a,

t hough she did not voice that opinion. Mst of the Argivians were
coastal people to begin with, and the broad expanses clai med by
the noble factions were just |lines on a map.

"I'f we are violating sone taboo-" she began. Ahmahl held up a
hand. "Not a taboo exactly, Mstress. A desire. A concern. Mst
of the diggers do not believe the stories of their grandnothers,
but some do, and they may nake things difficult. Hajar, ny own
assistant, believes in genies, ghouls, and the great dragons, the
mak fawas, that haunt the night."

"Ahmahl ," said Tocasia, smiling slightly, "you know t hat
standing in either brother's way when he has determined to do
something is like trying to turn aside the desert wind. They wil|l

go | ooki ng. And now that you have brought ne your concern, | wll
go with them M question for you is, should we find somnething
and need to investigate further, will you come along as well to
aid us?"

A d Ahmahl sat bolt upright, surprised. Tocasia had phrased



the question just right-short of an insulting accusation, but
direct enough to demand an answer. He sputtered for a nmonent,
then turned stern again.

"I will be wherever you need ne to be," he said coldly. "I
have | earned nore about the ancient days fromworking with you
than | would in a lifetime of roam ng the desert. W have noved
too much earth, you and I, for us to part ways over a
grandnot her's story."

Tocasia all owed herself a small grin, then turned a stemface
to the old man. "Go, then, and find out anbng your diggers who
bel i eves in grandnothers' stories and who does not. Discover who
would go to a dig site in the nountains and who woul d remain. Do
not challenge their pride or their courage, for then even those
who think it sacrilege would come al ong, and feel the worse for

it. I do not knowif we will find anything, but if we do we wl
i nvestigate it."
Ahmahl nodded and rose to his feet. "I did not think you

woul d shy away from any chal |l enge, Tocasia. You are like a man in
that regard.”

Tocasia rose as well in respect. "I did not think you would
hi de any information | needed to know from ne. Thank you."

Ahmahl bowed and was gone. Tocasi a shook her head as she
wat ched his shadow join the others of the early evening. You are
like a man, he had said, and neant it as a conpliment. Typica
desert dweller, after all these years. Yet he was still willing
to defy old stories and gi ve her a warning.

Tocasi a shook her head again and returned to intricacies of
the su-chi's | eg mechani sns.

* * k* K %

They left the next norning, packing enough rations for a day
and a half's flight out and back. Both of the young nen accepted
Tocasi a' s conpani onshi p without comrent, and neither suggested
that she not conme along. She left Kantar-one of the nore
prom sing ol der students of that season-in charge while she was
gone and told himnot to argue with Ahmahl or Hajar and to defer
any di sputes or mmjor decisions until they returned.

The ornithopter was the original one they had rebuilt years
ago. Now the forward housi ng was encl osed by a | arger wooden
frame containing nore than enough roomfor the three explorers
and their supplies. The control levers remained in the mddle of
t he housing, so either young man could handl e them The power of
the stone was nearly inexhaustible, but human flesh was
ot herwi se. After about four hours of flight they would have to
change operators.

Fromthe ground the borders of the Great Desert were a | ow
undul ati ng waste of blown dust marred with frequent rocky
out crop-pi ngs. The region was barren, clained by the coasta
states with internittent and vague borders far inland. The
Fallaji also clainmed the wastes, but they enforced that title
only when seeking to shake down a few val uabl es from nerchants
and explorers in the desert. It seemed an inhospitable and barren
wor | d.

Fromal oft it was transforned. The rocky spires becane
sentinels, marking the passage of tine as their shadows swept
beneat h t hem

The deep and uncrossabl e canyons turned into rai nbows of
colored granite and sandstone. The dry | akes were transforned
into glittering patches of salt. The desert w nd plucked at the



ornithopter's control wires as they sailed effortlessly
nor t hwar d.

Wth Urza at the controls, they flew straight across the sky,
fixed on the course that he had set. Occasionally he called out
to Mshra to check the coordinates. Inevitably, after checking
with map and conpass, and taking a reading on the sun, the

younger brother declared all was well. Each tine U za nodded, as
if he would be surprised by any other result.
VWhen M shra was piloting, they roamed nore, still keeping to

the general north and slightly-west direction but wandering back
and forth along that line. If an interesting formati on caught

M shra's eye, he steered toward it until Urza warned himthey
were off course. Then the younger brother sighed and brought the
prow of the craft back on track. Occasionally they had to
reengage the wings to regain lost altitude. Then Urza woul d check
three times to nmake sure of their position

Once they passed over another series of lines. These held no
humanoi d figures, only spirals and angl es juxtaposed agai nst one
another. Mshra circled the site as the ol der brother sketched,

t hen nodded in confirmation. The angles pointed in the direction
t hey should travel

At the end of the first day they set down on a particularly
hi gh nesa. Far fromthe protection of the stockade and its
grapeshot catapults, they canped without a fire and slept within
the ornithopter's housing. Though Tocasia had not had to nan the
control levers during the flight, she was worn by the continua
nmoti on. Her head ached fromthe tinny rush of the wi nd over the
wires. She slept wthout dreans that evening and awoke stiff from
the cramped quarters. The young nmen were already outside, Urza
stretching to el ongate his back, M shra bending at the knees.
After a cold breakfast they set out again.

The Thran center, what Ahmahl had referred to as its "secret
heart,"” could not be mssed fromthe air, though it would not be
reached easily fromthe ground. It was at the end of a |ong,
wi ndi ng canyon | eading west, the trail of sonme ancient |ong-dead
river that had split the | ow nesa and cradl ed the ruins.

And ruins they were-long processions of shattered buil ding
foundations and tunbled walls. Some of the ruins resenbl ed manor
houses from Argi ve. thers were akin to the onion-domed tenpl es
of di stant

Tomakul . Still others resenbl ed nothing the three
i nvestigators had seen before: a framework of netal that
supported nothing at all, a pile of discarded plates, each the

size of a man, with serrated edges, or a tangle of what | ooked
like blue netallic worms. Along the far canyon wall was what
| ooked li ke a nest of broken bronze-col ored spiders. The entire
caval cade of wreckage was buried beneath the sands carried out of
the desert to the west.

"Do you doubt my cal cul ations now, Brother?" said Uza with a
smile.

"Only a fool would doubt his own eyes. Well done, Brother,"
said Mshra, his grin even w der

"The Thran's secret heart," nurnured Tocasia. Mshra flinched
slightly at the phrase and his smle faded, but Urza only nodded.

"The old Argivian word for secret was koilos," said Urza.
"Let that be the nane of this hidden land. Circle around it,
Brother. W can best see the lay of the land fromup here."

M shra nodded and was just pulling on the controls when
suddenly a shadow passed over the ornithopter housing. It could
have been a cloud but for the fact that the desert sky was clear



Tocasi a knew what it nmeant. She shouted at the same nonent
that M shra pitched the flying craft into a steep, banking dive.
Urza was taken by surprise and let out a curse as he was flung
agai nst the inner side of the craft's housing.

The roc dove through the space that noments ago had been
occupi ed by the ornithopter. The bird was a huge representative
of its race, a species reputed in old | egends to snatch el ephants
fromthe plains for supper. Nearly three tinmes the size of the
ornithopter, its passage alnost flipped the craft.

The roc recovered as soon as it had passed, gaining altitude
qui ckly to make another dive at the craft.

"Why is it attacking?" shouted Urza.

"W're large, and we're moving!" replied Tocasia, scream ng

above the wind. "It probably thinks we're another roc."

M shra cursed and pulled both | evers back as far as they
would go. "I don't think we can get above it! It's too fast for
us!"

The roc was already over them again, making another dive.
M shra reengaged the wings and jinked the craft to the right, but
the roc was ready for the maneuver. It shifted slightly; there
was a horrendous rip along the right side, and Tocasia saw t hat
one of the wing struts had been ripped | oose and was now
fluttering in the wind. Better than the entire wi ng m ssing,
t hought Tocasi a, but enough to cripple them

"We can't outfly it!" yelled Mshra. "lI'mgoing to put us
down. "

"Over there!" shouted Urza, pointing to the nest of broken
metal spiders. "I think there's a hole in the cliff wall."

"Wn't nake it!" shouted M shra, pulling first one |ever
then the other, trying to shake the roc off their tail

"That's because you're flying like a bird!" snapped Urza,
shovi ng his brother aside and grabbing the control |evers
hinself. "Fly it like a machine and we'll make it."

Under Urza's control, the craft no | onger zigzagged across
t he sky but instead rocketed forward, swooping |ow over the
wr ecked | andscape of Koilos. The roc, its sinple avian brain
expecting the craft to act like another flier, expected it to
dodge or to turn. The bird hesitated before pursuing. Its
i ndeci sion was all the tine that the three needed.

Urza charged the cliff wall. Mshra shouted in panic. Tocasia
suddenly renmenbered a prayer she had | earned as a child back in
tenmpl e school when tenples were still fashionable in Argive. She

muttered the words softly as the far wall closed on them
Suddenly Urza banked, bringing the prow of the craft up. He
unl ocked the nechanismthat held the wings in position, and they
automatically began to fold. Wthout the support, the craft
pl umret ed. Again, the roc passed through enpty space that nonents
ago had housed the flier. Urza dropped about fifty feet, then
reengaged the wing | ocks. The wi ngs spread out imrediately,
catching the desert air and slowing their fall. Still, they
| anded with an uncer enoni ous bunp on the sand. Had they | anded on
rock, Tocasia had no doubt they would have broken the supporting
struts, not to nention a few bones.
Urza unl atched the wing | ocks, and the w ngs folded inward
agai n, the damaged strut sticking out at an odd angle. Tocasia
was al ready at the hatch, scanning the skies.

“I't'"ll be back," she said, scanning the enpty heavens. "Let's
not be here when it cones."
"Shoul dn't take off again i mediately anyway," said Urza. "It

m ght be waiting. Besides, we need to get the strut repaired.



Let's make for that cavern entrance. Are you all right, Brother?"

"You should care!" said Mshra hotly as Tocasia turned at the
hatch, afraid the young man had been hurt. "I knew what | was
doi ng! You didn't need to shove yourself into things!"

Urza blinked and scow ed, his concern replaced with
irritation. "You were playing its gane, flying |like another roc.
O course it could outfly you that way. We only lost it because
made for-"

"Shelter now. Argunent |ater," Tocasia broke in sharply. "And
bring the torches and water. W night be here until dark."

Nei t her brother replied, but neither argued with the old
schol ar. They cl anbered up the sandy bank behi nd her, breaking
into a full-fledged run as the roc's shadow passed over them

Tocasia was at the entrance first. She spun and scanned the
heavens. Above them the roc circled the canyon of broken
machi nery and wrecked buil di ngs.

"We' || have to bring the catapults with us next tine," she
sai d.

"Or figure out a way to nmount themon an ornithopter,”
observed M shra.

"W're going to be here for a while," said Uza. "Should we
see where this passage goes?"

The cavern was an entranceway. The first ten feet or so were
natural rock, but after that the sandstone gave way to snooth,
pol i shed granite. Tocasia ran her hands along the wall. It was
constructed of separate blocks, invisible to the eye, detectable
as individual stones only by touch. She whistled a | ow note. Even
anong the Thran ruins she had excavated, there was no wor knmanship
this precise. Behind her, Mshra lit the candl ewood torches. The
guttering flames snoked but were better than no light at all.

"It was fortunate you saw this opening," said Tocasia to
U za.

"I't was obvious," he returned, taking a torch fromhis
brother. "The w eckage of the buildings indicated roads, all of
which radiated fromthis spot. This is the center of the Thran's
supposed 'secret heart.' "

"The heart of the heart," said Tocasi a.

They spoke in whispers, as if their words nmight wake the |ong
dead. Tocasia tried to raise her voice to a normal |evel, but the
very enptiness of the space defeated her

M shra examni ned the corridor before them "No creatures live
here. Look at the dust. No footprints but our own."

Urza held up his torch, the light flaring fromthe walls.
"And no bats, either. Nothing has been here for a long tine."

Bot h young nmen | ooked at Tocasia. "Right then," she said at
last. "Forward. But stay together and stick to the main path."

There was little worry, for the few openings to either side
were nere al coves, and the cavern ran straight back into the
hillside itself. They passed several sets of stairs and one or
two | arge chanbers, but nothing that woul d i ndicate any
occupants, recent or otherw se. Dead crystalline plates dotted
the ceiling above them reflecting the Iight of the torches but
provi di ng none of their own.

The first al coves were enpty, but as they noved forward
Tocasi a noticed sone were filled with the remains of su-ch
constructs. These were rusted relics, little better than the ones
they had pulled fromthe dig. Several were nothing nore than
| ower torsos, the upper halves lost to time or, perhaps, to tonmb
robbers. Tocasia noticed with sone satisfaction that the knees of
the creatures did i ndeed bend backward. They had reached anot her



staircase | eading down into the darkness when they heard it-or
rather, felt it. A deep throbbing came fromw thin the
surrounding stone, as if the earth were hunm ng sone unknowabl e
ditty. Tocasia | ooked at the young nmen. They stared at each

ot her, and the scholar was once again rem nded of the silent
conmuni cation they seemed to share. Then the brothers | ooked back
at Tocasia and nodded. The three descended toward the noi se.

Ahead there was light. No nore than a gray smudge agai nst the
bl ackness, it slowy refined itself, growing with each passing
step. There were no nore su-chi al coves now, only straight walls
| eadi ng toward the goal

They entered a chanber as |arge as any they had passed
t hrough. The walls were natural, but supported with ancient stee
and pillars of the same closely set blocks that Tocasia had seen
earlier. The walls were littered with rmachines. They were clearly
of Thran design but with a difference. These appeared functi onal
Their cogs were greased and shining, their surfaces polished and
mrrorlike in their finish. It was, Tocasia thought, as if the
Thran had left only nonments before.

There were lights as well. Wthin this chanber the ceiling-
plates were alit with their own anbient glow. Small balls of
radi ance danced around some of the machinery, orbiting themlike
smal |, glow ng nmoons. But this was all outdone by the |arge
crystal in the center.

It was a power stone, unmarred by age and unbroken by
accident. Its facets were snooth and reflective, the edges sharp
enough to cut the fabric of reality itself. It was about the size
of two human fists. Yet it called to Tocasia's mnd the image of
two hearts, for it pulsed with its own rhythm A rai nbow of
colors played across it as it throbbed with life.

The power stone was on a |low platformflanked by mrrors,
which in turn were attached by wires to various machi nes around
the perimeter. The power stone night be responsible for nothing
nore than the lights, the archaeol ogist noted, or it mght be a
fully operational machine with a greater purpose.

Bef ore the power stone's pedestal was a smooth bank of metal
shaped |i ke an oversized, open book. Its pages were netal and
gl ass, and the glass winked like an evil eye in the night. Never
had Tocasia seen a device like this one. She realized this m ght
have conme at the end of the cycle of Thran devel oprment. Perhaps
what they had been excavating so lovingly were nothing nore than
ol d scrapyards, where the ancient and unwanted remants of the
Thran's past were di scarded.

She stared at the crystal itself, while the two young nen
noved ahead of her, drawn by its incandescent radiance. They
stood before the open netal book, dwarfed by its size and
magni fi cence. Their voices rattled against the walls of the cave,
reboundi ng and gai ning strength fromthe sublimnal hum that
surrounded them

"It's beautiful,"” said Mshra. "Look howit glows."

"It's intact," said U za. "Think what we can |earn."”

"These markings," said Mshra, spreading his hands out toward
the netal book-glyphs. "They're so much like the Thran writings
we' ve seen, but nore detail ed. Mre advanced."

"Don't touch anything!" called Urza sharply, thrusting out
his own hand to intercept his brother's. "W don't know what they
do!"

Tocasia could not tell which brother was responsible for what
happened next. She could not tell which brother touched the
particul ar glyph, or even if either did. Later, neither brother



admtted to anything, and each accused the other of causing the
di saster.

Al'l Tocasia could say was that as Urza reached out to stop
his brother, the glow intensified, suddenly and hotly. There was
an expl osion, but one wi thout sound, and the huge power stone,
the heart of the heart of the secret heart, shattered in a
bl ossom of |i ght.

Chapter 4
VI SI ONS

This is what Tocasia saw.

The power stone at the center of the room suddenly began to
glow hotter, to consune itself with its own radi ance. It shone as
if a piece of the sun itself had been detached and set down anong
them Instinctively Tocasia flung her arnms up in front of her to
shield her eyes, but already the two brothers were nothing nore
than fuzzy sil houettes agai nst the gem s radi ance. She shouted
out their nanes but her voice was swall owed by the expl osion

There was an expl osion, though its sound was in wavel engt hs
that she could not hear. It resounded through the Iength of the
caverns and rattled every bone in her body.

There was pressure, as if a great hand was pressing down upon
her, then pressing through her, |eaving her standing.

There was heat, as if she had suddenly passed through a
furnace. Then the heat was gone as well.

And finally there was a rush of air, frombehind her, as if
the world was straining to fill the gap of what had been lost. It
was the force of the blow from behi nd, unanti ci pated and
unexpect ed, that knocked her to her knees.

She stunbled to her feet, her ancient joints conplaining, her
eyes still seared by the brilliance of the power stone's
i mol ati on. The stone was no |onger on its pedestal, and the deep
hunmm ng of the cavern no | onger resounded through her bones.

Tocasi a blinked back the brilliance. Slowy her sight
returned, first at the perineter of her vision, then slowy
returning to the center of her eyes. She blinked back a sheen of
new sprung tears, and with it the last bits of her blindness.

The pedestal was enpty. The power stone was gone.

Both of the young men were on the floor, but already
stirring. Neither had been hurt physically by the blast as far as
she could tell, but they pulled thenselves up like old nen,
careful not to shatter their own bones by rising.

Then she noticed that the power stone was not gone. It had
been split in two, and each of the brothers held half in his |eft
hand.

More of the lights cane on in the cavern, and she heard the
tranp of netal feet against stone.

This is what U za saw

He was reaching out to stop Mshra but was too late. There
was a brilliant flash that consunmed them both. His | ast clear
vision was of his brother's face, his expression surprised, his
beard surroundi ng an open nouth. Shouting a curse or a warning?
Urza could not hear him and suddenly he was surrounded by the
whi t eness of the bl ast.

Then he was sonewhere el se

He was floating; flying over a | andscape that he had never
seen before. The earth beneath hi mwas nade of cables of corroded
nmetal, crossed and recrossed agai nst thenselves until they forned
a thick woven mat. Huge gears broke through the metal |andscape,



turning slowy and straining agai nst the surroundi ng cabl es.
Copper - col ored snakes noved anpbng the mat, but Urza saw that they
were instead nore cables, blindly seeking their path through the
norass of woven wires. There were other great circular plates,
gears turned sideways, as thick as Urza was tall and coated with
a thick patina of corrosion

Urza noticed that the entire | andscape was undul ati ng
slightly, like a living thing, fromthe notion of cogs and wheel s
beneath. Hills fornmed around him noving slowy, pushing the
corroded gears relentlessly to his right. In that direction-west
he thought, though in this shifting world it was difficult to be
sure-there was a reddi sh gl ow.

Urza | anded on one of the gears, and it carried himalong as
it moved. The mat of copper-col ored cabl es snaked around hi m but
did not touch him The | andscape seermed to boil with neta
snakes.

There was a storm ahead, ebon clouds buil ding agai nst the
dar ker surroundi ng. Blue lightning arched between the cl ouds,
gi ving them definition.

A wave of rain swept over the land. It tasted of oil, but it
passed quickly as the shifting hills pushed Urza al ong. Warm
steam | eaked from beneath the cables, and there was a brief,
grinding noise. Then it too ceased.

Before Urza a great tower erupted in the | andscape, ripping
nmetal cables and gears as it did so. It was made of thick plates
of heavy netal held together by man-sized bolts, and covered with
angul ar runes. It pistoned upward, and the gear upon which Urza
stood rose and orbited it as it shot up above the undul ati ng
hills. Then the tower retracted into the earth as quickly as it
had appeared, and the heaving | andscape carried Urza forward.

There was the sharp sound of insect wi ngs, a thousand in
nunber. The noise was all around, but the creatures were
invisible to his eyes. Then this sound faded as well.

Now Urza saw he was no | onger alone. There were other beings
standi ng on anot her noving disk, one |larger than his own. These
others were carefully building as they were carried along. They
| ooked humanoi d, dressed in radiant white robes from head to toe.
Their faces were covered by white masks and their heads by white
hoods. Urza concentrated, but they grew no nore distinct. Al he
could see was that they were buil di ng sonet hi ng.

For the first tinme U za becane aware that he was dream ng. He
shoul d be in a cavern with his brother and M stress Tocasia, he
realized. He held out his hands and counted his fingers. He had
al ways heard that one should do this to deternmine if one was
dream ng. He got the right nunber of fingers (at |east what he
t hought was the right number), but his flesh was translucent. He
j udged the experiment inconclusive.

The figures in white were moving nore quickly now, and he saw
they were assenbling pieces of a | arge device made of bronze. It
| ooked li ke one of the metal spiders at the foot of the cliff,
back in the waking world, where he had left the ornithopter. This
devi ce though was no wrecked artifact of another age. It towered
over the white figures. If the dream spider was the same size as
t he wreckage they had seen, Urza determ ned, then the figures
were only slightly shorter than the average human.

The dream spider was tall and made of thick plates of bronze-
colored metal. Blue-white |ightning sparked at the device's
joints, and it was held together by bolts as thick as Uza's
forearm The device had no head, but fromthe center of its back
rose a large proninence topped by a cylinder. Urza thought of the



catapults back in his own world, and recogni zed the cylinder as a
weapon.

Looki ng at the dream spider Urza saw not only its form but
its function. He saw the pylonlike I egs and knew how t hey had
been fastened together and how they woul d therefore have to nove.
He saw the proninence atop the creature's back and knew it had to
be fitted to allow it to spin in any direction. He understood the
heavy mass of overl apping plates that formed the creature's arnor
and knew how nmuch power was needed to nove a nass of that size

The figures in white were talking to each other now. They had
seen Urza but evidently did not know what to do about the
i nterloper. Suddenly Urza felt something heavy in his chest,
pul sing like a second heart. He | ooked down. Al his flesh was
transparent now. Al nost wi thout conscious thought, he reached
inside hinself and pulled out a | arge genstone, glittering green
bl ue, red, white, and bl ack. The col ors overl apped one anot her
seem ng to coexist in the sane space.

The edges of the stone were rough, and Urza knew half of it
was m ssing. He raised the gemand showed it to the figures in
white. It seenmed sufficient; they imredi ately forgot about him
and returned to their work.

The red glow in the west was growi ng stronger now as the
flying gear approached its destination. Looking around, Urza saw
other small white-robed figures on their own sidew se gears, each
with their own devices. Sonme of the machi nes were spiders. Sone
were titanic statues. Sone seened to be great el ephants or oxen.
Al were made of the heavy plates of reddish-gold nmetal, and al
were armed in the same manner as his spider

Now he saw t he gl ow ahead cane froma great foundry, of the
type used to make swords and horseshoes. The furnace was nade of
rough iron and shaped |i ke a nonstrous head. Long, curled horns
framed a gaping nouth filled with tongues of flickering flane.
Urza knew he was a half-nile away fromit, but even so he could
feel its heat. It could nelt the flesh fromhis bones, he knew,
had he any flesh. A great ranp of red-tinged netal led up to the
nonster furnace's nouth.

The bronze-col ored dream spi der and the other bronze spiders
were noving now, along with the el ephants, oxen, and titans. The
di sks came to rest at the foot of the long ranp, and the various
constructs lurched forward, powered by their own internal
engi nes. Steam and sparks | eaked fromtheir joints. The
artificial creatures formed a pair of lines, one to either side

of the ramp.
Now the figures in white, the builders of these m ghty
constructs, began to nmove as well. Slowy, alnpst reluctantly,

they inched up the ranp. As they noved, the cylindrical weapons
atop the reddi sh-gold machines foll owed them pacing their
approach beneath their barrels.

One of the figures nearest to Urza hesitated for a nonent,
then turned back. O rather, it tried to. The nearest machine,

t he gol den dream spider the figure had hel ped build, fired
something fromits turret. A beam of incandescent |ight sprang
fromthe tip of the cylinder and cut down the fleeing figure.
Urza saw the creature's yell ow sh bones clatter to the ground and
roll to the foot of the ranp.

The other figures in white paid no attention to the dead
defector. Instead they slowy rmade their way up the ranp, toward
the flames, bendi ng beneath the weapons of the gold artifacts.
Uza tried to shout a warning, but all he could nake was a sound
of smthies and ringi ng hamers.



Sone of the figures were nelting now, while others burst into
flame fromthe heat. Their conpani ons urged, dragged, and haul ed
themforward until they reached the nonstrous nmouth of the
furnace itself.

And then they pitched thensel ves in.

Urza screaned. His cries seenmed to throw hi mback away from
t he nonster furnace, away fromthe world of gol den snakes and
nmovi ng hill sides and beweaponed nmachi nes. The furnace's nouth
dimnished to a small reddish dot as he fled, and he felt
somet hi ng war m behind him He turned toward the new sensation
and. ..

...woke on the floor of the chamber. He was clutching half of
the power stone in his hand. In the distance, Urza heard the
tronp of netal feet against stone.

* * k* K %

This is what Mshra saw

Urza lunged forward, and M shra | ooked up at him but by the
time he saw his brother's face, stern and angry, the white gl ow
had al ready consunmed them both. All M shra saw was Urza's scow .
And then he was sonepl ace el se.

It was indoors, inside a great hallway. This was unlike the
snooth halls bored through the nmountain, for the walls seened to
be made of lizard skin, black and pliable. He touched one of the
wall's, and it flinched. Mshra could see the entire passage
ripple, alnost as if it were sleeping all around him The air was
t hi ck and noi st.

The hal | way extended ahead of him forever. He turned around.
The hal | way extended ahead of him forever. He turned around
agai n.

The hal | way extended ahead of himforever. He turned around
one |last time and headed down the endl ess hal | way.

Hi s foot crunched agai nst somnething, and he stepped back
Beneath his feet was a small toy made of gold. It was in the
shape of a human figure, and irrationally Mshra wondered if U za
was somewhere near. And Tocasi a- he renmenbered Tocasi a had been
with themjust a nmonent ago. He | ooked at the figure, but it was
no one he recogni zed. He had inadvertently broken off the
figure's arm and the figure's face was transfixed in a scream

The floor ahead was littered with small scream ng figures.
Sone were humans, but there were elves and orcs, mnotaurs and
dwarves anong them He tried to nmove through them wi thout
stepping on them but there were too many. Then he realized that
even those figures that he was not stepping on wore screan ng
vi sages as well. Reassured that he was doing no additional danmage
and that the figurines were probably not alive, he pressed on
scattering the toys in his wake.

Now there were al coves on either side of him each set with a
dark mrror against the back. Mshra stopped at the first one and
saw a human form No, a humanoid form naked. It seened to tw st
as he looked at it, turning first into one race, then another
then a third. It was a statue, shaped from some dark stone, yet
fluid. It reached the end of the series of transformations and
began t he sequence agai n.

M shra passed to the second nmirror and saw anot her figure.
This one was wearing arnor, or what seened to be arnor. As it
shifted fromone formto another, Mshra realized the arnor was
part of the statue as well, perhaps even a part of the creature
that the statue represented.



Mshra felt a wave of excitenment. Suddenly he knew what the
machi nes back in the cavern were about. They could transform
shapes of flesh and stone into other things. They could inprove
t hensel ves. They could build things. He rushed to the next
mrror, ignoring the golden toys at his feet.

Thi s was anot her shapechangi ng statue, but it had nore arnor
than the one he'd seen previously. It had horns too, splaying
backward across the top of its head like an antel ope's, not
outward |ike those of a minotaur. It changed shape nore slowy,
and M shra saw that the imge's flesh had grown | eathery,
resenmbling the walls around him Dark bones jutted fromits flesh
and into the open air, |like dark spires of power.

M shra passed to the next mrror. Here was but a single
unchanging figure. Its flesh was black lizard skin broken by the
sharp bones that erupted fromits flesh. Its face was narrow and
wol flike, and its open nmouth was filled with razor-sharp teeth.
Its eyes were closed, and atop its head a great pair of antel ope
horns reached i npossi bly backward. Around the horns was a nest of
worm i ke coils buried in the creature's skull; they streaned
backward |ike bl ood-col ored tresses.

M shra stared at the creature in the dark mrror for a |ong
time, waiting for it to change to another shape. But it remmined
an inert thing of black stone.

Then the statue opened its eyes, and M shra took a step back

They were living eyes-soft, wet, |eaking blood at the edges.
The eyes blinked, and the brow above them furrowed.

Suddenly M shra was aware that he was wat chi ng not an inmage
but a living thing. And, worse yet, that thing was watching him

The being raised a hand and touched its chest. Mshra
mrrored the action, touching his own chest. H's fingers brushed
agai nst sonet hi ng snmooth, and he | ooked down. Mounted in the
center of his chest was a great gem radiating a spectrum of
colors. Forgetting the creature for a nonment, he reached up and
pul l ed the genstone fromhis breast. It felt warmto the touch
al nost conforting. The great jewel was carved in glittering
facets around half of its surface, but along one side a |large
pi ece had been broken off, |eaving a ragged juncture behind.

The creature reached up and touched its side of the nmirror
Despite hinmself, Mshra felt his own hand raise in response, as
if he were the inmage and the creature now the original. He
pressed his hand forward, alnost touching the glass itself. The
denon of netal, bone, and |eather sml ed.

Soneone cal l ed his name. He was sure of it. Someone behind
himcalled his nanme. He turned away fromthe mrror, fromthe
dark creature behind it, suddenly caught up in a wave of
brilliant white light, and ..

...woke on the floor of the chanmber. He was clutching half of
t he power stone in his hand. In the distance M shra heard the
tronp of netal feet against stone.

* * k* K %

Tocasia stunbled toward the two brothers, who were slowy
pul l'ing thenmselves fromthe ground. Whatever they had done, the
huge power stone had split in twain, and each brother held a
portion of it. Unlike other cleaved stones Tocasia had found at
the dig site, these gens retained their |anbence and energy. They
flickered with the power that still remained within. Each gem
flashed with a range of colors, though Urza's shone nost often
red, while Mshra's gl owed heavily green



Tocasia blinked and realized it was brighter in the chanber.
The crystal plates along the ceiling were lighter now, and there
were nore flashes along the netal -plated walls.

Urza was already at Mshra's side. The younger brother
shrugged off his elder's offer of aid and stood on his own. He
rocked slightly as he stood, as if his legs were new things to
hi m

Urza's face was as pale as a ghost's, the colors of the
fractured power stone playing across it. "Wat happened?” he
gasped.

Tocasi a | ooked at the two brothers. They seened woozy but
relatively intact.

"The power gem expl oded, " she said. "You' ve got the
fragnents.”

M shra pointed at his brother. "It was his fault!"

"I was trying to stop you!" Urza snapped

"Enough! " shouted Tocasia, her voice echoing off the walls.
"Listen!"

Bot h young nmen stopped for a nonment and heard the sl ow,
rhythm c tread of netal feet against stone. Numerous and uniform
the footsteps were heavy and relentless. And they were getting
cl oser.

Shapes appeared at the far end of the chanber. Tocasia did
not remenber a door being there before the expl osion; perhaps
there hadn't been. There was an opening now, she realized, and
through it canme a hal f-dozen titanic shapes.

Su-chi, the guardians of the Thran, with their |upine faces
and backwar d- mount ed knees. For all their hul king, tw sted
structure, they could nove fast, though. They bore down on the
trio.

"Fl ee!" shout ed Tocasi a.

"No," said Urza. "I think | can handle this." H s gem seened
to glow brighter as he spoke, and he held the bauble in front of
him A single beam of ruby Iight shone fromthe edges of the
stone and | anced across the room bathing the six oversized
nmechani sns. They hesitated, drinking in the radi ance. Then they
nmoved forward again.

"They're nmoving faster!" shouted Tocasia. "Watever you did
made them stronger!"

"Then we flee," said Urza.

M shra raised his own stone, but Urza slapped his brother's
armdown. "We tried it, and it doesn't work. Don't nmake matters
worse!" He ran, follow ng Tocasia. Mshra raced behind them

Al the stairs that they had descended were like cliffs now
to be clinbed again. Tocasia felt her nuscles strain and cry out
with each flight, and her bones felt as if they were nmade of
stone. By the end of the third set of stairs Tocasia was | eaning
on Wrza's shoul der for support. The su-chi were slower on the
steps, but the creatures took themtw at a tinme and were
untiring.

Tocasi a gl anced over her shoul der. The su-chi were catching
up with them

At the top of the steps Mshra stopped, panting. Uza was in
little better shape, and Tocasia felt as if she was going to pass
out .

"Perhaps ... we can find something ... to push down. Bl ock

their path," wheezed Urza.

M shra held up his stone again, but Urza shook his head,
exhausted. "Doesn't work. Makes them ... stronger. Tried that."

M shra was panting as well, but he forced his words out. "You



tried. Wth ... your stone. Let me try ... mne."

Urza |l et out a shout, but the younger brother was faster. He
rai sed the stone before him and its rays arched down the steps.
The light fromthis gemdid not pass through the air in straight
lines; rather it bent in arching curves tinged with a greenish
gl ow.

The light struck the lead su-chi in mdstride, as it was
clinmbing a step. The artifact, vigorous and healthy a nonent
bef ore, now sagged noticeably, as if the vitality had been
suddenly |l eeched fromit. It bent forward on the step. The
creature behind it was taken by surprise and slipped backward,
taking two nore with it as it fell. The three collapsed in a pile
on the landing, and only two of the figures rose again.

"Didn't stop them" gasped Urza. "Told you."

"Sl owed t hem down, " snapped M shra.

"Fight later," said Tocasia, clutching the front of her
robes. "Run now. "

Tocasia's chest felt as if it was on fire as they fled back
down the corridors. Wthout side passages, there was little
chance of getting lost or of hiding. The crystalline plates al ong
the ceiling were all illum nated, casting odd shadows as the
expl orers ran. Perhaps that was part of the guarding systemfor
the Thran thensel ves, thought the old schol ar. Wen soneone
entered and used the machines, the lights cane on and the su-ch
were roused fromtheir slunber.

In the al coves they passed, Tocasia glinpsed other Thran
artifacts. The nachines struggled to nobilize thensel ves as well,
but the passage of tine was too great for them A netal arm
raised in nute protest as U za, Mshra, and Tocasia passed. A
| upi ne head of dark blue metal spun toward them and hi ssed. At
one point, the lower torso of a su-chi, backward knees and all
lurched fromits al cove, bereft of an upper body. Urza pushed
Tocasi a behind him but Mshra brought his stone up. A jade-green
| ancet of power arced forward, and the remains of the creature
expl oded, the legs falling in different directions. They ran past
the netal corpse; in the back of her mnd Tocasia discovered a
nmonent of regret that they had not the time to examine the
creature nore thoroughly.

The pursuing su-chi were out of sight, but the old schol ar
could still hear their clattering tread, the whir of the
mechani sns within their chests, and the clank of their joints.
Ahead there was another grow ng brightness-this one natural. They
had reached the entrance and were safe.

Urza held out an arm across the passage, catching both
Tocasia and M shra, who |let out a | ow curse. The ol der brother
pointed with his other hand to the entrance.

A shadow noved across the sand in front of the cavern's
nmout h. Sonet hing | arge was waiting for them

Tocasi a | ooked back for a sign of the pursuing su-chi, as
both brothers crept forward. The roc was perched directly above
the Up of the cavern, like an oW waiting above a rodent's hole
for its prey to appear. Urza cursed

"Let me try," said Mshra, holding out his stone. This tine
Urza did not stop him

M shra edged forward to get a clear shot at the roc with his
stone. Urza stayed directly behind him Mshra held his half of
the gemal oft, and the greenish arcing light, visible even in the
dayl i ght outside, burst forward and streaked up toward the roc.
The great bird Il et out a trenendous shriek. It took to flight,
fluttering about a hundred yards away to a |l arge, rocky spur



where it settled again. The greenish rays followed it but did no
addi ti onal damage.

"Fall, dam you! Fall!" muttered Mshra through cl enched
teet h.

"You're weakening it," said Uza, "but it's too big to fall
Too tough."

"Conpany coming," said Tocasia briefly. Far off in the
di stance was the clatter of the approaching su-chi

"Between the desert and the deep, briny sea.” M shra quoted
an ol d desert saying.

Urza stared at the remains of the nmetal spider's nest at the
foot of the hill. "Mshra, take Tocasia and run for the
ornithopter. Don't stop running until you get there."

"But the roc-" began M shra.

"Let the roc be nmy problem" said U za and | eapt forward into
t he sunli ght.

Tocasia protested, but Mshra had al ready grabbed her by the
wrist and pulled her after him Mshra's fingers were |like a vise
around her arm and she had little choice but to follow The
lights behind themalready reflected off the blue netal of the
su-chi's skulls.

The roc was al oft as soon as Urza appeared, swooping back on
titanic wings to its perch over the cavern's mouth. Its
vul tureli ke beak snaked down to snare the young man, but Urza was
too fast for it. In a noment he was anong the remants of the
bronze spider things that littered the base of the cliff.

Tocasi a was hal f-gui ded, hal f-dragged by M shra toward the
ornithopter. Halfway there they dodged behind a | arge boul der for
cover. Two pairs of eyes |ooked around the boul der's edge for any
sign of U za

"What is that fool doing?" whispered Mshra. They saw Urza
dart anong the hal f-buried weckage of the spiders, then
di sappear .

Tocasia put her hand to her chest and caught her breath. Urza
was anong the wrecked bronze metal spiders, she saw. Hi s half of
the stone seenmed to function differently than Mshra's gem "He's
going..." She stopped and gul ped. Her nouth felt as if it were
lined with metal. "He's going to try to get one of those spiders
to work. But why ...?"

The rest of her statement was lost in a titanic throbbing hum
frombeneath their feet, and one of the reddi sh-gold spiders
lurched fromits sandy tonb. The sand poured away fromit |ike
wat er, and Tocasia saw that the spider's arnor was shredded in a
hal f - dozen pl aces and was m ssing nost of its forward | egs.
Through the peeled side plates she could see Uza frantically
pulling | evers and pressing buttons. There was a reddi sh gl ow
around him giving the steamthat poured out of the beast's sides
a hellish aura.

"He's powering it with the stone," said Mshra. "He's fitted
his stone into the machine. It nust nmake artifacts stronger."

"No. The stone's in his hand," corrected Tocasia. "But you're
right. He's using that stone to nake the machi ne nore powerful,
to enhance whatever power it has."

"What ever," grunted M shra, pointing toward the opening.
"He's running out of tine. Look!" At the entrance to the cavern
were the remaining su-chi, lurching into the sunlight.

The turret on the back of the spider's back gave a high-
pitched netallic rasp as it spun on grit-filled cogs and brought
about a | ong, dangerous-looking barrel. Tocasia knew at once it
was a weapon.



The roc screeched and | eapt forward to pit the tasty norse
fromits shell like a seagull eating a crab. Tocasia heard U za
shout something unintelligible, and the barrel spat flane. The
resoundi ng thunder of the weapon as it fired rattled through the
canyon of Koil os.

The flame caught the roc in the center of its chest, igniting
its feathers and engulfing its body in flanmes. The great w nged
beast tried to fly, but the fire was insidious, creeping along
the roc's wings and setting themalight as the creature raised
them For an instant the roc becane the phoenix of Fallaji
| egend, bathed in flane. But instead of rising like the nythica
bird, the roc fell, plumeting to the canyon fl oor bel ow.

The great bird fell directly in front of the cavern nmouth
where the su-chi now stood. The weakened creatures had tinme to
| ook up, and Tocasia heard a sharp netallic whining noise that
nm ght have been a scream Then the massive body of the flamng
roc smashed down on them crushing themutterly.

There was anot her screech, this one sharper, nore high
pitched. It came fromthe rusted and torn metal spider with which
Urza had defeated their opponents. The steam that had surrounded
the craft now became bl ack snoke; flames and sparks |icked the
craft's franmework. Urza had clinbed | oose of the device and was
runni ng. Tocasia noticed he cradl ed the reddi sh gem agai nst his
chest.

The whi ning noi se fromthe spider becane higher. It reached a
pitch that alnost split Tocasia's brain. Then, with a crescendo
of thunder, the metal spider expl oded. The noise of the bl ast
reverberated fromthe cliff sides and was answered a few seconds
| ater by echoes farther up the canyon.

Urza staggered up to the others. Tocasia checked the cavern's
entrance, but all that was visible was the snoking remains of the
roc.

"That takes care of that," said Uza. Hs face and hair were
streaked with soot, and he snelled of burnt |eather and netal

"You were lucky," said Mshra with a frown.

"We all were lucky," said Tocasia. "Lucky to find this place,
lucky to escape the roc. Lucky to escape the caverns without
peri shing. Now |l et us be sufficiently lucky to get back hone."

"You were lucky," repeated M shra to his brother

"Luck had nothing to do with it," replied Uza, a surly note
in his voice. "I thought | knew what those spider things did, and
| had the power to nake a difference. It was fast planning,
per haps, but not luck."

"You had no idea," pressed Mshra. "You accidentally nade the
guardi ans stronger with the power of the stone."

"One learn fromone's m stakes,"” said Urza, shrugging. "At
| east | do. You keep naking new nistakes all the tine."

"Boys," cautioned Tocasia, "this isn't the tine for this."

"I beat the su-chi with my stone!" snapped M shra.

"You blew up the crystal in the first place!" riposted Urza.

"I did not! I didn't touch anything!" yelled M shra. "That
was you!"

"Hol d!" shouted Tocasia, stepping between the two young nen.
"W can argue about this once we get aloft. For the noment we
need to repair the ornithopter and get back." She notioned wth
her head toward the snoldering remains of the roc. "W don't know
if that bird was solitary or one of a larger famly."

Tocasia turned away fromthe pair. She wondered if there was
somet hi ng anong the debris she could use as a wal king stick. In
the flight fromthe caverns she had | ost hers, and she could fee



the muscles in her |egs cranping fromoveruse. She | ooked forward
to a long rest after this adventure.

Behi nd her, neither of the brothers noved. Tocasia turned and
said, "Today, if you don't mind." Both brothers, she noticed,
| ooked as if steamwere going to pour fromtheir ears.

"In a nmoment," said Uza finally. "But first, give." He held
out his right hand. Hs left still clutched the red-glow ng gem

"What ?" asked M shra, holding his own stone to his chest.

"The stone,"” returned Urza. "Gve it to nme. Perhaps we can
fit the pieces back together."

M shra held the stone tighter, and Tocasia could swear she
saw the stone flicker, as yellowgreen as a cat's eyes, in his
hand. "No," he said. H's face was set in a deep scow .

"There is a chance that we can restore it," said U za
crossly.

"CGood," snapped Mshra. "G ve me yours."

Uza's face grew longer. "I can't. You mght break it."

"I don't break things!" said Mshra hotly. H's voice was
shrill. To Tocasia it seened on the verge of breaking, as it had

done several years before during his adol escence. "You' re the one
who al ways thinks you know everything," he continued, "but you

al ways blanme nme! Well, you're not as smart as you think you are.
Everyone knows that!"

"I know better because |I'molder," said U za coldly.

"Then you know I don't want to give up ny stone," retorted
his brother. "If you want to fit it together, give ne yours,
Mast er Hi gh-and- M ghty Too- Good-for -t he-Rest-of -Us! Show ne
you're all-wi se, Brother. Gve ne your stone!"

"You want it?" snarled U za. "Fine. Take it, then! You al ways
take things that aren't yours!"

Tocasia started to shout, but it was too late. Urza's hand
| ashed out, the stone still gripped tightly in his fist. Mshra
stepped forward, directly into Uza's punch. The gem connected
wi th the younger brother's forehead and he went down in a heap

Urza | eapt forward, kneeling over the fallen formof his
brother. "I"'msorry, Mshra. |I didn't nmean to hit you."

M shra had al ready pushed hinself up on his el bows and was
trying to back away. "Get away from ne, damm you!'’

Tocasia pulled on Uza's shoulder. "Get up. You should know
better!" she snarled. Her tenper was frayed to the breaking
point. "You're always saying you're the older and smarter one,"
she rapped out. "Well, |ook what you' ve done."

Urza started to speak, then | ooked at his brother. The gem
had cut Mshra's face, and crimnmson blood already welled in the
wound at his tenple.

Urza | ooked at Tocasia again. "lI-1"m... sorry," he
stamered. He held out his enpty hand to Mshra. "I didn't mnean
to. I'msorry."

M shra | ashed out, knocking away Urza's hand. "Go away!
don't need your help!"
Tocasia started to speak. "Now, M shra, your brother is just

trying-"
"And | don't need you to explain things away for him
either," Mshra interrupted. "I'Il be fine." He turned to his

brother. "The stone is mne. You have one of your own."
Tocasia felt her insides nelting with anger. Both young nen
were stupid, pigheaded fools. She had no tine for this. She
breat hed heavily, controlling her tenper by an act of wll.
"Fine," she said at last. "Urza, you tend to the strut on the
ornithopter. Mshra, check the remains of the roc to see if any



of the su-chi guardi ans survived. Shout if any do."

Nei t her brot her noved, and Tocasia put steel in her voice.
"Now, children!"

Both turned to their tasks, but Tocasia noticed that each
glowered at the other as if they were rival dogs.

The trip back to Tocasia's canp was nade in noody sil ence,
and they flewinto the night to avoid having to canp again.
Nei t her brother spoke nore than three words at a tine to the
ot her. They confined thenselves to practical subjects such as the
way the damaged wi ng was handl i ng, the weather ahead, and the
present course of the ornithopter. Neither spoke about the secret
heart of the Thran, the roc, or their fight.

Tocasia realized that nmore than the power stone had been
shattered that day.

Chapter 5
SUNDERI NG

The worl d changed after Koil os and becane a darker place in
the nont hs that followed.

Uza retreated to the quarters he shared with his brother as
soon as the three investigators returned to the canp, energing
only for neals. Soon after M shra noved out of those quarters,
taking a tent among the diggers. He could have taken permanent
housi ng anong the students, but Tocasia felt the young man was
maki ng a statement, both to his brother and to her

The two brothers sniped at each other continually now U za
noted publicly that Mshra had instructed the students to dig too
deep. M shra shot back that Urza was denmandi ng nore students to
clean the artifacts than he truly needed.

Meal times were particularly stressful. The argunments were no
| onger exchanges of wordplay and ideas. An edge of steel, like
t he bl ade of a dagger, had slipped into the boys' conversations.
Questions now seened |ike barbed hooks, and answers held hints of
threat and challenge. A fewtinmes Mshra blew up at his brother
at the table, and after a nonth Urza stopped attending the
conmunal dinners at all, instead taking his meals in his
quarters. He had apparently used Mshra's half of the roomto
expand his own work space, which irritated his brother all the
nmore. M shra appeared at dinner for a nonth beyond that, brooding
over the neals. Then he began to dine in the diggers' canp.

Nei t her brot her spoke of personal matters, not to Tocasia nor
anyone else. To the old scholar they were polite and tried to
keep the conversation focused on the nature of the excavations
(for Mshra) or on the | atest reassenbled marvel (for Urza). When
t he subject of the caverns canme up, however, both young nmen woul d
turn taciturn and abrupt.

In part, Tocasia felt, it was the stones that had altered
their relationship. Uza had fit his to a clawi ke clasp of gold
and wore it about his neck on a chain. Mshra too wore his around
his neck but in a small |eather sack dangling froma thong in the
manner of the Fallaji talismans. Tocasia did not knowif the
shattered power stone had created the anger within her two best
students or nerely unearthed and crystallized resentnents that
had fernmented for years. Soon after Koilos, she went to each and
asked to exam ne the stones thensel ves, seeking to unlock their
nystery.

Urza refused to give up his stone. Instead, he said, he
wanted to examine it hinmself. Surely Tocasia trusted himto nake
a fair and rational exam nation? What he did not say, though



Tocasi a sensed it, was that he was afraid she woul d turn over the
stone to his brother. Mshra would play on the old scholar's
feelings. He was the younger brother; therefore Tocasia would
give Mshra a chance to exami ne both hal ves of the stone.

M shra in turn would not give up his stone. If Urza kept his
hal f of the stone, he said contenptuously, he would hold his as
wel | . What he did not say, but what Tocasia felt, was that he was
afraid she would turn over the stone to his brother. Urza would
appeal to her reasoning. Urza was the el der brother; therefore
Tocasia woul d give Urza the chance to exam ne both hal ves of the
st one.

The archaeol ogi st was thoroughly frustrated. Neither brother
woul d nove wi thout the other; neither trusted her sufficiently to
| et her exami ne the gens. She turned to the other stones, both
the flickering fragnments that still held some power and the dull
cracked remains that had | ost their energies.

There was not hing there. None of the other power stones they
had di scovered had simlar powers. Mshra's stone seened to
i nduce weakness in its targets, whether living or artificial
Urza's gem apparently strengthened its targets and in fact
al l owed the spark of animation to enter the barest of mechanica
husks. No ot her stones, Tocasia noted sadly, seened to have
encour aged such avarice and anger in their possessors.

The nature of the energy itself continued to elude Tocasi a.
She knew it existed and that it could be harnessed by the devices
using the Thran designs they had deci phered. Yet the nature of
t hat energy was beyond her. Wat was it, and how did it cone into
bei ng? Was it natural to the crystals, or was it sonething the
Thran had entrapped there? The questions were there, but not the
answers, and her own failure to answer darkened Tocasia' s nood
further.

To be fair, the black nmood in the canp was not all the
brothers' doing-at |east not directly. Mre Fallaji than Ahnmahl
had expected were offended by the fact that the archaeol ogi st and
her coll eagues had found the secret heart of the Thran. Diggers
abandoned the canmp in droves. O d Ahmahl was clearly enbarrassed
by this turn of events, since he had assured Tocasia that few of
hi s people woul d be scared away by ancient |egends of the |ong-
dead Thran. Indeed, as word of the discovery of Koil os spread,
the flow of artifacts recovered by the desert people, so abundant
in previous years, dried up alnost entirely.

Part of that drought was caused by an increase in desert
raids. A nunber of tribes such as the Suwwardi, quiet for
decades, were nore active now. They raided merchant caravans and
even struck into Argive itself. The school had not been attacked,
owing to its own group of native Fallaji, but it was only a
matter of tine, Tocasia felt.

Ahmahl agreed. "There are numbers beyond nunbers of families,
tribes, and clans anmong the Fallaji," he said one evening, ten
nmont hs after Koilos. They sat beneath Tocasia's tarp, sipping
nabi z- Most of the rest of the canp had gone to bed. The only
[ anps still burning were from Urza's quarters, and those had been
di med. The brazier between Tocasia and Ahmal crackl ed | ow

The Fallaji spread his fingers and ticked off a roster of
tribal nanes: "The wealthy Miaharin, the once-m ghty Ghestos, and
my own tribe, the Thaladin," he said. "There are others like the
Tomakul , who have the nearest thing you outl ander people woul d
think of as a city. The Tomakul clai mgeneral rulership over the
others. But they are not the true nasters of the various tribes
either. The clans follow strong | eaders; so for one generation



everyone foll owed the Chestos because they had a wi se | eader. For
the next they followed the Miaharin because the Miaharin had a
great warrior as their |eader."

"And now t he desert people followa newtribe," said Tocasia
bitterly, sipping at her nabiz. She took it hot, in the desert
style, but never cared for the cinnanon.

"The Suwwardi," agreed Ahmahl. "They noved in fromthe
sout hwestern |l ands when | was a boy, fromthe area bordering the
outl ander state of Yotia. They have a gadir, a | eader who has
gained nmany allies. He talks of the old tines when the Fallaji
peopl e were powerful. And he fans resentnent against the coasta
nations, particularly those that are spreading into Fallaji
 ands. "

"Are these Suwwardi your |eaders now?" asked Tocasi a.

Ahmahl shrugged. "Not |ike your kings and warl ords and nobl es
are | eaders. My people put great value in respect. They respect
the Suwwardi for what they have acconplished and therefore listen
to their nessage. Many worry about the coastal nations noving
inland, taking land fromthe traditional Fallaji grounds. Many
worry about the discoveries we are making."

"We are discovering things for everyone," said Tocasia
flatly.

"That | agree with," returned Ahmahl. "And | thought others
woul d agree was well. But they see the artifacts they bring into
trade, as well as the ones we dig up, nove eastward to Argive,
sout heast to Korlis, or south to Yotia. They worry what great and
wondrous things are being lost to them™

"And these Suwwardi play on that worry," concluded Tocasi a.
"They gather power by creating a common threat, whether one is
truly present or not."

Ahmahl nodded and said dryly, "You are familiar with the
process."

Tocasi a | aughed and took a long pull on her nabiz. "Basic
Argivian politics. The kings of Argive have survived for years on
that principle, playing one faction against another. They do
things in Penregon that woul d make your head spin. At |east the
Fall aji are honest about being soneone's eneny."

"That is why we have not noved, and should not nove, the base
canp to Koilos," said Ahnmahl.

"The only way into the canyon where the caverns are found is
t hrough the deep desert-" Tocasi a began

"The deep desert is held by the Suwwardi tribe and their
allies. Wrd has gone out that any non-Fallaji found in their
lands will be considered Suwwardi property, to be disposed of as
they see fit."

Tocasi a spread her hands and | ooked at the wooden surface
beneath her winkled fingers. The desert had practically won its
battle with the great Argivian table. It was wobbly and brittle
now, the last of its pearl inlay had surrendered to the
differences in tenperature and to the dust. Soon she woul d have
to break it up for firewdod. Tocasia had not realized how nuch
she woul d miss the table, both as a | evel space and as a rem nder
of di stant Penregon.

Woul d they have had this problemw th the tribesnmen had U za
not been so brilliant with maps and cal cul ati ons, or Mshra so
close to the desert tribes and their |egends? Tocasia shook her
head. The past was the past, as inviolate as the rocks from which
she and her followers pulled the Thran devices, as solid as the
nmetals they carefully pieced together in the workshops.

A silence grew between her and Ahmal. The only sound was the



crackl e of the brazier.

"You are not thinking of the desert tribes or your dig site,"
said Ahmahl at last. "You are thinking of your two young nen."

Tocasia let the silence continue, then said, "They have been
fighting again."

"Ever since they visited the Secret Heart of the Ad Ones,"”
sai d Ahmahl. Tocasia shot the | eader of the diggers a | ook and he
held up a hand. "No, they did not tell me what happened there. No
one tells this old digger anything. But it is clear to ne and to
everyone el se that they have had a great falling out. The kind of
battle that brothers do not recover from Last week they al npst
cane to blows at the dig site." He shot her a sidelong gl ance.
"You know?"

Tocasi a nodded. "Urza thought Mshra was digging too deep to
find any parts for an onul et. Wen the diggers found such parts,
Urza all but accused Mshra of planting the find there in the
trench.”

"M shra found the pieces of that onulet's shoul der nmounting
fairly," said Ahmahl. "But then he drove the diggers on into the
heat of nidday, when we normally nap. He woul d have been happy
with nothing |l ess than a conplete onulet arising fromthe earth,
fully forned and alive, just to prove his brother wong."

Tocasi a nodded. "Each day they get worse, and neither wants
to talk to the other about it. Wenever they are in the sane
pl ace, the conversation breaks down into argument. Then each
continues arguing with ne afterward, trying to show ne where the
other was wrong. And when | try to show themthat they may be
wrong, each acts as if |I've sided with the other. The past few
nmont hs have been the worst of all the years | have known them™

Ahmahl | eaned forward. "The Fallaji believe that man is made
of stone and fire, sky and water. The perfect man holds all these
el ements in bal ance. The young brother-he had nore fire than he
needed on the first day I net him and he has nore fire than he
needs now. The ol der brother is consuned by stone: cold and
unyi el di ng. Unable to bend, he will shatter or be worn away."

"The Argivians have a simlar belief, though fewfollowit
t hese days," said Tocasia. "The world is divided into reality and
dreans. The old tenple priests of Argive would say that both
t hose young nen have been consuned by their dreans and are
forgetting their reality."

Ahmahl grunted. "Does Urza speak of dreans to you?"

Tocasi a shook her head. "Urza speaks to no one anynore. Not
to nme; not his brother." She | ooked at the | eader of the diggers.
"Does M shra?"

Ahmahl nodded. "Not to me, but he does speak. To Hajar, one
of my younger assistants, who is closer to himin age and
tenperament. Haj ar has been bitten hard by the fire as well, and
he dreans of being a great warrior. | fear we will lose himto
t he Suwwardi and soon. But M shra has told Hajar, who has told ne
and | tell you, that Mshra has dreans."

"OfF what?" asked Tocasia, pouring herself nore nabiz.

"Darkness," said Ahmahl, spreading his fingers out to catch
the warnmh of the brazier. "He says there is darkness out there,
a darkness that sings to himand tries to draw himto it. It tugs
at him like a jackal hanging onto his trouser |legs. And he fears
it."

"He said that?" pronpted Tocasi a.

Ahmahl shrugged. "M shra talks to Hajar. Hajar talks to nme. |
talk to you. Each tine soneone tal ks to another, things are
added, other things forgotten. Perhaps you should ask him



yoursel f. He probably would not tell Hajar, 'Hajar, | amafraid
of nmy dreans,' but M shra does sleep in the digger's canp, and

everyone knows he sonetinmes awakens in the middle of the night

shouting at things that are not there."

Tocasia was silent for a nonment. She could not say if Mshra
had done this before Koilos, when Mshra and U za were quartered
toget her, but Urza had never said anything about the matter. Nor
had Urza spoken of his own dreans, if indeed he had any.

"You know t hey each took something with them when they |eft
Koi | os?" asked Tocasi a.

"The gens of power," replied Ahnmahl. "They | ook Iike the ones
that you say nove the A d Ones' machines. Each of the Young
Masters has one. Yet each man keeps his stone close to hinself at
all tinmes."”

"Coul d the stones be responsi bl e?" queried Tocasia. "Could
their energies be causing the young nen to act |ike this?"

Ahmahl shrugged, and Tocasi a added, "Do you know what their
stones can do?"

"M shra has not talked to nme of the matter," said Ahmahl
flatly. "Perhaps to Hajar, but ..." He let the words hang in the
hot desert air for a |ong nmonent.

"Urza's gem nakes things stronger," said the scholar. "He
called it his Mghtstone. Mshra's seens to have the opposite
effect. Urza has naned it the Weakstone."

Ahmahl chortled. "That probably does not sit well with the
younger brother, to have the weaker stone."

"It doesn't," said Tocasia. "Urza knows it, so he calls it
that to Mshra's face."

"What does Mshra call it?" asked Ahmahl.

Tocasi a thought a monent, "l've never heard himrefer to it
as one thing or another. Its "his'-Mshra's-stone. And the other
one is 'his," Uza's, stone."

"That sounds right," observed Ahmahl. "The ol der brother
al ways had a tendency to name things, to identify them It makes
them his, | suppose.”

Tocasi a sighed. "All these years they have been with us," she
said, "and they remain as great a mystery as the energy within
t hose power crystals. As the Thran thensel ves."

"The Thran, the A d Ones, you and I will understand,
eventual ly," replied Ahnmahl. "For they have the good sense to
stay dead. The living, they keep changing as tine goes along. It
is harder to clinb upon a noving nount."

"dd Fallaji saying?" Tocasia raised her cup

"dd digger saying," said Ahmahl, returning the salute. "From
this old digger in particular."”

The conversation noved to other subjects, such as the new
| ayer of hard sandstone they had encountered at the second site
and whet her Bly woul d need additional outriders for his caravan
(and how rmuch he would try to charge Tocasia for them). Finally
Ahmahl made farewells and left the tarp. The night was pl easant,
and Tocasi a knew she woul d probably sleep sitting up in her canp
chair, wapped in a soft fur from dwarven Sardi a.

Ahmahl sl owy wal ked through the canp. The fires had been
banked, and the lanps had all been extinguished. Even the |anps
fromUza' s quarters, usually the |last to be doused, were now
dar kened.

The ol d digger stood in the center of the canp and | ooked
upward at the stars. The noons had not risen yet, and above the
old Fallaji the sky pinwheeled in a heavy scattering of stars.
Ahmahl tried to imagine if the sky over the far-off coasta



cities | ooked this beautiful, and decided against it. Fires
burned |1 ong and wastefully into the night there, obscuring the
sky with their snmoke. So nmuch like city peopl es everywhere.

There was a novenent to his left and the sound of a sanda
scraping against the dirt. Slowy Ahmahl turned toward the noise,
keeping his head raised toward the stars but allowing his eyes to
sweep the shadows. The nmponl ess ni ght was dark but not dark
enough to foil the sharp eyes of the Fallaji.

There was a rustle along the shadowed side of one of the
student barracks. Then cane a soft, nuffled cough

"Someone there?" called Ahmahl, suddenly |ooking directly at
t he shadow. "Show yourself, shadowy one, or I'll wake the canp!"

A lean form stepped fromthe shadows, dressed in dark |inen.
Thin, and wiry; Ahmal recognized Hajar, chief anong his
assistants. The young Fallaji smled guiltily, his teeth filling
hi s narrow face.

"It was a beautiful night, and I could not sleep,’
"I thought | would go for a wal k."

Ahmahl smiled. "It is a beautiful night, and | have been
wal ki ng nyself," he said. "Let us stroll back together." The old
di gger turned away, but Hajar did not nove fromhis position
"Are you coming?" Ahnmal asked, then added with a snile, "Or are
you not al one?" To the shadows behind Hajar he said, "You can
conme out now as well."

Ahmahl had expected Hajar's conpanion to be one of the noble
girl students entrusted to Tocasia. Such romances, though
officially frowned upon, were common enough, and Ahmahl stil
renmenmbered his own youth well enough to know all the
justifications and excuses one makes in such situations. A stern
| ecture and a word to Tocasia to keep an eye on the Argivian girl
was all that usually resulted fromsuch a discovery.

Ahmahl was thus surprised when the figure who stepped from
t he shadows was not a young woman but the familiar, broad-
shoul dered formof Mshra. Ahmahl's smile turned to puzzl enent,
and the ol d digger said, "Good evening, young master. Are you
enj oyi ng the beautiful night?"

M shra sniled, and even in the starlight Ahmal could see it
was a thin, inconsequential smile. "I needed to fetch somnething
fromUza' s-fromny old quarters,” he said. "I brought Hajar
along to help."

"I see," said Ahmahl cautiously, "and this sonething was so
critical that you needed to fetch it now, in the dead of night,
when even your brother would be asl eep?”

"Yes," said Mshra. The young man seened to be turning the
idea over in his mnd a few times; then apparently he decided to
stick with it. H s back straightened, and he said again, "Yes.
Sonet hing i nmportant. Do you doubt ne?"

By this tinme Ahmahl had cl osed the di stance between hinsel f
and the pair. He could snmell the odor of desert wine on them It
was more powerful than on hinself.

"Not at all, Young Master M shra," said Ahmahl. "And this
something is so heavy you need a second man, or a perhaps a
third, to carry it?"

he sai d.

"Yes," said Mshra, then, perhaps feeling he'd given too nuch
away, corrected hinmself. "No. Not really. Hajar is here nore for
conmpany. "

"Ah," said Ahmahl. "Well, | have a need for Hajar. If you can

spare him he can run an errand for ne.
M shra's face cl ouded, and Ahnmahl wondered if the |ad would
continue al one or nerely abandon his task. It was obvi ous he was



headi ng for his brother's, and Ahmahl thought it likely the
younger brother planned to confront Uza with an argunment. The
yout h had obvi ously taken his courage froma w neskin, a tine-
consum ng task that accounted for the | ate hour

M shra gave another thin smle. "OF course. If you need Hajar

for sone matter, | can gladly do without him™"

"A small matter," said Ahmahl. "I could use the help. But I
tell you again, | don't think your brother is awake. Hi s | anps
are out."

M shra shook his head. "Sonmetinmes ny brother |lies awake in
t he darkness and plots into the night. | would be surprised if he

were truly asleep.”

Ahmahl raised his hands in nock surrender. "As you say. You
know himbetter than I. Cone, Hajar. | have work for you."

The wiry Fallaji crossed toward Ahmahl, and the ol der man
turned. The pair started back toward the digger's canp.

Ahmahl | ooked back. M shra had already nelted back into the
shadows. "So why were you there, Hajar ?"

The narrowfaced youth scowed in the starlit darkness. "I do
not know if | can tell you."

"W are Fallaji," said the older man. "If | cared to find
out, | could show that your nmother's famly and ny nother's
fam |y shared a common nother. Cone out with it. What were you up
to, stinking of nabiz and slinking through the shadows Iike
jackal s."

The younger Fallaji stopped, as clearly notion and nora
t hought did not work sinultaneously. Ahmahl waited. At |ast the
yout h said, "Young Master M shra was angry."

"Angry at Urza?" asked Ahmahl

The shadow nodded in the darkness. "About how Master Urza was
al ways picking on him Was al ways showi ng hi m up. How hi s brother
was trying to trick himout of his stone.”

"And finally he got drunk enough and angry enough to do
somet hing about it," finished Ahmahl .

The narrow shadow shrugged. Yes, that was it, thought Ahmahl.
Wake your brother up in the nmddle of the night to finish an
argunent fromthree days before. Get all your thoughts lined up
soak themwi th al cohol, and set themon fire.

If he was planning for Uza to be awake when he got there. A
nasty thought crystallized in Ahmahl's mind. Perhaps the younger
brot her was indeed going to Urza's to retrieve sonethi ng.

The thought sent a small chill up the old digger's spine.

"Quickly, " he said to Hajar. "I have an errand for you after
all. Go up to Tocasia's tarp. She should be sleeping there in a
chair. Wake her. Tell her what you told nme, and tell her to neet
me at the brother's ... at Master Urza's quarters.”

Haj ar hesitated. "I don't think-" he started.

Ahmahl hi ssed. "You've had too nmuch to drink to be trusted
with thinking, lad! | tell you to fetch Mstress Tocasia, and
fetch her you will! O the next trench you dig will be for the

students' privy! Now off with you!"
The sharpness of the words cut like a knife through Hajar's
drunken confusion. Very much awake and alert, the | ad noved
qui ckly toward the rocky outcroppi ng where Tocasi a kept her tent.
Ahmahl shook his head and quickly made for the cabin where
Urza and M shra had grown up. It was a heavy, squat thing made of
rough-hewn tinbers, with a gray slate roof. An equally stout door
and candl e-waxed paper wi ndows sealed it against the desert dust.
Confortable for one, thought Ahnmahl. Suitable for two young boys,
and tight for two young nmen. Inpossibly so for two young man who



were angry at each other

A lamp now gl owed through the wi ndows, so if burglary was
Mshra's intent it had been foiled. There were voices as well,
sharp and argunentative. As Ahmahl approached the cabin, the
voices were loud to his hearing, but indistinct. Mshra's voice
was a drunken bellow, while that of Uza's had a sharp, nasty
t wang.

Ahmahl stood across the path fromthe cabin's doorway. Unless
somet hing or soneone cane flying out the door, he decided, the
best course of action would be to wait, at least to wait for
M stress Tocasi a.

The sound spread; other |anps were coming on, fromthe
barracks and quarters of the older students. If Young Master
M shra was hoping for a private argunment, Ahmahl nused, he had
been denied that as well. Now Urza was shouting. Al Ahmahl could
make out were cries of "Thief!" and "Liar!"

Tocasi a arrived, acconpani ed by Hajar. The young Fallaji took
stock of the situation and inmedi ately di sappeared in a puff of
ni ght air, heading back to the diggers' tents. He would no doubt
to spread the word that the two brothers were finally having it
out .

Tocasi a seenmed groggy, as if suddenly awakened. She ran her
fingers through her short graying hair. "Wy haven't you stopped
t hen?" she asked Ahnahl

"I haven't heard any furniture breaking," returned the ol der
man. "Even then, we should wait a bit Ionger. This fight has been
brewi ng for nonths between these two. They need to get it out of
their systens."

There was the sound of glass breaking within the quarters.
Tocasia took a step toward the cabin's front door, but Ahmahl
hel d out an arm

"Every time the boys fight, sonmeone breaks up the argunent,"”
he said. "Let themgo on. They may get some cuts and bruises, but
they need to sort things out their way."

The shouting was al nost incoherent now, nmore |ike barking
wi | d dogs than the sound of hunman voices. There was anot her
crash, this time of sonething heavy. Mst of the students had
gathered out in front of the cabin, and sone of the diggers had
arrived with Hajar.

Then there was a new gl ow visible through the wi ndows. The
gol den radi ance of the |anmp was joined, then overwhel ned, by
beacons of red and green

Ahmahl | owered his arm He had never seen such colors before
froma |l anp. He wondered if the brawl had started a fire.
Suddenly the idea of letting the two young nmen pumel each ot her
i nto understanding did not seemas wise as it had a nonent
bef ore.

"The stones," said Tocasia, her voice dry with fear. "They
are using the stones agai nst each other."

"The Thran stones?" asked Ahmahl, but he was speaking to
enpty air. The ancient scholar was already running for the door
A moment | ater Ahmahl foll owed her, waving the others to stay
back.

Tocasi a was t hrough the door first, Ahmahl hot on her heels.
The Fallaji snelled snoke and noticed small scorch-marks burned
along the interior of the room though there were no outright
fires.

The brothers were at opposite ends of the room Each cl utched
his stone. Urza's flickered with red bolts of flame, while
M shra's radi ated | ances of greenish light. The bolts net in the



center, alnost as if physical arms grappled with one anot her
each color trying to overwhel mthe other

The di splay of power was taking its toll on the brothers.

M shra was sweating |ike a wi nded horse; blood streamed from his
nostrils. Uza's face was a rictus of concentration and pain, and
he too was bl eeding fromthe nose. Mshra was slightly crouched,
whil e his brother stood haughty and erect. Each clung to his
power stone with both hands.

The roomitself had been affected by the bolts of mght and
weakness-it was hot in the cabin. The air shimered with a song
of power, a rising, throbbing noise that grew | ouder each nonent.
Nei t her young man woul d yield, and the space between them gl owed
brighter by the noment.

Tocasi a rai sed her hands and shouted sonet hi ng Ahmahl did not
understand. Neither brother paid the slightest attention, so
intent were they on their private duel. Tocasia cried out again
and stepped forward into the bands of red and green, her hands
raised as if she were trying to physically silence the boys and
their gens.

Ahmahl joined her cry hinself and | eapt forward, but he was
too late. Tocasia broke one of the ruby-green, jade-red beans. As
one, both brothers stared up at her. Their concentrations
slipped, their |ancing beanms suddenly sprayed in al
directions...

And t he room expl oded.

Ahmahl felt hinself physically lifted by the blast and thrown
backward, out where the door should have been. The bl ast bl ew
away all four of the walls and nost of the roof and showered the
observers outside with splinters and flam ng chunks of wood.

Ahmahl realized he was | ooking at the stars again. They spun
gently above his upturned face. Slowmy he pulled hinmself to his
feet, feeling something soft give in his left knee. The old
di gger grimaced and pulled hinself up

There were noans around himfromthe wounded onl ookers and
shouts fromthose attending them He had not heard the noise a
nmonent before and wondered if he had gone deaf for a noment from
the blast. There were nore torches now, he saw, and sonmeone had
it a bonfire. Ahmahl staggered to his feet and saw the renains
of the old cabin.

It was al nost entirely destroyed, only one corner stil
standing. The entire perineter was snoking, fram ng the forms
wi thin. There were two, kneeling over a third.

Ahmahl linped into the weckage of the cabin. Tocasia's form
lay on Urza's lap, while Mshra knelt at her side. She lay like a
broken doll, her neck canted at an odd angle to her body. M shra

held his fingers to her neck, then |ooked up at Ahmahl. The
younger brother shook his head.

Urza | ooked up as well, ignoring Ahmahl and glaring at his
younger brother. It was a hate-filled stare that blazed through
the tears stream ng down his cheeks. Ahmahl could not remenber
Urza ever crying in all the time the young man had been in the
canp. But beneath the tears, the digger saw accusing fury in
Urza's eyes.

M shra fell back fromhis brother as if he had been struck
He rose and staggered a few paces away from Tocasia's body. Urza
did not nmove; nor did he say anything. Mshra took a step away,
then a second, and then the younger brother was running, away
fromthe shattered house and into the night.

No one stopped himin his flight.
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Ahmahl laid the |ast of the cairnstones in place. The
students had paid their respects, as well as the diggers, and
Haj ar had volunteered to make a marker stone to commenorate her
resting place. In an area littered with holes and ditches, they
buried her in the rocky soil of the outcropping where her tarp
had been pitched.

Urza remai ned beside her through the entire day as the body
was dressed, the prayers spoken (old Argivian invocations and
Fallaji chants), and the last of the stones were laid over her
O M shra there had been no sign, and everyone assumed he woul d
not be seen again.

Urza's face was gaunt fromgrief, and Ahmahl for a noment
t hought the young man coul d be taken for ol der than Tocasia had
been. The digger started to say sonething to him but Urza held
up a hand, silencing him Ahmahl nodded and retreated, |inping on
his injured knee, |eaning on one of Tocasia's old staves for
support. It was the afternoon of the first day after Tocasia's
deat h.

At dawn of the second day Ahmahl returned to find Urza in the
same position, as if he had been turned to stone to serve as a
statue conmenorating Tocasia's passing.

"Master Urza, we nust talk," said Ahmahl softly.

Urza nodded. "I know. There is much to do. There is still a
school to run, diggings to continue. Things to take out of the
ground." He said the last in a flat, toneless voice as if it were
the last thing he wanted to do.

"W have things we nmust discuss,” said Ahmahl. "Mst of the
ot her students and diggers are all right, though a handful were
injured in the blast. Nothing serious."

Urza nodded, and Ahmahl wondered if Urza had even thought of
the others in the canp. O of his own minor injuries. The scrapes
and burms along his arnms and neck al ready had nasty, dark scabs on
t hem

Ahmahl shook his head and forced out the words. "It would be
best to send the students back to Penregon as soon as possible."

Urza | ooked up at Ahmahl, surprised. Awareness flickered
behi nd the eyes, dead a few nonents before.

"W need to continue Tocasia's work," the young man said,
stamering in his intensity. "W need to keep going."

Ahmahl sighed. "The Fallaji foll ow people nore than ideas.
The Fallaji respected Tocasia, and so the they foll owed her. They
m ght have foll owed your brother, who |ived anbng them But you
they do not know. You rarely spent time with them They will not
stay."

"W can get other diggers,"'
the students. W can use them"™

"Wthout Fallaji present here, you would be nore of a target
for desert raiders," Ahmahl said. "There are increasing nunbers
of Fallaji who do not like Argivians in what they think of as
their land. You would have to bring in nore nen from Argive
itself. Soldiers. Diggers. It is not a place for students
anynore."

Uza's mouth was a thin line. "I see." Ahnmahl coul d al nost
see the young man's thoughts, as one conclusion |led to another
"Tell me," he said finally, "am | safe here now?"

Ahmahl | ooked at the cairn. He had once assured Tocasia that
there woul d be no trouble and had been wrong. He woul d not neke a
simlar mstake again. "I do not think you are. The students wil|l

protested U za, "and there are



be safe, but there are those among ny peopl e who bl ame you for
Tocasia's death. For M shra's disappearance.”

Urza | ooked down. "I don't know where he is," he said softly,
then added, "I wi sh he'd cone back."
Ahmahl nodded. "I wi sh he would as well." He put his hand on

the young man's shoul der. Urza shuddered for a nonent, unused to
t he touch, and shied away. The di gger dropped his armand | eft
the young man at the cairn

A message about the disaster was sent to Penregon by
ornithopter, and the craft returned with Loran and-to Ahmahl's
surprise- Richlau. The young nobl ewonan was to take stock of
Tocasia's works and witing, while the ol der nobleman was to
oversee the striking of the canp. A caravan was al ready being
sent out from Penregon by worried parents, fearful that savage
desert riders were about to swoop down and slay their now
unprotected children

Urza was gone by the time the evacuation caravan arrived. He
had spent two days with Loran sunmarizing Tocasia's notes, then
left with another, smaller caravan headi ng south. The young man
told Loran he had no desire to return to Penregon. To Ahmahl he
made cl ear he had no desire to remain and watch his bel oved canp
abandoned.

O Mshra there was no sign, though Richlau ordered
ornithopter patrols to try to find himfromthe air. If he ever
returned to the canp none saw him or adnitted to seeing him

Ahmahl was the |last to see Uza off. None of the other
Fallaji wanted to be near him and as there was no real work to
do now, the diggers thenselves were drifting off in twds and
threes. The canp felt like a town of ghosts: still occupied but
mssing its own secret heart. That heart had died with Tocasi a.

Ahmahl wat ched from besi de Tocasia's cairn as the caravan
made up of "friendly" Fallaji, wound its way out of the canp.
Urza was on foot, using one of his nmentor's staves as a hiking
staff. That and a few drained and cracked power stones were the
only things he took fromthe canp. Those things and his
know edge, thought the Fallaji digger

Urza turned, |ooking up at where Ahnahl stood. No, corrected
the old man. He was | ooking at where Tocasia |ay. Ahnmahl was too
far awmay to see the young man's face clearly, but he saw Urza's
shoul ders, dejected and def eat ed.

Ahmahl thought he understood. The young man had | ost his
nmentor, his home, and his brother, all because of the actions of
a single night.

VWhat Ahmahl did not understand-and what woul d take years for
hi mto understand-was which of the three | osses was the hardest
for the young scholar to bear.

PART 2
OBJECTS | N MOTI ON
(21-28 AR)

Chapter 6
KROOG

Kayl a bi n- Kroog, daughter of the warlord of the city of
Kroog, princess of the nation of Yotia, and the nost beautiful
worman east of the mighty Mardun River, was shoppi ng when she net
t he strange Argivian.

She had sanpl ed the new shipnent of pluns fromthe Yotian
coastal provinces and been shown the sheerest and nost colorfu



of fabrics from Zegon. She had been offered the freshest of
spices fromfar-off Almaaz and the |argest of the great-clawed
river prawns of the Upper Mardun. A group of Sardi an dwarves
offered to sell her golden earrings, which they swore once

bel onged to their greatest enpress. A nonad wonan dressed in
scarves offered to predict the princess's fortune fromthe |lines
on her palnms. And all of this was done with great cerenony and
respect, which Kayla found extrenely pleasing. There were, after
all, advantages to being a princess.

She exam ned handfuls of the lustrous ice-stones of Sarinth,
gens crystal clear, and hard as steel. She ran her fingers over
the thick weaves of Fallaji rugs inported from Tomakul. A
m nstrel serenaded her with verses that he swore he nmade up on
the spot to honor her. A group of street jesters built a human
pyram d on her behal f. Storekeepers left their stores with sone
sanmpl e of food, linen, or craft they wanted to show to the nost
i mportant worman in the city of Kroog.

But Kayl a bi n-Kroog had a purpose to her journey through the
nmerchants' quarter. This was no whi nsical spree (though if it
was, none would dare to question it-except perhaps her father
who was a bit of a grunp about such things). She held that
purpose in a small clasp purse clutched close to her breast. She
had not told her father the reason for her journey; nor had she
i nforned the guards assigned to protect her person nor even the
redoubt abl e matron who served as her official chaperone on such
| arks. But she had a purpose, and that goal brought a spring to
her step.

At each stop during her itinerary she asked about the other
shops nearby. There were taverns, clothing shops, hat makers, gem
crafters, bead stringers, and all nanner of shops, |arge and
smal . But only when sonmeone nentioned a cl ock maker did her dark
brown eyes light up. That woul d be her next stop, she inforned
the matron, who in turn told the guards, who in turn asked for
directions and cleared a path through the rabble for her royal
hi ghness's visit.

The cl ock maker's shop was a snall one, even by the crowded
standards of the crowded nerchant district of Kroog. It was a
narrow, two-story building tucked between a bl acksmth's forge
and a jeweler. The first floor was made smaller still by a | ow
counter that ran nost of the way across the width of the room
separating the clock maker's workshop fromthe display and
cust oners.

The guards renmi ned outside, but only an act of the gods
woul d keep the matron from her place, glued securely to the
princess's side. Kayla's nose winkled as she entered the shop-it
snel l ed of wood and oil and other things she could not put a nane
to and woul d rather not try.

There was noi se. One clock ticking was an amusi ng
distraction. Ten was an irritation, and here there were no fewer
than twenty nounted along the right and left walls. G eat
pendul ums swung back and forth in snooth rhythns, while other
ti mepi eces chined softly to indicate the passage of each fleeting
instant. It was both charm ng and overwhel ni ng

The cl ock maker was typical of his breed: well fed, as her
father would say, turning the reference from one concerning
another's health to an endorsenment of his own farm ng policies.
Actually this fellow was a bit nore than well fed, verging on
stout. He could give the matron a run for her noney in the heft
departrment, and Kayla wondered for a nonent if all three of them
could stand to be in the sane buil ding.



In addition to being stout, the clock naker was balding, with
gray hair showing at the tenples. He wore a set of Argivian
spectacl es common to those crafts requiring detail ed work. He was
dressed in an oil-spattered shirt covered only partially by a
heavy | eather vest. The vest either bel onged to a younger
rel ation, or had been purchased when the cl ock maker was thinner

"Your Mbst Esteenmed Hi ghness," burbled the clock maker
Grovelling was a typical greeting for the princess in Kroog
Entire workshops and stores cane to a screeching halt at her
entrance, as the staffs bowed, scraped, and fawned.

The cl ock nmaker twittered with the best of them "I cannot
bel i eve how fortunate we are to have your illustrious presence
gracing my hunbl e shop,"” he murnured in rapid cadence. "I am

honored, truly honored."

"You make clocks," she said sweetly, and the cl ock maker's
eyes lit up as if she had just announced the arrival of the gods.

"Yes, yes," he said enphatically. "This is the House of
Rusko, home of the O ocks of Rusko, and we bid you wel cone. Is
our nost Radiant Majesty interested in a time-keeping mechani sn?"

"No," said Kayla shortly. Indeed, she could inagine few
things more irritating than clocks. They were necessary, she
realized, for those poor, sad people who had to be at a certain
pl ace at a certain tine, but that did not apply to her. Events
began when she arrived, and everyone el se was al ready ready for
her .

She set down the clasp bag on the counter and opened it. "I
have an itemhere in need of repair. It belonged to my nother
but it has not worked in years."

She produced a small silver box fromher bag. It was so
brightly polished that it seened to suck sunlight from outside
the store in order to add to its luster. Kayla caught sight of
her own reflection in the lid-clear eyes of deepest brown;
lustrous, raven-dark hair; soft lips that just verged on pouting.
She liked to think that everyone would nake a fuss over her even
if she were not the daughter of the nost powerful man in Yotia.

She handed it to the clock maker, who turned it over in his
hands as if it was a live nouse. Carefully he placed a thunb
agai nst the latch, and the top sprang open soundl essly. "Ah!" he
said, then repeated for enphasis, "Ah!"

Kayl a was suddenly sure that the clock maker had never seen
such a device in all his days. "It is supposed to play nusic when
it is opened," she said.

"Yes!" said the clock maker quickly. "Yes, of course it
does!" He closed the box and turned it over in his hands a few
times. Then he touched his fingers to his lips, his brow pursed,
and set it down on the counter. He | ooked up at Kayla and snmil ed,
a kind of greasy leer. "Let ne call ny assistant for this one.
Young eyes and deft hands and all that." Wthout waiting for her
response, he turned and shouted toward the back of the shop
"Assistant! Counter!"

Kayl a | ooked in the direction of the shout and saw the cl ock
maker was addressing a slender, blond man who had been worki ng at
a bench toward the back. She had not noticed hi mbecause he had
not risen and cone forward when she entered. That fact struck her
as odd. Everyone rose and cane forward when she entered.

The young man was tall but not too tall, |lean but not too
| ean, and handsone but not in an obvious way. H's hair was the
color of white gold, pulled into a sinple ponytail. He anbl ed
toward the front counter, raised an eyebrow, and said, "How can
hel p, Good' I ady?"



Upon hearing his accent Kayla was doubly reassured. The
clipped tone of his words indicated he was an Argivian, and as
such unlearned in howto treat true royalty. The king was weak in
Argive, and she had heard the nobles did as they pl eased. Second,
and nore inportant, she thought, he was an Argivian, and young
Ar gi vi ans knew how to handle artifacts and ol d nechani sns.

The cl ock maker presented the silver box. "Her nmjesty has an
itemin need of repairs,” he said, stressing the introduction
enough so there would be no question as to station with the
stranger. "lIt's a nusic box."

The Argivian picked up the box and turned it over in his
hands a few tinmes. To Kayla's eyes he was much nore sure of
hi nsel f than the cl ock maker had been. "And the problemis?" he
asked.

"It doesn't work" hissed the clock maker. "It's supposed to
play music."
"Ch," said the stranger calmy. "Wll, let's see what the

problemis."” He flipped the box over and pressed both thunbs
agai nst the base. The box gave a sharp, distinct snap

Kayl a bi n-Kroog junped at the sound, and the cl ock naker
| ooked as if he was going to faint dead away. Had the apprentice
just destroyed a pricel ess heirl oon? Kayla wondered. Then she saw
that in reality all the young man had done was slip a panel from
the box's base. Wthin the case was a maze of gears and netal. It
did not seemto belong inside a container so delicate and
pr eci ous.

"Here's the problem"” said the Argivian. H's quick fingers
were delicately probing and poking the apparatus. "The mainspring
i s knocked out of its socket. Hold on." He left the box on the
counter and retreated to his own bench, returning with a thin
tool with a crooked tip. "This should do it it," he nurnured
There was a soft click, and the stranger sniled. "There you go."
He slipped the bottom panel into place with another |oud snap and
handed it back to the princess. Their fingers brushed as he did
so.

Kayl a bi n-Kroog took the box and opened it. Nothing happened.

The matron scow ed deeply. Kayla regarded the stranger coldly
and lifted an i nmacul ate eyebrow. The cl ock maker suddenly | ooked
apoplectic. "If you' ve broken the princess's nusic box -"

"Well, you have to wind it," said the Argivian, and Kayla was
sure there was a hint of smugness in his voice. "You have the
key, don't you?"

"Key?" said Kayl a.

"Let me see,"” said the Argivian, holding his hand out. The
princess handed t he box back, their fingers touching again. The
young stranger took the nusic box back behind the counter and
rummaged through several drawers. Finally he lifted his head and
returned to the front of the shop

"Key," he said. "Found one that fit the wi nding peg." He held
up a thick, inelegant key made of sone dull, common netal, rusted
al ong one side. He inserted the key, gave it a few quick turns,
pulled it out, and then handed the box back to the princess. "Try
it now "

Kayl a opened the box, and a soft, tinny nusic filled the
shop. For a nonent she forgot the incessant ticking that
surrounded them It sounded like small pixies playing crystalline
bells. There seened to be one tune, and a second, softer one
pl ayi ng underneath the first.

She held the box to her ear and said, "I hear two songs."

The Argivian nodded. "It's a contra tenpo. Two distinct



nmel odies in different tinmes weave in and out. | renenber having a
musi ¢ box like that as a child, though, of course, one not so
el egant and well crafted."

Kayl a smiled, taking the conplinment as a reflection on her
She cl osed the box, and the nusic stopped.

"Thank you," she said.

The Argivian held out the thick key. "Take this with you to
wind it."

The cl ock maker |ashed out an armwith a speed that belied
his girth, then held the key aloft, presenting it formally to the
princess. "The nmusic box of Kroog with the key of Rusko!" he
said, laying the key in Kayla's dainty hand.

The princess | ooked at the Argivian. "You are Rusko?"

The Argivian smrked, and it was definite smrk. "He is
Rusko. | am Urza. And you'll be able to have a better-|ooking key
made at any jeweler's."

"Thank you, Goodsir Urza," she said, with a gracious snile
ainmed directly at the young man. That smile had nelted courtiers
and dashi ng young capt ai ns.

The Argivian nanmed Urza sm | ed back, apparently unnoved, and
said, "Be sure not to overwind it. That's probably what knocked
the spring out in the first place. Just turn the key until you
get some resistance.” He spoke to the matron, whom he apparently
assuned woul d take care of such tasks as music box w ndi ng.

Kayl a smiled again but did not offer her hand. She glided out
of the shop, her matron in tow. The fat wonan was scowing, as if
she had not understood what had just happened.

Qut on the street, the matron said to Kayla, "The jeweler
then, mlady?"

Kayl a put the silver box back into her clutch purse, but held
on to the thick, slightly rusted key. "Eventually," she said
t houghtfully, "but not today. |'ve had enough shopping for one
excursion. "

Wth that the entire procession-guards, matron, princess,
hangers-on and wel | -w shers-steered their way back to the
i nperial quarter and daddy's pal ace.

* * k* * %

I nside the clock nmaker's shop, Rusko remmined glued to the
wi ndow until the last of the princess's procession had
di sappeared and the street returned to a senbl ance of normal cy.

"The princess!" he said half to hinself, rubbing his hands
together. H's voice had returned to normal, "The princess of
Kroog was here! In nmy shop!"

"Wth an overwound nusic box." Urza shook his head. "Don't
they have a flunky in charge of such things?"

"M nd your tongue, lad," said Rusko sharply. "Wen news gets
out that she was in ny shop, admring ny clocks, we'll have nore
busi ness than we know what to do with."

"I didn't notice her admring any clocks,"” said Urza.
"That's because you weren't paying attention!" said Rusko
with a chuckle. "Wiich is a tragedy for two reasons. One, she is
royalty, and you should always pay attention to royalty; they can
hurt you if you don't. And two, even if she wasn't royalty, she's

i ncredi bly beautiful."

"l suppose. | hadn't noticed," said Urza, retiring to his
wor kbench.

"Not noticed?" spat Rusko. A wide snile crossed his face.
"You must have ice water coursing through your veins, |lad. That



or such beauties are ten for a copper in Penregon.”

Urza did not reply, and Rusko shook his head. The young nman
was a hard worker, but seened to Rusko that he had no interests
beyond his own bench.

Three nonths earlier, the youth had appeared seeking
enpl oyment. He had arrived on sonme Fallaji caravan out of the
desert, but his accent nmarked himas an Argivian, and probably
wel | born as well. Rusko guessed he was sonme errant scion of a
noble fanmly. Probably got in trouble with his elders for using
t he wrong soup spoon or something, the clock maker thought.

Rusko had heard the youth had approached the tenple schools
first, seeking enployment as a scholar. O course, his |ack of
religious training counted, against him He then sought
enpl oyment anong the guilds. His Argivian heritage told agai nst
himthere, too, for nost of the guilds took native Yotians first.
Rusko was a m nor nmenber of the clock nakers and jewelers guild
(but poised to expand, he always reninded others) and was in need
of an extra hand. And the Argivian would work for little nore
than room and board.

O course, Rusko appreciated the dedicated nature of his new
assistant. But he worried that as an Argivian Urza was m ssing
the finer things in life. A dour and pragmatic people the
Argivians were, in Rusko's opinion, and his new assi st ant
confirmed that view

"I think she took an interest in you," he said after a
monent. "l noticed the way she | ooked at you when | presented her
t he key."

"The Key of Rusko," said Urza, |ooking up fromhis work. "Wy
did you make such a fuss when you gave her that key?"

"Ah," said the clock maker with a fatherly smle. "Let ne
expand your education, young man. Rul e nunber one: always sign
your work. | don't just sell clocks, | sell the O ocks of Rusko!"
He waved at the assorted tinepieces lining the walls. "Al ways
attach your name to your work. That way ot hers know what you did,
and your fame spreads as a result. A hundred years from now,
people will remenber Rusko and his clocks."

"Only if they are good clocks,"” returned Urza.

"Aye, and ours are the finest!" Rusko beamed. "How do they
know? Because we tell them so! Al ways show what you can do. And
al ways sign your work!"

Urza had returned to the partially built clock on his bench
and now fiddled with the lever armof a particularly recalcitrant
ti mepiece. "Are you listening to me?" Rusko asked.

"We tell them" said Uza calmy. "Show what you can do. Sign

your work. | amlistening to you." He did not |ook up
Three nonths. Three nonths the Argivian had been working for
him sleeping in the shop at nights, and Rusko still knew al nost

not hi ng about him He had enpl oyed an eni gma; a hard-wor ki ng
eni gma, but an eni gma nonet hel ess.

Soneone needed to show the young man there was nore to life
than his work. Rusko sighed. Failing anyone el se suddenly
appearing, that person would have to be he.

The ol der cl ock maker observed, "You Argivians are such dul
children. So proper and practical. Wiy does it hurt to admit that
you' ve just seen a |lovely vision?"

Urza set down the lever arm "Fine. She was very pretty. Can
| get back to work?"

"I think it's a lack of gods," said Rusko, holding up both
fingers to frane his point. "The people of Argive don't worship
that rmuch, do they?"



"Once," returned Urza. "Not much these days."

"That's the problem" said Rusko, placing a palmflat against
the worktable. "No gods, no life. You've reduced your gods to
sayi ngs and psal ms, parables and dry scriptures. Yotia's gods are
alive and well! We have an overfl owi ng pantheon and bring nore in
fromthe hinterlands! Bok, Mbok, Horiel the swift, Gaea the
eart hpower, Thindar, Rindar, Melan-"

"A god for every occasion," said Uza dryly.

"Exactly!" cried Rusko. "Whatever you do, sone deity approves
of it, or disapproves of it, or has sone dire warning about it.
It's much nore exciting that way."

"Seens |ike a waste of energy,"” said U za. "Unless, of
course, you're in charge of the tenples that benefit from al
this veneration."

Rusko waved at hand at his assistant in frustration. "You
mss the point. A Yotian would at |east admit that he saw a very
pretty and powerful young lady. He'd enjoy that revelation. You
are just denying it, and in the process you stunt your soul ."

Urza set down his tools and took a deep breath, then sniled
deeply and shook his head. "I admt it, Goodsir Rusko! She was
| ovely. Radiant. And now that | have admitted it, what can you or
| do about it? The warlord probably has her already prom sed to
some powerful noble or faction | eader to seal an alliance."

Rusko | ooked hard at the young man, trying to determne if
the Argivian was nerely making fun of him Then the cl ock naker
snmled. "There you would be wong, ny lad. Ch yes. The warlord
had a wedding all arranged, but the young man in question
drowned. His ship reefed in a stormen route to Korlis. And they
call it the Shielded Sea, by Bok and Mabok! No | ove |ost, of
course." He snorted. "You saw how deeply she was in mourning. She
is free for a nonent, free to pursue her own interests."

"But only for a monent," said Urza, "for your warlord
probably has sone other plan for his daughter. And then neither
you nor | will ever see her again."

Rusko sighed. The lad had all the romantic spirit of a box of
nails.

Urza turned once again to his workbench. "Now, if you would
like to get back to business, |'ve found why this old caisson
cl ock you have is losing tine."

* * k* * %

The warlord did have a plan for his daughter, though not one
t hat Rusko woul d have thought of. The warlord had spent his early
days in battle, married late, and fathered still later. Kayla was
the apple of his eye and the prize of his kingdom She was not a
gift he gave away lightly.

Around himthe warlord saw a nation at peace. H s |ast mgjor
canpai gn, in which he had seized and held the Sword Marches and
i ncorporated theminto Yotia, was decades in the past. An entire
generation, including his daughter, had been brought up in a I and
wi t hout war.

The warlord hated it.

He was surrounded by soft men and women: courtiers who used
wor ds instead of daggers; old generals content to spend their
declining years playing with their grandchildren; dashing young
capt ai ns who had earned their comrendati ons by keepi ng cl ean
uni forms, not by fighting an eneny.

Soft, all of them he thought. Kayla's betrothed had been the
best of a bad lot, and the warl ord had agreed to that one only



after his own counselors made noi ses about a successor to the
throne. And then the dammed fool ran aground off Korlis and died.

He did not want to see his line dininished, as had been the
bl ood of the weak kings of Argive. H s |line needed strength.
Kayl a, his angel, was a strong young woman, and deserved an
equal ly firmmate.

He made the announcenent the nonth after the official
nmour ni ng period for Kayla's intended had passed. H s daughter was
to marry to strongest man in the kingdom And to find this man,
the warlord had established a test.

In the central court before the palace, he erected a great
statue. It was made entirely of a single piece of jade, twenty
feet in height, crafted with the warlord's face. It took a team
of fifteen men to winch it into place. H s daughter's hand, he
decreed, would go to the man who coul d nove the statue from one
end of the court to the other

VWen the first day of the contest arrived, U za said that it
was the stupidest thing he had ever heard of, which statenent set
Rusko off again on a conparative study of Argive and Yotia.

"That is because you have no romance," argued Rusko, | ocking
t he shop behind them d osing the shop seenmed to be the only way
to get the young nan to leave its confines, and Rusko saw t he
contest as an excellent chance to expose Uza to the finer things
t hat Kroog of fered.

"The idea of mighty quests and inpossible tasks is in all our
folklore, " he continued. "Look at the saga of Bish and Kana, or
how Al orian vied for Titania's love."

Urza stopped in the center of the street. "But the |egends
say Bish and Kana died on their weddi ng day, and Al orian was torn
to pieces by Titania's hounds after she rejected him™

Rusko made a harrunphing noise. "I didn't say it was an exact
conparison." He headed off down the street to the court. Urza
foll omed, shaking his head.

The conpetition was set for the first of every nonth, when
the warl ord and Kayla woul d attend. Most of the city closed down
for those five hours while sturdy men tried to win the princess's
hand. Servants cleared the court between the statue and the
opposite end and set out lines of benches on each side as a
makeshi ft stadi um

Urza and Rusko | ooked down and saw that a group of thick
stalwart nen had already gathered in a rough line. The small est
was twice Urza's size, and several |ooked as if they could take
on an el ephant bare-handed. Fromthe scars on a few exposed
torsos, it appeared sone apparently had. At the far end of the
court was a low riser. Seated on a padded bench were the warlord
and hi s daughter.

As Urza and Rusko pressed into the court, a gong sounded. The
first suitor strode forward to neet his jade foe. He wapped his
massi ve arns around the statue's knees and gave a mighty heft.
The towering figure did not so nuch as sway under his assault.
The strong man grunted, regained his grip, then tried to lift
again. The statue was inmobile. The gong sounded agai n, declaring
the attenpt over.

Anot her burly individual waddled forward, this one so
muscul ar that he was wi der than he was tall. He tried to pry his
fingers beneath the edge of the statue but was rewarded only wth
crushed digits. Another gong, and a third individual |ocked his
arnms around the statue's |legs, bending at his knees for better
support. This contestant gave a mighty bellow as he attenpted to
pull the jade figure fromits moorings. The bell ow becane a



scream as the nuscul ar man suddenly let go of the statue and
dropped to the court's floor, gripping another part of his
anat omy. The gong sounded and a group of tenple heal ers rushed
forward to attend to the fallen chanpion

"Come, let's pay our respects,"” said Rusko, nodding his head
toward t he royal bench.

There was a noving line in front of the warlord and princess.
The Yotians passed before the pair, quickly bowi ng and touching
their fingers to their lips in the fashion of that city. Rusko
joined the throng, dragging Urza behind him The cl ock rmaker made
a full bow and finger-kiss, but Uza nerely gave a respectfu
headbob. And then they were past the royal couple.

"She | ooked at you," said Rusko as soon as they were past.

"She did not," said Urza, shaking his head. "She's seen a
t housand peopl e this day al one."

"She smiled," countered Rusko.

"She is a princess,"” said Uza. "Sniling is automatic for

such people. Wre | she, | would be seriously worried that one of
t hose nuscl e-bound warriors will actually succeed in lugging the
statue around. | don't think his majesty is breeding for

intelligence in future generations.”

Rusko shook his head. "You're being too |ogical, again, too
pragmatic. Probably she is sure that no one will succeed. Sooner
or later her father will come up with a nore reasonabl e task
What's wrong?"

Urza was staring intently, at the pile of treasure to one
side of the dais. "Wuat is that?" he asked.

Rusko blinked. Urza was pointing toward a large pile of gifts
[ aid out over a luxurious swath of gold cloth. There were great
swords, mrrored shields, and arnor of the type that no one had
worn in generations. Bins of rubies, dianmonds, and sapphires
glittered in the sunlight, acconpani ed by red-vel vet boxes
hol di ng crowns and di adens.

"That's the dowy," answered Rusko, and quickly added, "I
know what you are thinking with your |ogical mnd: 'Wy does the
daughter of the nost powerful man in Yotia need a dowy? Wll,
it's atradition. Those are all old itens belonging to the
previous warl ords. Sone date back to the dawn of the nation. Somne
were made before Kroog was even founded.

"What of the book?" said U za.

Rusko had not seen the young nman this excited in all the tine
he had been in Kroog. He squinted to see the object to which U za
was referring to. "You nmean the one next to the ivory shield?"
"Yes, the large one," said the young man, "Wat is it?" Rusko
| eaned forward. "It's a book," he confirned. "Definitely a book."

"Yes, of course it's a book. But |ook. On the binding are
Thran gl yphs!" snapped Urza.

Rusko blinked again. The young man was positively thrilled by
t he di scovery.

Rusko renoved his | enses, rubbed themon his shirt, and put
them on his face again. He shrugged. "If you say so. Can you read
themfromthis distance?"

Urza was silent a |long nmoment, apparently puzzling out the

geo-netric witing. Then he said, "'Jalum' Was there a Jalumin
Yotia's history?"
"Hrmm " consi dered Rusko. "I think there was an advi sor or

scholar. O a philosopher. Long ago, before the tenple schools.
Is it inportant?"

Urza | ooked at the table aden with treasure, then back at
the princess. As he | ooked, she was just turning away from him



apparently intent on the latest attenpt to lift the statue. Her
face was snmooth and inpassive and very lovely in the noonday sun

Urza chewed on his lip, then said, "Goodsir Rusko, | think I
want to nove a statue."

Rusko could hardly contain his disbelief. "And | want to fly
to the moon, and kidnap the harimof the Pasha of Sunmifa. 1'Il
even settle for my head to hurt less after a night of drinking
brandy. But | don't expect it to happen. That's rule one in life-
don't expect the inpossible, and you won't be di sappointed."

"I do expect it to happen," said Urza, staring intently at
t he huge jade statue. Another contestant was trying to manhandl e
it tono avail. "But | will need supplies." He turned to the
cl ock maker, his voice hard and decisive. "Metal bolts, ironroot
spurs, and other things. WIl you hel p?"

Rusko stammered for a nmonent. He was all for romance, but
suddenly this posed a threat to his own pocket book

"Well, | could give you an advance,"” he said reluctantly,
"but you're tal king about a sizable outlay."

Urza nodded, then said, "Have you heard about ornithopters?
The Argivian flying machi nes?"

Rusko nodded. "I've heard traveler's tales." He paused, then
hi ssed a question at the young man. "You know how t hey work?"

Urza nodded again and said, "I ... helped build the first
ones. | could give you the plans. If | did, would you provide

supplies for ny work?"
Rusko felt both his heart and his pocketbook opening to the
young nman. He snil ed.

* * k* K %

"These are wonderful!'" said Rusko, thunbing through the
pl ans. The first purchase the clock nmaker had made was a supply
of parchment and quills, and the young Argivian spent the night
sketching out the ornithopters. First was a general description
in neat lettering. Then page after page of details, show ng how
the levers in the pilot's housing functioned, how the wiring
operated, of what materials the wings and struts needed to be
made, and to what dinmensions they had to be machined for perfect
per f or mance.

Rusko was astounded. Al this fromthe quiet scholar who had
been repairing his clocks. A trained ape could build ornithopters
fromthese plans. No, even Rusko could build an ornithopter from
t hese pl ans.

"Marvel ous,"” he muttered, |eafing through the |oose parchment
pages. "Amazing. A work of art." The cl ock nmaker could scarcely
contain hinself, for the machine practically |eapt off the page,
fully realized

Urza smiled, but Rusko could not tell if the smle was in
response to his conplinments or for his current work. They had
curtai ned off the back of the shop, and Urza had begun
constructing a new nmachi ne there.

Actually it | ooked as if he were building a statue of his own
to counter the jade one of the warlord. It |ooked |ike a beast of
curved netal spars, fashioned in the upright formof a man. Its
linmbs were nmetal franes, cross-bolted in a thick latticework. Its
upper torso was thinner netal and ironroot, and it pivoted at the
base of the spine. One inelegantly |ong arm drooped at either
side, each looking like that of a gorilla. A roughly hewn hel net,
with the faceplate that flipped up or down, served as the head.
The face guard was open now, revealing a tangle of cables and



gears set around a single, dull gem

It suddenly occurred to Rusko that Urza had smiled nore in
the past few weeks than in all the tinme the clock maker had known
him They had not been the polite, for-the-custoner smiles or
smug Argivian-schol ar sniles or even put-up-wth-ol d-Rusko
sm |l es. The young man seened nore alive as he tinkered with his
creation. Rusko had only made one suggestion during the entire
process. "You' ve got the knees on backward," he said.

"Supposed to be that way," nmuttered Urza, not waiting for a
reply. He burrowed back into the creature's chest with a spanner

In two nonths the creation had bl ossomed froma m xed
collection of parts that Rusko had gat hered, cadged, or
"borrowed" from other shops into a towering giant. It was vaguely
humanoi d, and Rusko wondered if it was based on any living
creature. It was not a question he wanted answered.

Instead, late at night, as Urza was checki ng connecti ons and
splicing wires, he asked another question

"Who is M shra?"

Urza's rapidly moving fingers al nost dropped the splicing
tool he was hol di ng.

"Someone inportant to you, | assume," continued the clock
maker .

Urza stared at Rusko, and for a noment there was a flicker of
col dness on the youth's face. Just for a noment, the quiet,
sol ertn man of the past nonths was back, and Rusko was afraid he
had lost the smling U za forever. Then Urza sighed and the
nmonent passed. He turned back to his machine. "How do you know of
M shra?"

Rusko fought a tenptation to |laugh. "You rarely sleep, U za,
but when you do, you talk. You mention Mshra a |ot. And anot her
Tacashi a. "

"Tocasia," corrected Uza. "Tocasia ... was ny teacher. She's
dead now. "

"Hmm " said Rusko. "And M shra?"

"My brother," said Uza quietly. He peered nmore intently into
the creature's interior.

"Alive?"

"l suppose,"” Urza shrugged. He gazed up with the pretense of
working on the wiring and | eaned back. "I don't know. W parted
on less than friendly ternms."

"Ah," said Rusko. There was a | ot going on beneath the
surface there, and he felt resistance to his questions. "And you
feel badly about it," he persisted.

"I wish there was sonething that could have been done to
change things," said Uza. Rusko thought the youth's statenent
was probably true, as far as it went, but there seened to be
somet hi ng nore, something yet unsaid.

A silence grew between the two nmen. Finally Rusko broke it.
"In Yotia, we believe a man has many souls. Did you know t hat ?"

Urza shook his head, but a small snmile appeared at the
corners of his nouth. A put-up-wth-old-Rusko smle, the clock
maker thought.

"You don't wear the same clothes as you did when you were a
boy, and you won't wear the same cl othes when you're ol der,"
Rusko continued. "The sane applies to souls. You have one soul as
a child, another as a youth, and several as an adult."

Urza shrugged. "I wear different clothes. | don't know about
soul s, though.™"

Rusko stroked his chin. "Mst Yotian faiths believe that when
you di e each of your souls is judged individually. Let us say



your first three souls were basically good. Then you becane a
robber and a thief and grew a fourth, evil soul. Then you
repented and lived a virtuous life, growing a fifth, nore kindly
soul . When you die, your souls are judged independently. The
first three souls, and the fifth, will be rewarded for their
virtue. The fourth soul will be sent to hell, destroyed, or sent
back, dependi ng on what gods you venerate."

"You are going somewhere with this?" asked Urza. H s eyes
strayed toward hi s machi ne.

Rusko smiled. "Only that you nmay be feeling guilty about what
happened with your brother. O your late nmentor. Don't. You have
a new soul since you've arrived here: a Yotian soul. Let that be
your guide."

Urza stood for a nmonent, untangling Rusko's advice. Then he
shook his head. "Until | talk again with ny brother, | wll carry
my regrets with me. But thank you for your advice. It's very ..."
He paused, then broke into a wide smile. "Mich |Iike Kroog
itself."

Rusko smiled back, taking the young man's words as a
conpliment. "So," he said, |ooking up at the titanic figure,
"does it work?"

"Not yet." Urza pulled a chain fromaround his neck. Rusko
saw that the chain was attached to a large gem a dark ruby
flecked with streaks of multicolored fire. Urza clinbed the step-
| adder until he was level with the great creature's head, and
pushed the gem i nside.

Standi ng on tiptoe, Rusko could see the young man touchi ng
the ruby stone to the dead, inert gemin the creature's head.

The gemin the creature's head began to glow, slowy,
erratically at first, then with a stronger beacon, until it was
as strong as the stone U za held. It radiated with a sapphire
[ ight shot through with sparks of white.

It was, thought the clock maker, |ike watching soneone set a
fire by placing a burning stick agai nst anot her

As the new gem gl owed, the creature began to nove. It raised
one arm then lowered it, then raised it again. The gears and
pul | eys at the machi ne's arm and shoul der whi ned softly as they
nmoved. Urza lowered the creature's visor. The light of the gem
shone through its eyehol es.

"There," said Urza. "Now the machine has a new soul as well."

* * k* * %

It was the third nonth of the conpetition, and for Kayla it
was proceedi ng much the same way as the first two. A caval cade of
horns and gongs sounded. A throng of well-w shers passed before
her and her father (though there were fewer with each passing
nmont h, she noticed). A gathering of overly nuscled warriors
waited their turn to attenpt the inpossible. Again, there were
fewer than previously.

On the first day of conpetition it had all been a great
celebration. A nonth later, at the second trial, it was nerely
interesting. Now, two months after the first day of conpetition
for her hand, Kayla felt the whole affair was beconi ng tedious.

She revi ewed t he candi dates and suppressed a shudder. This
ot mght |ook well behind a plow (or pulling one, she thought
wi ckedly), but as far as | eadership material went, they were
sorely lacking. Some part of Kayla "s mind gave a nental shrug.
VWhat did it matter? After the weddi ng, she would make all the
i mportant deci sions.



At first, as each took his turn, she inagined what |life would
be like with each of the hul king brutes. That proved to be | ess
t han appealing, so she soon settled on guessing the nature of
their injuries after they had failed to nove the statue. She had
counted so far that day ten pulled nuscles (three in the groin),
two burst intestines, seven cases of exhaustion, and a head
injury. The last was froma young man fromthe Sword Marches of
the far north, who grew so frustrated that he head-butted the
statue. The tenple healers hauled himoff the field by his feet.

The current contestant was a grunter, gripping the statue and
trying to pull it down on top of hinself. Kayla did not care for
grunters. She liked the bellowers better. They nade nore noi se,
and tended to give up nore quickly.

The lists had thinned out quickly, and there were now bare
spots among the benches for the |oyal subjects. She wondered how
much | onger her father was going to continue this exercise in
futility. Probably, she decided, until one of the | esser noble
fam lies nade a better offer for her hand. Daddy was al ways doi ng
things in secret.

Kayl a was resigned to her fate. She had al ways been a dutifu
daughter, and if her father arranged for her to marry a Fallaji,
she would live in sone desert tent beyond civilization. She was
no stranger to court politics. For years, she knew, she had been
grooned to eventually marry in a fashion that woul d make Kroog
stronger. The fact that the original target of that marriage had
the msfortune to die before getting the chance to wed her did
not change the process in the | east.

She | ooked at her father as he watched the proceedi ngs. He
had on his solem face now cool, thoughtful, and regal. Wuld
t he common people think less of himif they knew that after the
first day he had cursed like a sailor at the failure of the
contestants, stormng around the royal suites for a good hour?
Probably not, Kayla decided. Her father was a great war hero, a
val i ant warlord, and she suspected this farce being played out
bef ore her represented one last attenpt to prove to hinself that
there were still warriors in Yotia.

And, she was sure, her father felt he could have lifted the
jade statue by hinmself when he was young.

Anot her bellowi ng titan pulled a groin muscle, and Kayla saw
the lists were enpty. No, there were three figures left. One
sl ender, one fat, and one shrouded in a great cape and hood, who
towered over the other two.

The seneschal wal ked over to the trio, and there was a quick
consul tation anong the two smaller figures and the ruler's
advi sor. The seneschal noved to the warlord' s side and spoke in a
| ow voi ce.

"W have one nore candidate," said the seneschal, a quaking,
nervous nman who both [oved and feared his warlord, "but it's a
bit unusual ."

The warlord grunted. "The big one?"

"No, mlord," said the seneschal. "The thin one. He says he
can nove your statue by the strength of his mind, if you will but
permt it."

A smile crossed the warlord's face, and Kayla knew that it
was not one of his nore pleasant expressions. "Let him But tel
hi mthe penalty for wasting the warlord's tine."

The seneschal bowed and retreated. Kayla stared at the
newconers. The slender one was attractive, but it was only in
proximty to the fat one that she renmenbered where she had seen
hi m before. He was the Argivian clock maker, the stranger with



the wy smile and clipped accent.

For a fleeting nmonment, Kayla allowed her to think about life
with this one. The prospect was not totally unpl easant. She al so
wondered if he could truly nove the statue with his nind, or if
he woul d sprain his brain in the process.

Kayl a's nenory spun for a nmonment. Urza-that was the young
man's nane. She still had his key next to her nmother's rmnusic box.
And hi s conpanion, the fat one. She knew she had heard his nane
at the shop, but nothing canme to her now.

Urza stepped directly before the statue. Behind him strode
the fat man, hel ping along the titanic cloaked figure. There was
a snmell inthe air, like the air before a storm The Argivian
bowed deeply.

"l thank the crown for the chance to succeed in a task that
has defeated so many others," said Uza. The warlord waved his
hand, urging the young man to speed up his speech. Kayla was sure
that after today Daddy woul d abandon this method of choosing a
suitor.

"I will now nove the statue by the strength of nmy mind,"
decl ared Urza. Reaching back, he pulled the cape fromthe |arge
figure behind him There was a collective gasp fromthe crowd as
the cloth fell away to reveal the figure beneath.

It was nmade of netal, and was human in form At first Kayla
thought it was a living being, but inmmediately she saw that she
had been mi staken. It was a machine. O course, she thought. He
is a clock maker, after all, and an Argivian. The Argivians were
al ways poking around the old ruins, trying to find powerful
devices for their own use.

"I built this, using nmy mnd," said Uza, and the fat man
made a harrunphi ng noi se. "That and using the services of Goodsir
Rusko, maker of fine clocks,"” the youth added. Let what | have
built with ny m nd nove your statue."

The | arge humanoi d machi ne | unbered forward, and for a nonent
Kayl a expected it to pitch over onto the stonework. As it wal ked,
the Argivian stayed next to it, speaking to it, guiding each of
its notions.

The pair reached the statue. Urza pointed to one side of the
statue, and the machine placed a hand, netal with fingers of
pol i shed wood, on that |ocation. He pointed to the other side,
and the machine placed its other hand there.

Urza patted the side of the creature, and it began to lift.
After the bellowers, screanmers, and grunters, the silence that
surrounded the artifact was eerie. There was a slight humm ng,
like the space between the notes of Kayla's music box. The neta
humanoi d bent at the knees (which seened, fromthe princess's
vantage point, to be constructed backward) and slowy lifted the
figure fromthe ground.

There was a collective gasp fromthe crowd as daylight
appeared beneath the jade statue. The construct pulled the statue
straight up, holding it about a foot off the ground. Slowy the
great machine spun on its hips, its spine rotating all the way
around, so that its knees were pointing forward. Then slowy, the
machi ne started to wal k toward the opposite side of the court.

It was sl ow going. The machine could hold the statue, but the
courtyard had difficulty supporting both the nachine and the
statue. Paving stones crushed beneath the giant's feet, and at
one point, the great nmetal creature pitched precipitously to the
right as the stones turned to dust beneath the weight of its
tread. There was a whining noise as wires spool ed through
pul | eys, and Kayla was sure she was about to see the nechanica



equi val ent of a groin pull.

Urza was at the nmachine's side at once, exanining the problem
and shouting orders. The great netal thing responded, tipped the
other way, and at last reached its final destination. Urza gave
one | ast command, and the nachine set down the jade negalith so
that it faced the royal dais.

The crowd appl auded. Sone fled the stands to tell their
friends the king's statue had been defeated by a nmetal creature
made by an Argivian.

Kayl a found herself on her feet applauding as well, but one
gl ance at her father stopped her. His face was a storm cl oud, and
vei ns throbbed at his tenples. Wrdlessly he rose and turned away
fromthe dais, thundering back into the pal ace. Ever dutiful
Kayla rose as well, but allowed herself the opportunity to | ook
once nore at the talented Argivian

He stood there in the center of the court, his machine next
to him the clock maker on the other side. The conmon people were
already spilling into the courtyard to congratulate him On his
face was a wide, beam ng snile.

She decided it was a pleasant smle, and smled back at him
She did not stop to see if he saw her mark of favor, but instead
turned and foll owed her father through the pal ace doors. She only
hoped the warlord would reach a roomw th thick walls before he
expl oded.

* * k* K %

It took fifteen mnutes for the warlord to stop cursing, and
another fifteen before he was using coherent sentences. Kayl a,

t he seneschal, Kayla's matron, and a brace of nervous courtiers
waited for the stormto abate before even venturing an opinion

"The tenerity!" he shouted at the rafters. "The insult! How
dare that ... that ..." H's nouth opened and cl osed for a nonment
until he found the proper word. "Wed! That weed thinks he
deserves ny daughter's hand in exchange for some parlor trick!"

"Well," said the trenbling seneschal, "you did say her hand
woul d go to whoever could nove the statue." The warlord grunted
harshly.

"And you did allow himto try," said the seneschal, gathering
strength as he spoke. "He said he would nove the statue with his
m nd. "

"But he didn't!" bellowed the warlord. "That w nd-up nachine
did all the noving!"

"Well," said the seneschal, "your daughter could marry the
machi ne. "

Kayla stifled a giggle, but the joke pronpted another cascade
of war-canp obscenities fromthe warlord. The seneschal fled
under the assault, and, Kayla thought at the time, out of the
di scussion entirely.

"And you!" roared the warlord, turning to his daughter, "what
have you to say of all this?"

"Say?" cried Kayla. She was suddenly indignhant at being the
target of his yelling. "I had no say when you wanted nme to marry
t hat hapl ess mariner." She charged, stal king toward her father
"I had no say when you decided to award me to the strongest ox in
t he ki ngdom So now, when soneone has finally beaten you at one

of your little games, | suddenly have a say?"
The warlord stared at Kayla, stunned by her outburst. His
shoul ders sagged with defeat. "I just want what's best for you

But to have to give you to this ... foreigner. This ... Argivian.



This ... weed!"

"You are the warlord of Kroog," said Kayla coldly. "You can
do whatever you want. You can banish himif you want. But if you
want ny opinion, here it is. He has a pleasant face, a good
shape, and seens rather bright. | would not m nd being his
bride."

The warlord's brows furrowed, and Kayl a wondered whi ch part
her father was thinking about-the fact that she would not m nd
marrying Urza, or the fact he could have the Argivian bani shed.
Behi nd her canme the squeak of the heavy-tinbered door, and the
seneschal poked his head back in.

"What ?" snapped the warlord. Kayla thought that the senescha
m ght evaporate entirely. To her surprise the nervous bureaucrat
stood his ground and managed a convincing mewl. "A visitor
requests an audience, nmilord."

"The weed?" snarled the warlord. "Tell himwe have not yet
ruled as to the legitimacy of his little trick."

"Not the ..." The seneschal gul ped and continued, "Argivian.
H s, uh, sponsor."

The warl ord | ooked at Kayla, and the princess nodded
vi gorously. Her father could bully nost of the staff. Perhaps the
little clock naker had a better chance of making Urza's case.

At first it seemed a vain hope. The cl ock maker bowed three
ti mes before reaching the warl ord. Each bow being a deep, knee-
buckling affair that consunmed tine and further shredded her
father's patience. As Rusko rose fromthe third bow Kayl a wal ked
to his side and hel ped the overwei ght nerchant to his feet,
escorting himto the warl ord.

"Your Grace and Your Highness," gasped the fat little man.
"Conqueror of the Sword Marches, Bearer of Prosperity, Mster of
our Fates."

The warlord flapped his hand inpatiently, while Kayla
wondered if the clock naker talked that way in real life.

"I bring two nessages," said Rusko. "The first is fromny
boon assi stant and conpani on, Goodsir Urza, the Argivian." He
paused and waited for a response.

"Go on," snapped the warlord, biting off his words as if they
were bits of neat.

The cl ock maker cleared his voice. "Sir, U za says that he
understands if you choose to rescind your chall enge, though he
woul d be very disappointed in |osing the conpani onship of your
| ovel y daughter." He bowed to Kayla, and the princess returned it
with a nod. She wondered if what the clock maker said about
Urza's disappoi ntnment was true.

"Is that it?" asked the warl ord.

"The first message, yes," replied Rusko.

"And t he second?" inquired the warlord.

"The second is fromne," said the clock naker. He | owered his
voi ce sonmewhat. "And this is it." He reached into his vest,
pul ling out a sheaf of papers. He handed themto the seneschal
who in turn handed themto the warl ord.

The ruler flipped through the pages and grunted, "And these
are?"

"Plans, my grace," said Rusko. "Plans for a flying machine,
an Argivian flying machine, designed by the talented young
Goodsir Urza."

The warl ord | ooked fromthe clock maker, to the plans, to the
cl ock maker. "The Argivian knows how to build flying machi nes? Do
t hey wor k?"

The cl ock maker bowed deeply. "I do not know for certain. Two



nmont hs ago, | could not tell you that his nechanical nman woul d
work. But it has."”

The warl ord | ooked through the papers a third time. "And the
Argivian m ght have other secrets locked up in his mnd," he
said, alnost to hinself.

"I would presune so," said Rusko. "He is a private nan,
closed to all but those closest to him Definitely in need of a
worman' s touch to bring out his best." Again he bowed to Kayl a.

The warlord grew silent, and Kayla knew he was wei ghing the
alternatives. Finally he said, "Daughter, did you nean it when
you said you would not mind marrying this ... talented ... weed?"

Kayl a gave a small nod and said, "I spoke truly when |I say he
is the best candidate you have found so far."

The rul er gave out a deep sigh and rubbed his eyes. Handing
the plans back to the fat clock maker, he spoke. "Very well. Then
| et us go back out and congratulate nmy future son-in-|aw "

* * k* K %

The cerenony was ornate, even by Yotian standards. Kroog had
nore than thirty major tenples and a host of smaller ones with
i mportant patrons, and every one wanted to have a say in the
weddi ng. Kayla tried to count the nunber of officiating priests
but gave up after the fifteenth or sixteenth.

It was tediously Iong. Sernons were read. Prayers were
chanted. Spirits were bani shed. Gods were invoked. More sernons.
More prayers. The couple kissed icons. They placed hands on
scriptures. They danced around a cerenonial pyre. They were
doused with bl essed water and drank sanctified wine. They freed a
dove and burned a scroll of regrets. They paraded beneath
unsheat hed bl ades. They recei ved benedi ctions, bl essings, and
wel | -wi shes. In deference to Urza's Argivian heritage, each wore
a gold circlet on his or her brow, each of the circlets joined by
a single silver chain.

Kayl a could not say at what point during the day she was
officially married to Urza, scholar of Argive, new Chief
Artificer of Kroog. Al she could say was that by the end of the
day there was no question that she was well and truly married.

And through it all Urza was understanding, not inpatient in
the way nost nmen were about such things (Daddy was visibly
unconfortable after the seventh responsive reading). Nor was the
young man visibly bored, or apparently making a show of being
tolerant. He seened to be taking nental notes on everything he
saw and commenting on nothing. She expected to see that snug
Argivian smle during sone of the nore rustic and traditional
parts of the cerenony, but he took those with good grace as well.

And after the interm nable cerenonies was an equally |ong
processi on through the streets, as the people waved and cast
mul ticol ored streaners and waved colored torches. And then a | ong
feast of several dozen courses, each course broken by long toasts
from anyone who felt he had sonething good to say about the
princess and her surprising (if still generally nysterious)
groom

And when at | ast the cerenpnies and the processions and the
feasts were done, long after the m dni ght bell had sounded, the
coupl e was escorted to their own wi ng of the palace, into the
bridal chanber. The dowy had been placed there, along with sone
of nore tasteful gifts of various powerful well-w shers. The bed
was made with sheets of Almaaz silk and dusted with rose petals.
I ncense burned froma dozen snmall braziers, and the roomwas alit



with candl es.

The servants left the new yweds there, closing the doors
behi nd them as they depart ed.

Kayl a took a deep breath and reached out to her new husband.
U za slowy took her hand, and the princess realized that the
sl ender young man was trenbling slightly and al nost flinched at
t he touch. She wondered if he even knew he was shouting his
nervousness to her.

I nstead she said, "You have strong hands."

"Wrking with artifacts,” he said, his voice rasping a bit,
"you need strong fingers."

"And a strong mind as well," she said, and drew herself
closer to him Hs body felt as tight as the spring in her mnusic
box.

"Kayl a," Urza spoke into her hair, "there's something | need
to tell you."

Kayl a froze, but only for a nonent. Levelly, she said, "You
can tell me anything."

"I-" said Urza, then backed away from her and | ooked into her
eyes. "l've been told | talk in ny sleep.”

She sm | ed and pressed two fingers agai nst her husband's
lips. "It's all right," she said in a throaty whisper. "I'ma
very good listener." And she kissed him

Afterward, Kayla's breathing was | ong and deep, She slept on
her side, nestled against Urza's |lanky frame. He touched her

brow, softly. She squirmed in bed, rolled over, and fell in
still-deeper slunber.
Quietly, Urza rose fromhis weddi ng bed. The sky was still an

hour fromlightening, and the city of Yotia was quiet beneath his
wi ndow. Beyond his sight, a city exhausted by its own cel ebration
lay weathed in sleep, and only a fewlights still shone between
the castle and the Mardun R ver

Slowmy, Urza crossed the room He extinguished each of the
guttering candles in the room save one. This he took to the
accunul ated dowy. He | ooked over the pile of treasure, then
carefully knelt down and extricated a heavy book, marked wth
Thran gl yphs on the spine. The Tome of Jal um

Urza took the book to the witing desk on the far side of the
bedroom He set the candle in its holder and | ooked at his new
wife, lying in the darkness, for a long time. Then he opened the
anci ent book and began to read.

Chapter 7
MAK FAVWA

"Up, slave!" snarled the taskmaster, prodding Mshra's side
with his goad. The stocky young man groaned and tried to turn
over, earning another sharp prod. In Fallaji the tasknaster
repeated the order. "Rokiqg! Qayim"

M shra coughed through a dust-filled throat that he was
awake, and he hauled hinself to his elbows to prove it. The
taskmaster nmoved on to the next slave as M shra blinked the dust
fromhis eyes.

Hi s dreans had been wapped in darkness, utter and bl ack. He
was al one, all alone, w thout Tocasia, U za, or any of the
ot hers. They had abandoned him And in that darkness of his dream
there was singing. Lovely singing, that issued fromhis green
stone. But he had | ost the stone as surely as he had | ost the
rest of his life.

M shra blinked back the | ast of the darkness and knew t hat



his waking world was little better than that of his dreans. He
was in the canp of the Suwwardi. He had been captured and cl ai ned
by them He was property now. He was a slave. He was rakiqg.

After Tocasia's death he had fled northward, toward the
cavern at Koilos. He didn't nean to at first, he had just fled.
But his feet found their way into the desert and al ong the |ong
shel f of the nountains, inevitably |eading toward the | ost
canyon. The scrubby, succulent plants that etched out their lives
al ong the desert's borders provided himw th |ife-giving water
during the trek. Still, he was thin and weak when the Suwward
outriders found him

At first Mshra thought they were rescuers, friends from
anong the Fallaji diggers who had cone | ooking for him sent by
Ahmahl or Hajar. But the riders who found himwere tougher and
crueler men than the diggers at canp, hard men with w nd-carved
faces and no patience for outlanders found in their desert. They
wor e broad-brinmed, flat helnmets that narked them as Suwwar di
each bronze helnet inscribed along the brimwith the vows of
courage in battle.

The warriors dragged himback to their canp, but only because
it was nearby. O herw se they would have sinply killed himand
stripped his body. They took his glittering stone as treasure as
wel |, but they did not treat it as anything nore than an
attractive bauble. Mshra had the strength to let out a weak
shout as they pulled the bag containing the gemfrom his neck.
That earned himan elbow to the face, a cuff intended both to
silence and to train.

The Suwwardi set Mshra to work with the other slaves. Mst

were Fallaji, captured fromother tribes and held until proper
ransom was established or proper loyalties to the Suwmwardi were
ensured. These captives were treated fairly well, as slaves go.

There were a few other outlanders as well-hardscrabbl e survivors
of caravans that did not pay the demanded tolls for traversing
Suwwar di | and. These slaves the tribe worked to death. O the
seven ot her outl anders who had been anong the sl aves when he was
first brought there three months earlier, Mshra was the sole
survivor. There were a few later additions, but they had died
qui ckly.

There had been no additional outlander slaves since then. The
Suwwar di had apparently stopped taking them

So M shra worked as a slave. He built. He dug. He dragged
heavy things. He did not ask questions. Another outlander had
asked questions and his teeth were renoved with a chisel. Mshra
sl ept when he was all owed. He ate what he was given, which was
| ess than the gadir's hounds received.

And he dreaned. He dreamed of the darkness and the fractured
power crystal singing to him He tried to look for it but found
he was too exhausted to nove, held captive in the prison of his
own flesh.

During the day, when he | aid stone upon stone, or dug a new
cooking pit, mdden, or grave, he thought of the dreanms. This day
he was digging a trench, for some unknown reason. Cccasionally
his spade struck a bit of old metal fromthe age of the Thran
and he tossed it on the pile of churned earth with the other
gar bage.

As he dug and thought, M shra did not hear his nane being
called, not the first time, or the second. Only when a hand was
laid on his shoulder did the stocky man react. M shra started and
raised an armto protect hinself. No one touched an outl ander
with good intent in the Suwwardi canp.



"Master Mshra, it is you!" cried Hajar.

M shra | ooked up at the one addressing himand saw t he young,
| ean-faced digger from Tocasia's canp. The one who had
acconpani ed himthe night that everything fell apart. But this
Haj ar was wearing a Suwwardi helnmet, a pair of swords nounted on
a harness across his back. And he was smling.

"Are you all right?" asked Hajar, in Fallaji.

M shra waited a noment, then nodded. He had no use for words
for the past few nonths, and few spoke to hi mbeyond sinple
orders.

A shadow appeared on Mshra's right. It was the tasknaster
who had fewer slaves to deal with over tine and kept his hold on
his remaining treasures that much tighter

"Do not speak with the rakiqg," said the taskmaster sharply.

Haj ar | aughed, and M shra realized that the former digger was
taller than the one who ordered himabout. "Do you know who you
have di ggi ng hol es for you?"

M shra wanted to say that he enjoyed digging the holes, and
Haj ar shoul d not take that one pleasure away from him But the
words were |lost on the way to his nouth.

"This man is a great scholar," continued Hajar. "He knows
t hi ngs no one other man knows. He has discovered secrets of the
A d Ones. And you have himdigging ditches!" Hajar |aughed again.

"Scholar!" the taskmaster spat into the dust. "That explains
why he digs ditches so poorly. Now go away."

Haj ar shook his head. "He should not be digging ditches at
allt

"You're right," the taskmaster exploded. "I expected himto
die nonths ago. He is an outl ander and a slave. He works for ne,
Mauri k the Taskmaster, for the moment. You want himto work for
you, go to the gadir!"

Haj ar paused for a nonent, then said, "I shall. Try not to
kill himbefore | return." And Haj ar was gone, head hel d high
headi ng for the center of canp.

M shra dug energetically, but the taskmaster was di spl eased
with his work. A sharp jab in the side with the butt-end of the
goad rem nded the former scholar that he should not have
tal kative friends. Mshra groaned under the bl ow and sl owed only
slightly as the ache spread through his body. He let the pain
pass through him and resumed his digging.

* * k* * %

At the end of the day, the Suwwardi held their was the
conmunal dinner. The gadir's tent was fed first, then the
warriors, then the wormen and children, then the gadir's dogs, and
finally the slaves. And the Fallaji slaves were fed before the
outl anders, for there was a reason to keep the Fallaji alive.

M shra was chewi ng a piece of stale, nold-spotted bread when
they came for him nen in direct service to the gadir, with their
broad hel mets and ornate neckl aces of heavy gol d. Cerenoni al
guards, the young man realized. The qadir of the Suwwardi nust be
doing very well, to thus equip his warriors.

The guards spoke a few words, unheard by Mshra, to Maurik
t he Taskmaster, and the brawny naster of slaves retired,
grunbling, to his own quarters. Then the guards hal f-nmarched,
hal f-dragged M shra to the gadir's tent, a broad, wax-col ored
pavilion lit fromw thin. The soldiers stopped outside only |ong
enough to renove the heavy hobbles that bound Mshra's feet. Then
t hey pushed hi mi nsi de.



The tent was soft and snoky. Braziers were lit around the
perimeter, and Mshra caught the scent of sandal wood and desert
cedar wafting up fromthem m xed with other pungent spices. The
scent hurt his nose and made his eyes water, but it succeeded in
danpeni ng the stench of the Suwwardi thenselves in these close
quarters.

The ground was covered with thick rugs woven fromthe wool of
nmount ai n sheep, and stained with food and, in sone places, blood.
Great reclining pillows were scattered about. To either side of
the roomwere the i medi ate rel ations of the gadir, the hangers-
on, the courtiers, and the anbassadors fromthe other tribes. At
the center of the tent was a platform raised and covered with
slightly cleaner carpets. This was the gadir's place.

The gadir was a massive man, thick-shoul dered, thick-necked,
and thick-headed. He was beginning to give in to the results of
his own success-his belly spilled slightly over the belt hol ding
his robes shut. As Mshra entered the tent the gadir was hel pi ng
hinself to a great bow of shelled nuts. At one side of the

Fallaji |eader was seated a simlarly built, simlarly dressed
younger version of the gadir. On the other side, standing, was
Haj ar .

M shra dropped to both knees, in the Fallaji custom and
wai ted for whatever would come next.

The gadir snorted down a handful of nuts. "This slave-dog of
the desert is the one you speak of, Hajar?" he asked, in Fallaji.
H s voice poured out the words like thick coffee.

"That he is, npbst eminent one," replied Hajar in the sane
| anguage.

"And he is a scholar you say?" said the gadir. "A nost
respected one," said Hajar, and Mshra noticed that the young
version of the gadir was not smiling. In fact, he | ooked bored.
The gadir | eaned forward and stared at M shra. "Doesn't |ook |ike
much of anything. Even for an outlander." Laughter rippled anong
the courtiers, relations, and anbassadors.

"Do you judge your horses by their bridles?" asked M shra,
or by how hard they serve?"

He said it in a low voice, barely nore than a whisper. It was
a desert saying he had | earned from Ahnmahl, and the young man
said it in perfect Fallaji. He did not | ook up as he said it. He
did not say it proudly, or angrily. But he did say it.

The room grew qui et i medi ately. The gadir shot Hajar a
venomous | ook that seened to nelt the young man in place. "And
t he raki q speaks our |anguage as well," the qgadir observed.

Haj ar bowed nervously. "I said he was nost learned in a
nunber of fields." Wen the thin Fallaji |ooked up, the gadir no
| onger | ooked at him |Instead he regarded the outl ander through
heavy-|idded eyes.

"You know t he | egends?" asked the qadir. "OF the A d Ones?"
"I know of the Thran," replied Mshra. "An ancient race they
were, which predated all other living races in the | and of
Terisiare. They left no bones of thenselves, but they left the
bones of their machi nes across the deserts.”

"Bones you outlanders pick at like vultures!" snapped the
gadir. Hajar saw Mshra hesitate for a noment. \Wen he spoke, the
schol ar chose his words carefully. "Those nations of the eastern
coast seek to understand that which has come before, the better
to understand what is to be."

The gadir made a grunbling noise that sounded like an
unsettl ed stomach. "There are sone things that are best not
known. The O d Ones may di scover you picking through their



gar bage and puni sh you for your effrontery. And punish us for not
st oppi ng you. "

Anot her silence fromMshra, then the Argivian said, "As you
say, nost emnent one." He did not | ook down now, and his face
was an inpassive mask. Hajar could detect not a trace of sarcasm

Neither could the qadir. He | eaned back on his pillows and
snatched a huge netal wine cup fromits tray. "So. You are a
schol ar?" he inquired.

"l am but a student,’

returned Mshra. "But | have nuch

know edge. "
"You know your Fallaji well," said the chieftain.
M shra shrugged. "I had good teachers. It was one nore too

in learning the past."

The qgadir runbl ed again. Hajar had al ready surm sed that the
| eader of the Suwwardi had little time for, or interest in, the
past. "You know t he outl ander |anguages? Argive, Korlis, and
Yotian?" He spat the last name |ike a curse.

"They are one and the same | anguage,” said Mshra calnly,
"though there are differences in dialect and accent. The dial ects
di verged over centuries due to-"

The gadir held up a hand, and the young man was inmedi ately
silenced. "You know your cal cul ati ons?"

"1 do."

"I have nine patrols of eight nmen each. How many nen do
have?" asked the qgadir.

"Seventy-two," replied Mshra i mediately.

"Four of those patrols are nmounted on horseback. How nmany
|l egs are there?" said the gqadir with a harsh snile

"Two hundred and seventy-two," returned the Argivian
snoot hly, apparently w t hout thinking.

The qgadir's face darkened again, and he | ooked at Hajar. The
younger Fallaji thought for a long nonment, his fingers twtching
as he sorted mounted and unnounted troops, and number of |egs of
each. Then he nodded.

The qgadir regarded the stocky slave with stony eyes. "You
will do." To the guards he said, "Take himout and bathe him" To
M shra he said, "Rakiq, you will be my son's tutor. Teach himto
speak your | anguage and master his calculations. Do this, and you

will be treated well. Fail ne, and you will be killed."

M shra rose and bowed deeply. "As your will is merciful
Em nent One." The two guards flanked M shra again. One of them
still carried the hobbles. The other put a hand on Mshra's

shoul der. The stocky Argivian turned and | eft without saying a
wor d.

Haj ar noted that throughout the entire conversation, the
young gadir, the smaller version of his father, had said nothing
and seened no nore interested in his new tutor than in anything
else in the tent.

* * k* K %

Hajar had |l eft the Argivians' canp when the |last of the
out | ander students had fled back to their coastal |ow ands and
the bits of netal they had excavated had been carefully shipped
away on ox-drawn carts. He wanted Ahmahl to come with him but
the ol d digger chose to remain in the area.

Haj ar j oi ned one band of nomads, and then another, finally
finding his way to the gadir's canp. A distant relation on each
one's nother's side gave himtentative entrance, and his hard
work and bravery in a raid against a merchant caravan cenented



the young Fallaji's position within the canp hierarchy.

But now he had taken a risk, recommendi ng one of Tocasia's
students as the young qadir's tutor. H s own fortunes would be
tied to those of the Argivian now, and Mshra's failure would be
consi dered his own.

Hajar visited Mshra's new quarters, a snall open-sided tarp
near the cook's, whenever he could. Wien M shra was not teaching
he was expected to aid in the preparation of neal s-sinple,
| unpi sh tasks such as fetching wood, tending the fire, and
but chering neat for snoking.

At first things did not seemto go well. At ten years old the
young gadir had no nore interest in | anguage and cal cul ati ons
than did his father. Wrse, he seenmed utterly repelled by the
i dea of being taught by anyone, particularly an outl ander.

M shra, for his part, was desolate. "I wll be back digging
ditches back within a fortnight," he said one evening to Hajar
as he hobbled to gather nmore brush to tuck into the fire pit.

Haj ar knew better. To fail the gadir did not result in
denotion, but in death. Neither he nor Mshra had asked if there
had been previous tutors, but the inplication was that there had
been; there were Argivian books in the young qadir's quarters, as
wel | as an abacus. Both books and abacus had been apparently
unt ouched by the chieftain's son's hands.

"He does not want to learn," said Mshra firmy, "and | will
not spend ny days speaking to a wall." The Argivian let out a
deep sigh. "All he cares about is battle and the great things his
father has done and what he will do when he becones qadir."

"Perhaps | could speak with the gadir," said Hajar, then
shook his head at the foolishness of his own idea. The father
cared even | ess about know edge than his son, except he denanded
that his son know what he did not. It was a demand with the stee
edge of a sword master's bl ade.

"At best, he fidgets," resumed Mshra. "At worst, he sl eeps.
| once prodded hi m awake, and he had his guards beat nme." The
stocky schol ar rubbed his shoulder. "It is not sonething | want
to do again."

"I amsorry it is not working out the way | had hoped," said
Haj ar .

"I as well," returned the scholar. "And it just seenms so ..
hopel ess. | feel enpty inside. Enpty, and useless.” |Indeed the
Argivian | ooked as if he had not slept for some time. It could
not be the work, thought Hajar, for his life was slightly easier
in that regard. It had to be sonething el se. Perhaps his own
sense of failure gnawed at him

Haj ar was silent for a nmoment, then said, "Wy did you |learn
Fal l aj i ?"

M shra | ooked up at the younger man. "What ?"

Haj ar continued, "The Argivian woman knew our | anguage, but
she had to deal with Ahmahl and the other diggers. None of the
out | ander students seened particularly interested in | earning
nore than the curse words. Your brother never |earned, as far as
| know. But you did. Wy?"

"My brother was interested in devices, in things," said
M shra wearily. "I have always found people nore interesting."

"There were 'people' anong the Argivian students,"” said
Haj ar. "Why did you | earn our | anguage?"

M shra shrugged his shoul ders. "I suppose | wanted to hear
the old | egends of your people. The genie nations, the heroes,
and the princesses. The dragons you call mak fawa and the
warriors. Wien they were put in ny |anguage the stories always



seened dry, shriveled things, bloodless and |ifeless. They neant
nmore in their original tongue."

"And don't you outl anders have your own | egends?" asked
Hajar. "Od battles and | egends."

"Well, of course,"” said Mshra. "There was the tale of the
Gray Pirate who raided the Korlis coast, and of the warrior-queen
of Argive who lived five hundred years ago. There are all nanner
of old god stories that they only believe in Yotia and ot her
backward nations."

Haj ar smiled. "Perhaps your young charge woul d rather hear
about those stories instead. And that might encourage himto
| earn the | anguage as well."

M shra thought for a nonment, then nodded.

"And put your calculations lessons in terms of things he
understands, " continued Hajar. "Renenber the question the qadir
put to you? Probably that was how he | earned his ciphers and
fractions."”

M shra did not say anything for a nmonment but stared into the
cook fire. "You mght be right," he said at last. "It's worth a
try at least."

"Wrth a try for both our sakes," said Hajar. He added,

"Al so, you can teach himhow to curse in Argivian. I'msure the
boy would like that as well."

* * k* K %

Several months passed. Things seemed to go better for the
Argi vian schol ar, and Hajar allowed hinself to relax. If anything
went wong at this late date, it was unlikely that he would now
be renenbered and bl aned for recommendi ng the young man's tutor

I ndeed, M shra's | essons, now couched in Argivian history and
Yot i an nythol ogy, seenmed to have nore than their desired effect
on the young gadir. He had gathered a basic feel for the
out | anders' | anguage, and had professed even an interest in
Argi vian custons beyond the battlefield.

The youth's tenper toward his slave tutor had inproved as
wel |, and the beatings becane | ess frequent, then di sappeared
entirely. Nor, according to Mshra, did the youth sleep in class
anynore. |ndeed, the young gadir seemed alnbst to warmto the
Argivian scholar, and oft-times now M shra was spared fromhis
cleaning duties in order to finish a tale begun earlier in the
af t er noon.

One evening M shra had asked Hajar to attend as the young
gadir recited the tale of the Gray Pirate and the Last of the Sea
Dragons. There were about a dozen attending, but only Hajar and
M shra understood what the boy was saying fully. He would tell
part of the tale in Argivian, then speak again in Fallaji. The
Fallaji versions were nuch nore florid, obscene, and bl oody in
their descriptions, but Mshra did not correct the youth.

Soon afterward M shra's hobbl es were renoved, though he stil
was expected to tend the cooking fires when not in the young
gadir' s conpany.

Hajar's owmn life went well. Many of the local tribes swore
fealty to the Suwwardi. The clan's rai ds had beconme nore
effective and the tribes nore prosperous. Merchant caravans were
held for tolls and in sone cases outright ransom Severa
Argivian settlenments on Fallaji |land were removed by fire and
sword. When the Argivians sent their slow, heavy-arnored patrols
into Suwwardi | ands seeking retribution, the nore ninble Fallaji
had evaded them



So it was with some surprise when Hajar, follow ng one such
raid, was sumoned to the qadir's tent. Save for the cerenonial
guards, no

one el se was present. The qgadir | eaned back on his pillows,
turning something large and green in his fingers. Hajar entered,
knelt in respect, and waited.

"You know the rakiq tutor,"'
not look in Hajar's direction,

"I do," said Hajar, rising after being addressed. He suddenly
wonder ed how much he should admt regarding M shra.

"He has done well," said the qgadir. "The boy knows his
addi tions and subtractions, his ciphers and fractions. And he
speaks outl ander passingly well, | amtold."

"Very well, indeed," said Hajar. "I have heard hi m speak, and
his words are well fornmed and proper."

"The boy is doing well," said the qadir. "Perhaps too well."

The gadir let the statenment fall into silence. Finally Hajar
sai d cautiously, "How so, Mst Em nent One?"

The qgadir held up the green object to his eye, regarding it
as a merchant inspects his stock. "Do you know what this is?"

Haj ar had never seen it before, but he knew at once what it
was: one of the power stones that Tocasia and the brothers had
al ways nade a fuss over. It still held its energy, for it gl owed
with a bright jade sheen. This one gl owed even though it had been
br oken, sheared al ong one side.

Haj ar thought of one of the stories around the diggers' fires
after the brothers returned fromthe Secret Heart. O the pouch
that M shra had kept around his neck. Carefully he chose his
wor ds.

"It looks Iike an Eye of the O d Ones," he said, using the
Fallaji word for the power stone.

The qgadir grunbl ed, nmaking that |ow, canel-about-to-spit
sound that so unsettled Hajar. "lIndeed. There are Argivians, and
Yotians as well, trespassing into the desert |ooking for trinkets
such as this. What do you know about this particul ar one?"

Haj ar was silent, attenpting to gather his thoughts, but the
gadir pressed on. "This one was taken fromthe rakiqg tutor when
he was captured. It was put anong ny treasures and forgotten. But
my son asked about it the other day, and | had it brought out.
Why does ny son request it?"

Haj ar was silent for a nmoment, hoping that this was another
rhetorical question. It was not. At |last he ventured, "Probably
the tutor nentioned it to him and he was curious."

The gadir gave a | ow harrunmph and said, "And perhaps he wants
it back, eh? Now why would the rakiq want this particular stone?"

"Perhaps it has special nmeaning to him" replied Hajar
qui ckly. "Look at the way it is cut along one side."

"Shattered, not cut," returned the gadir shrewdly. "And
shattered Eyes are often useless and dull. This one still holds
what ever fire the A d Ones inbued it with. So this may be
special. The question is, how special is it?"

Haj ar thought of that |ast night in the Argivian canp, and
the unearthly lights that had shown fromthe brothers' cabin. The
stones, Tocasi a had said; she had said sonething about the
stones. Then there had been the blast and the fire, and M shra
had di sappeared into the desert until Hajar had found hi m digging
a ditch in the gadir's canp.

He had never asked what had really happened that night. He
had assuned it was sonething that Mshra's ol der brother, the
| ean, spooky one, had done.

said the qadir presently. He did



Haj ar gul ped for a nonent, then said, "I cannot say,
Respected One."

The gadir made that |ow gurgling noise again and said,
"Neither can |. And for that reason | will deny it to ny son, so
he is not tenpted to pass it into the hands of the rakiqg. | wll
keep it nyself and see if it carries any power of the dd Ones."

He slipped the geminto a volum nous pocket of his vest and
shifted position, facing Hajar fully, now He laced his fingers
before his face and said, "The question now is, why would the boy
ask for sonething on behalf of a rakiqg?"

Haj ar stammered, then said, "It could be that your son heard
of the stone fromthe rakiq and wanted it for his own."

The qgadir tilted his head for a nmonent, as if considering
that option for the first tine. "Perhaps," he said, shaking his
head. "Or perhaps he wanted to retrieve it for his friend and
tutor."”

Haj ar searched for the proper words. "A qgadir's son woul d
never be friends with an outlander rakiqg."

"Agreed," replied the gadir. "My fear, though, is that he
listens to the outlander too nuch. He leans on him as a nman
| eans on a crutch. And if one | eans too often, one forgets how to
wal k on one's own."

Haj ar said softly, "I do not think you need to fear that
occurring."

"I fear nothing," said the gadir quickly. "But now the boy
will ride on our raids as well. He is young but not too young to
learn a man's craft of battle. He will be taught when he is in
canp, but otherwi se the rakiq will have only the cook fires to
worry about. Tell me, if he spends his tine on our raids, wll
the boy still know enough by the end of next year to be

consi dered educat ed?"

Haj ar thought for a nmoment. The qadir's son was now nore
know edgeabl e than nost of the other Suwwardi in canp. But
somehow he felt that was the wong answer. |Instead he spoke nost
of the truth. "By the end of next year. Yes, he would."

The qgadir | eaned back on his pillows. "Excellent. Wen the
boy comes of his majority, he will no I onger need the crutch. And
when that time cones, that crutch will be broken and cast aside.
Do | make mnysel f clear?"

Haj ar | ooked into the gadir's porcine eyes. It was very clear
i ndeed. The gadir worried about his son's |loyalties. Wen the
time came, Mshra would be taken out into the desert and killed
quietly. Hajar would oversee that slaying on the gadir's comrand.

Haj ar heard hinmself say, "As you wi sh, Respected One. Your
words are as law. " The gadir waved himoff, and Hajar knelt
briefly, then fled the tent.

Hajar's nmouth felt as if it had been filled with dust. He had
heard the qadir's death warrant, and he knew if he di sobeyed he
woul d be signing his own. And for what? A pack of fatherly fears
and half a stone.

Haj ar wal ked past the prince's tent and saw, through the
opening, Mshra and the young gadir talking. Their voices were
low, but they frequently broke apart and | aughed, sharing private
jokes. The gadir's son notioned, and M shra poured drinks. He
lifted his cup and joined the young gadir in a toast of nabiz.

Haj ar frowned. Perhaps the old gadir was not wong in his
worries about his son. Perhaps as a youth the qadir hinself had
had a friend upon whom he depended, and who nysteriously
di sappeared one day. Perhaps, thought Hajar, that was the nature
of being a leader: one relies on others, but one does not depend



utterly on them

Haj ar decided to wal k back to his own quarters the | ong way
around. He would not tell Mshra and could not tell the gadir's
son. He woul d hope that once the |ad had nore battle experience
he woul d be less interested in the scholar's teachings. Wth that
di m ni shed interest, the gadir's fears and the death sentence
woul d vani sh. Unlikely, thought Hajar, but possible.

After all, a lot could happen before the end of the next
year.

* * k* K %

M shra dreaned.

As his body healed fromits beatings and his spirit recovered
fromits daily exhaustion, Mshra's dreanms grew stronger
Sonetimes he dreaned of Tocasia, sonetinmes of his brother. But
nost often he dreaned of the stone, as it sang to himout of the
dar kness.

He had told the gadir's son of the stone, and the boy had
di scovered that, yes, his father still had it in his possession
M shra knew this already, for the stone held himto the canp as
no hobbl es ever coul d.

So he dreaned of the stone, imagined it spinning in space,
singing its plaintive dirge, crying out to him He wanted it
back. He wanted to go to it.

And in his dreams he went.

In the dream he awoke and realized he was somewhere el se, far
fromthe Suwwardi encanprent, far fromthe desert itself. Far
fromthe world.

The sky above himwas not filled with the famliar Fallaji
stars, the thick light-dotted soup of the night sky. Instead it
was overcast and dark, flickering with diffused pul ses of
lightning. He could see in the darkness, and he realized he was
atop a low, bare tor, surrounded by thick vegetation

He heard the singing of his gemin the distance, and he noved
toward it.

The vegetation around the bare hillock was thick and tangl ed,
but he noved through it as if he were a waith. It was a riot of
bright yell ows and oranges agai nst darker |eaves. He paused and
saw t he | eaves thensel ves had a strange sheen, as if they had
been stanped fromsteel plates. The flowers as well were netallic
and dripped foul -snelling ether instead of nectar

He touched one of the |eaves, and it reverberated to his
touch. Its keening matched that of the stone, and he ignored the
| eaf, following the heart-tugging wail of his gem

He made a detour around a great pool with an oily film
danci ng across the surface. He | ooked away for nonment, and
somet hing | arge and bl ack surfaced in the pond, then dived again.
When he | ooked back he saw only slowy spreading rings rippling
out toward the borders. The water noved oddly, as if it were nade
of something thicker and nore syrupy than ordinary water

He found a clear-shelled egg and for a nmoment thought it was
his mssing gem On closer inspection, he saw that the hand-sized
egg had a translucent shell, and within that shell a small, gold-
colored creature was growi ng. No, not grow ng, he realized; being
assenbl ed. Snmal |l er gol den creatures were noving spans and joints
around within the shell, assenbling it |like one of Uza's
devices. As he watched, the thin formof a lizard s skin and
skul | appeared in the murky darkness of the egg.

Then the singing began again. He set the egg down and



foll owed the siren call.

It began to rain, and the rain tasted |like tears, |eaving
oi | -streaked patches on his clothing.

He foll owed the song.

Finally he reached a building, a pyram d anong the jungle of
metal plants. The building's architecture seened famliar. It was
made of ropy roots and nmetallic cables. There were markings al ong
the side of the building, but in his dream he coul d not deci pher
t hem

The plants had pulled their trailing roots away fromthe base
of the pyramd, and Mshra saw a set of stairs |eading upward to
a small alcove. Wthin that cave shown the greenish |light of the
power stone.

Yes, he had seen this type of building before. He had been
i nside one, once, in a hallway lined with mrrors when he had
first gained the stone-the stone that now waited for him

There was a loud netallic crash to his right anmong the thick
serrated | eaves. A huge brass head erupted fromthe surroundi ng
vegetation. At first Mshra thought it was a giant serpent, for
it had a huge triangul ar head mounted at the end of a | ooping
nmetallic neck. Then the beast enmerged fully, and M shra saw the
neck was noored to a huge, el ephantine body, with | eonine paws
ending in sharp, steel claws.

It was a dragon, but a mechanical one, crafted by unknown
hands and granted i nhuman life. Its eyes were dull, flickering
bl ue gens; steamvented fromits nostrils and | eaked fromits
joints. It was an engine built in the shape of a great wyrm

The dragon engi ne saw M shra and let out a |low, challenging
bell ow. Then it began to nmove forward, half-1oping, half-
slithering fromits jungle hiding place.

M shra froze for a nonent, but only for a moment. Then he
fled up the stairs, toward his lost gem H's dreamlogic told him
that if he reached the gem everything would be fine.

The stairs seened to elongate endl essly, and his feet were
suddenly mired in tar. Still he pressed upward, feeling the hot
breath of the dragon engine behind him Finally he reached the
top of the steps, and his fingers closed around the green gem

At the first touch of the gema wave of peace washed over
M shra, and he forgot the steamdrippi ng engi ne behind him Wen
he did turn, the creature was no longer trying to scale the
stairs to reach him

Instead it lay along the length of the steps. Its ears were
| aid back along its head, and its eyes flickered not with rage
but with obedi ence. Steam dribbled weakly fromits nostrils.

It was waiting for himto tell it what to do.

M shra held up the gem and its |ight bathed the creature
fully. It was truly a nechanical engine in dragon form Its
forelegs were like that of a dragon, but instead of rear linbs it
possessed a set of linked plates curled over a collection of
smal | er wheels. Treads, thought M shra. The device carried with
it a continual road that could be laid down before it and picked
up afterward. It made perfect sense.

"Interesting.”

Soneone said the word, and M shra wheel ed around. No one
spoke again, but Mshra heard the word echoing in his mnd. There
above the al cove was perched the mrror figure fromhis earlier
vision, a creature of bones, arnor, horns, and tendrils. Sonehow
M shra knew this was nore than just another construct, with its
exposed muscl es of ropelike cables and its backward-pointing
horns. It was a living thing, a powerful one, and unlike the



engine it would not be cowed by the power of the stone.

The creature perched over the al cove regarded M shra for a
| ong nonment. The young man was dimy aware that the |l ong tresses
along the creature's horns were nore |ike draped tentacl es and
noved of their own volition

Then the creature | aughed at M shra, a dry, hollow | augh, the
| augh of a skeleton. "G ve ne the stone!" shouted the creature
and | eapt down on top of him

M shra screaned. He tried to wake hinself up, tried to force
hinself to run, tried to force the dragon engine to defend him
But the horned creature | aughed, and Mshra felt its clawike
grip close around his own hand, the one holding the gem There
was a wrenching pain along his armas the creature pulled the gem
away, taking Mshra's armwith it.

M shra screanmed again and woke. He was in his tent, the open-
sided tarp pitched near the cooking fire. One of the guards was
by the fire, looking at himbut not noving either to help or to
puni sh.

M shra |l ooked at his left arm It was still there, though
there were streaks of red along its length, as if a briar had
worn its way along its length. O as if claws had grabbed it.

Hs fist was clenched tightly; slowy Mshra opened his
fingers. There was no green gemat the center of his hand. There
was not hing at all.

M shra took a deep breath. It was a dream nore savage and
lifelike than before, but still a dream He exhaled slowy. Then
t he ground beneath hi m began to shake.

Haj ar was on guard duty that night, but at the far perineter
of the canp. One of the survivors later said he heard the young
gadir's rakiq cry out a curse before the abyss yawned open and
rel eased its hell-creature, but that could have been sonet hing
added after the fact. So much of what happened that night was
| ater enbel |ished.

At first Hajar thought it was nothing nore than a night
trenor, a shifting of the sands cooling after the hot summer
heat. Sonetimes a ripple like that travel ed thousands of mles
fromthe Sardian Mountains all the way to Zegon. Sone said such
trenors were onens, but then, in the desert, anything the | east
bit unusual was assumed to be an onen.

But a night trenmor lasted for a nonment, perhaps two, then
subsi ded. This one persisted for a full ten seconds. Then it grew
stronger. Already the canp was reacting to the assault. The goats
rushed fromone end of their pen to the other, |ooking for sone
means of escape. Several of the horses, tethered for the evening,
pulled at the reins, trying to escape. There were shouts anong
the canp as guards called to each other and sleeping Fallaji
awoke to find the earth rippling about them

Haj ar shouted but did not know if he made any noi se. Already
the roar of the earth was nore than his ears could take.

Tents canme | oose fromtheir noorings and coll apsed. The | ow
fence around the goat pen was shaken free, and the goats, a
flurry of white and gray, bounded to freedom The horses pulled
their pegs |loose fromthe ground and fled into the night.

Then the nak fawa escaped fromits earthen prison and bored
up through the center of the canp.

It was a dragon of the old | egends, its head a wedge-shaped
spi ke that effortless plowed fromthe ground, followed by a
chainli ke neck, and finally a great body made of metal ribs. It
took a monent for that to sink in on Hajar. The mak fawa was made
entirely of netal, its brass hide shining in the noonlight.



Several of the guards were already fleeing, but nore were
rushing toward the nonstrosity. The creature had appeared from
bel ow, near the center of the canp, near the qadir's tent. In
some Fallaji, that inspired loyalty, in others, fear. Hajar felt
not hing nore than |ife-saving caution. Gipping his spear, he
spiral ed around the perimeter of the canp, hoping to pick up sone
rei nforcenments before charging the beast.

Sone of his brethren would not wait to gain allies and were
al ready attacking the creature. In response, it snaked its head
down in a leisurely gesture and snagged one of the attacking nen.
Its jaws closed on the head and shoul ders of the attacker, and
the warrior screaned. The scream continued as the dragon snapped
its head up like a whip, opening its jaws as its head reached its
hi ghest point of the arc and releasing its attacker. The scream
sai |l ed over Hajar's head and was suddenly cut short when the
warrior |anded in the darkness beyond the canp.

QO her warriors were attacking now, but their curved swords
and barbed Suwwardi spears had no nore effect than if they were

trying to hack through a stone wall. The dragon's head darted
forward again and cane up with the struggling form of another
warrior. This one it shook back and forth, |ike one of the

gadir's dogs tormenting a hare. It flung that man away as well
and slowy clinbed the rest of the way out of its pit.

Haj ar wanted to charge as well, as nany of the warriors were
doing, to protect their gadir and their canp, to gain revenge
agai nst the creature. But the part of himthat had worked for
Ahmahl in the Argivian woman's canp knew what the thing had to be
and who woul d best know how to handle it.

He found M shra huddl ed beneath his tarp, curled into a small
bal I .

"The dream " he muttered, his eyes welded shut. "The dream™
It seened to, Hajar as if the youth were trying to wish the
creature away.

"It's real," snapped Hajar, adding in Argivian, "It is a
device. An artifact. You know about such devices. How do we
defeat it?

The outl ander's words seened to pull the scholar fromhis
panic. "OF course,” he said slowy. "It has to be a device.

Per haps not Thran, but still a device. | nust have the stone!"

"Stone?" said Hajar, a sick feeling growing in the pit of his
st omach.

"A green gem cut in half," said Mshra quickly. "They took
it fromne when | first came here. Wth it | can weaken the
dragon engi ne. "

"I"ve seen it," said Hajar, turning toward the battle.
Quietly he added, "The qadir has it."

Haj ar | ooked across the devastation that the dragon engi ne
had al ready created. Wbnen, children, and elderly were already
fleeing the canp, while the warriors had regrouped for another
assault. The Fallaji youth saw the broad figure of the qadir
anong them There was a flash of green against the gadir's broad
chest.

"There!" Hajar pointed to the large figure of the Suwward
chieftain. "He has it!" He did not wait to see if Mshra was
follow ng but leapt forward into the fray.

Haj ar was about two hundred paces behind the nmain mass of nen
led by the gadir. His position saved his life.

The dragon engi ne | eaned forward and opened its mouth in
front of the charging concentration of nen. There was the sound
of a whirlwind within the great beast's body, and it breathed a



gout of red-tinged steam

Haj ar heard screans ahead of himas the billow ng cloud
enfolded the warriors. He felt the heat and staggered back a few
paces, then charged forward again into the quickly dissipating
cl oud.

The nmen had been cooked where they stood, their flesh peel ed
back and charred by the heat. Hajar felt bile rising in his
throat, but he | ooked around for a large form a formthat had to
be the gadir.

Haj ar found him facedown in the dirt, a growi ng pool of bl ood
beneath his body fromwhere the steam had disintegrated the
gadir's skin down to the bone. Cursing the task, Hajar knelt next
to the old man's corpse and began rifling his pockets. Hajar
| ooked up only once, to see an assault led by the qadir's son
make a mnimal inpact on the creature's arnored hide.

The gadir had been true to his word and had kept the stone
close to him It glowed now, reflecting the enbers of the charred
flesh around it.

Haj ar grabbed the stone and nmade the m stake of | ooking up
again. He stared directly into the eyes and maw of the nak fawa.

There was thought behind those eyes, Hajar realized. This was
not like the su-chi or the plodding onulets of the Argivian canp.
There was an intelligence within those eyes and a mali gnancy
behind that intelligence. The mak fawa | ooked at Hajar and knew
in an instant who he was, what he was holding in his hands, and
why he could not use it.

The dragon opened its mouth, and there was the sound of
desert wi nd again. Hajar knew what to expect next and bolted for
the perineter of the canp.

H s back bl azed as the passing cloud of steam di ssipated
around him Then he was free of it and saw M shra approachi ng
fromthe other direction.

Haj ar | ooked back. The mak fawa was al ready breaking | oose of
its bank of steam It |unbered forward toward them

Haj ar turned and tossed the half-stone at Mshra. Then he
junped aside, covering his face with his arns on the chance that
M shra did not truly know what to do to defeat the dragon engine.
Maybe, he thought desperately, the dragon woul d thi nk hi mdead
and pass hi m by.

For a | ong nonent Hajar held his position. At any nonment he
expected to feel the dragon's wath. Wen it did not conme he
slowy nmoved his hands away from his face.

The mak fawa was supine, looking for all the world |ike one
of the gadir's (no, Hajar rem nded hinself, the late gadir's)
dogs. Its steel-tal oned paws were drawn up under its forward
haunches, and Hajar noted that instead of rear feet it had a
curious set of wheels and plates. The dragon engi ne's neck was
bolt-straight and lying flat on the ground, an arrow with the
beast's netallic snout as its head. Streanlets of reddish steam
hi ssed fromthe corners of its closed nouth.

At the point of the arrow stood M shra, holding the green
hal f-gemaloft. In his hands the power stone was shining
brightly, a beacon in the night.

Haj ar stood and staggered over to the scholar. "Did you kil
it?" he asked.

M shra shook his head, and his voice sounded distant. "No.
This is different. It is not weakened by ne. | think it obeys
ne."

There were shouts, and Hajar saw the young gadir approachi ng.
He was bl eeding froma nasty cut along one arm and his reddened



face | ooked as if he had caught part of the steamcloud. "Is it
dead?" he shouted at M shra.

"Subdued, " replied the scholar. "I think |I think |I can
control it now "

The young gadir nodded and said, "My father will be pl eased.
Haj ar started, then spoke. "I am sorry, young one, but your
father is ..." He let his voice trail off. "You are qadir now."

As he spoke, he saw a veil come down over the young qgadir's
face. It was as if the news had turned the youth to stone, had
petrified his features. H s face suddenly seened harder than he
had moments before when he was just the son of the qadir.

The new gadir nodded and turned to M shra. "You can contro

this thing?" It was a blunt question. "I believe | can," said
M shra. "Can anyone el se?" asked the young chieftain.
M shra thought for a noment, than shook his head. "I believe

that if your father could have, he would." Then anot her pause.
"We can check later."

"Agreed," said the young gadir. "Take this thing away from
the canp for the noment and remain with it until norning." To
Haj ar he said, "Take me to ny father's body. W must inspect the
wounded and see how much danage has been done. W have | ost nuch
this night." He | ooked at the dragon engine thoughtfully and said
as much to hinmself as to Hajar, "But perhaps we have gai ned nuch
as well."

Haj ar and M shra hesitated for only a nonent, but it was
enough to earn the reproach fromthe new Qadir of the Suwwardi
chiefmost of the Fallaji tribes. "Get moving!"

M shra said softly, "As you wi sh, Mst Revered One. | remain
your rakiqg."

"No," said the young man, holding up a hand in the sane
manner as his father had nonths before. His face softened for a
nmonent. "You are no longer rakiq, a slave. | nake you now raki
my wizard. | will need you at my side, with this amazi ng devi ce.
Wth it we can maintain our hold over the other tribes and gain
new ones as well. WIIl you serve ne willingly?"

M shra dropped to one knee and said, "OF course.”

Haj ar was inpressed as well. The boy acted as if he had been
preparing for this nmonent and knew exactly what had to be done.

"Thank you," said the youth to Mshra. "Truly your nother and
nmy mot her nust have shared a common nother. But right now, let's
hurry! We have much yet to do this night!"

Chapter 8
TAWNCS

The newconer arrived unannounced at the Palace of Artifice in
Kroog, capital of Yotia. It had been a long journey fromthe
sout hern coast, and he was bone weary fromhis travels. Had he
been sensi bl e he woul d have bedded down for a day or ten, paid
for a suitably tailored gown, and then called for an official
appoi nt ment through established channels. However the newconer
was unschool ed in the ways and practices of Hi gh Yotian society
and presented hinmself directly to the palace, his letter of
introduction in the vest pocket of his traveling cloak and his
gift in a satchel slung over his arm

The Pal ace of Artifice was a separate wi ng of the royal
pal ace itself, flung off fromthe main buildings in a eruption of
new construction. There was no one to receive the traveler at the
mai n doors, which surprised himslightly, but there was no one to
bl ock his entry either. Indeed there seened to be a steady fl ow



of clerks, librarians, and petty officials mlling about, but
not hing that | ooked like an armed guard or even a hel pful guide.

He stopped one of the clerks, a round, friendly |ooking
fellowwith an arm oad of scrolls and vials. This individua
expl ained that the Chief Artificer could be found in the orniary,
the central doned workshop at the back of the pal ace, and that
the visitor could reach it by going up the stairs toward the
rear, right at the first intersection, left at the second,
rightish-but-not-too-right at the star-shaped one, down one nore
flight, and there he would be. The clerk never asked why the
tall, blond-haired man was | ooking for the Chief Artificer in the
first place.

The friendly clerk's instructions also left something to be
desired it took another fifteen mnutes (and two nore hel pfu
clerks) for the traveler to finally locate the orniary, which
was, as prom sed, a |arge dome-shaped structure mounted on the
back of the main building. The newmconer noticed that the circular
roof of the building was built on a sliding pivot so that it
m ght be unbolted and noved to one side.

Wthin the orniary was a formof controlled nadness. Al ong
the far wall was the frame of one of the fabled ornithopters,
frozen in md-explosion. Each of the pieces was mounted
separately, with inscribed lines showi ng what piece fit where. A
group of young students stood al ong one side with trundl e-
operated | athes, gently shapi ng candl e-wood spars. Along the
other side an ornithopter was in the midst of construction, as
anot her group of young people stretched canvas over the w ngs.

In the center, standing over a huge table littered with
pl ans, was the Chief Artificer. H's hair was pale blond, alnobst
white. While shorter than the newconer, he comanded a presence
that made hi m seem nuch taller

"Three point four inches to the first flange," shouted the
Chief Artificer to the |athe workers, who dutifully pulled out
their calipers and began neasuring. "No, no!" He stal ked over to
the crew assenbling the ornithopter. "Place the skin over the
| ead grommets along the wing first! That will allowthe wing to
unfurl naturally.”

As the newcomer watched, another clerk el bowed his way past
and handed a scroll to the Chief Artificer. Urza scanned the
paper for a nmoment, shook his head, and nade the clerk wait as he
returned to his paper-covered work desk. He pulled out a stylus
and quickly edited the nessage. "And tell him| need the supplies
by noon tonorrow," he snapped inpatiently. "No later!" The clerk
pushed his way past the newconer and back into the main building.

Suddenly the visitor noticed the woman st andi ng al ongsi de one
wal | . She stood so still anong the pandenoniumthat the traveler
at first thought her a statue. She was dressed in a sinple blue
gown, and her lustrous dark brown hair spilled over her
shoul ders. Her arnms were folded in front of her, and she wore an
expression on her face that hinted she di sapproved of the entire
scene around her.

"Excuse me, mss," said the newconer. "I was wondering if-"
The woman turned, and the newconer choked on his words as he
recogni zed the full lips, the dark, fiery eyes, and the fine

lines of her face. At once he realized whom he was addressi ng and
managed a gargle. "Your Mjesty, forgive nme." He was well on his
way to the floor.

H s knee had just touched the hardwod when a soft hand
touched his shoul der.

"Arise, young man," said Kayla bin-Kroog, Princess of Yotia



and wife of the Chief Artificer. Wen he | ooked up she was
smling slightly, as if his manner anused her. He felt the blood
rush to his face.

"I"'msorry," he said. "I had no idea who you were." "W don't
stand on nuch cerenmony here in the lair of the Chief Artificer,"
returned the princess.

Qut on the main floor of the done, U za was bellow ng at the

| athe workers. "l said three point four, not three point two! |
need a tol erance no nore than oh point two for these struts!”
"I's your husb-" The newcomner stopped and began again. "lIs the

Chief Artificer free at the noment?"

"I can't tell," said the princess, with a catch in her voice.
"I"ve been standing here for ten mnutes waiting for himto
notice me. If | have to wait fifteen, | usually assume that he's
too busy."

The newconer | ooked at her face nore closely and nodded.
"Perhaps it would be better to come back tonmorrow, " he ventured.

The princess |laughed a tired |laugh. "This is about as un-busy
as he ever gets. Is it inportant?"

The visitor reached in his coat pocket and pulled the
envel ope fromits hiding place. "I'mhis new apprentice.”

Kayl a opened the letter and scanned it quickly. The newconer
held his breath as she did so, fearful she might find sone
impropriety within the letter of introduction that would prevent
himfromeven talking to the m ghty Urza. "A toy maker?" she said
at last. "FromJorilin, on the coast," said the young man
qui ckly. She nodded. "W summered there when | was girl, and it
got too hot even for Kroog."

"Well," said the traveler, "I've been making toys there for
the past few years, full journeyman and everything. People
t hought nmy work was fairly inpressive, and they suggested that |
apply to be one of his apprentices ..." He let the statenent
trail off with a enbarrassed shrug. It had sounded so | ogica
back in Jorilin, much nore logical than it did now explaining to
t he nost powerful (and beautiful) woman in Kroog.

"I see," the princess said, and that anused | ook returned to
her face. "H s apprentice.”

"One of them anyway," said the traveler

"Please,"” said the princess. "All these are not apprentices.
They' re drones, toiling around the king bee that is Urza.
Assistants, students, extra sets of hands, that's all.
Apprentices have higher demands put on themthan this lot. They
usually don't last nore than a nmonth at the outside. He's a hard
man to keep pace with and a very demanding nman to work for."

As if to prove her point, Urza let out another shout. "l said
| needed oh point two tol erance here, |athe nunber one! Are you
usi ng sone nunber systeml|'mnot fanmiliar with?" There was
| aught er anong the younger | athe workers as one bl ushing youth
returned to his machine.

"Perhaps | should cone back later," repeated the newconer.

"No time like the present," Kayla responded. "He'll be just
as bad tonorrow, and I won't be here to help. Urza! Husband! A
nmonent, pl ease!™”

The Chief Artificer responded to his wife's call by hol ding
up a single hand. Wth the other he held a stylus, checking a
I ong colum of figures. He did not |ook up

"OfF all the ..." muttered the princess, several decidedly
unregal |ines appearing on her forehead. "I swear, he spends
every living nmonent working until he is exhausted. Then he wakes
in the nmorning feeling he's fallen six hours behind schedul e



because of sleep. Uzal"

The hand stayed up, and, as if to show he was |istening,
waved back and forth a little.

"Perhaps this will help," said the visitor, reaching into the
satchel and pulling out his gift. Wat he produced | ooked Iike
not hi ng nore than an inani mate hunk of rope of chain. He flicked
a switch at one end of the chain, and it suddenly stiffened and
struck forward. It was a snake, suddenly conme to life in his
hands. Kayla junmped at the transformation

The snake | eapt across the open space as if on invisible
wi ngs, |anding anong the papers littering Urza's table. It
burrowed anong them emerging directly beneath the Chief
Artificer's notepad. It raised its head, rattled its tail, and
rasped a hissed warning at the Argivian schol ar.

The entire orniary went dead silent. The | athes stopped, the
students westling with the wing tarps froze, and Urza paused,
stylus in hand, regarding the snake's fang-filled nouth.

Then he | eaned forward and tapped the snake's snout with the
end of his stylus. It rang out with a hollow sound, and the
serpent inmediately curled into a small coil. The Chief Artificer
| ooked up, a broad smile on his face. "Wo did this?"

The newconer blushed. "That would be ne."

Kayl a stepped forward with the letter of introduction. "This
is Tawnos, a toy maker fromJorilin. He wants to becone your
appren-"

Urza did not let her finish but took the letter fromher hand
and said, "Toy naker? And that is one of yours?"

"One of them" replied Tawnos.

"Why wood?" asked Urza. "Metal would be a |ot nore | ong-
| asting."

"Wod's lighter," answer the younger man. "And yarrow wood
produces a nore natural sound for the snake when it noves. Metal
versions tended to clatter."

"So you tried it," said Uza, his eyebrows raised. "Good.
That's very good. Spring-driven, | suppose.”

"d ock nechanism" said Tawnos. "I was told you worked as a
cl ock maker."

"For a time," said Urza abstractedly. H s hands were busy
exam ni ng the snake, probing, bending, pushing. "Then | retired
to join the governnent. Less heavy lifting."

Kayl a began, "Darling husband, ny father is expecting-" but
was silenced with by an uprai sed hand.

"It's very lifelike," the artificer observed. "Did you study
snakes to make it?"

"We have a | ot of coastal snakes," said Tawnos. "That one was
based on a kind of viper found along the coast. | made it for ny
own amusenent, as a kind of practical joke."

"Urza," Kayla began again but was conpletely forgotten by the
Chief Artificer.

"\What about birds?" asked Urza. "I've been trying to inprove
the Iift ratio of the ornithopters.™

"I't depends what you want," said Tawnos. "Soaring birds Iike
gull's or even vultures m ght be inappropriate as nodels for
ornithopters. | should think you want ones that can | aunch
quickly froma perch, like predatory ows and other raptors.”

Urza's face brightened, and at that preci se nmonent Tawnos
knew he had secured his position. "I had not considered that,"
said the blond-haired artificer. "I always considered a bird to
be a bird, regardless. But you are correct: formfoll ows
function, and function determnes form Here, take a | ook at



these plans, and tell ne if | have a soarer or a fast |launcher.”
Tawnos | ooked over the papers littering the desk and inhal ed
deeply. There were all nanner of ornithopter plans, show ng
di fferent wing configurations and positions. Sonme of the machines
resenbl ed things he had seen in nature, while sone |ooked as if
they woul d never fly under any circunstances.
Suddenly he renmenbered the princess, who had been trying to
get two words in edgewi se as he and Urza tal ked. But when he
| ooked up fromthe plans, she was gone, and Urza was shouting at
the I athe workers again for greater precision

* * k* K %

The princess's heels were shod with netal and al ways sent a
nmessage as she noved across the pal ace's polished marble floors.
Sonetimes it was a leisurely tapping, reassuring the staff that
her maj esty was thinking as she wal ked. Sonetimes it was a sl ow,
nmet hodi cal cl ack, which usually neant she was wal king with
someone el se, usually some official fromthe hinterland who was
getting a local tour. And occasionally it was a skipping staccato
produced by her run, nuch | ess common now than in the tines
before she was marri ed.

The nessage being tapped out at the noment was a warning. She
had just been to see her husband, the Argivian artificer, and was
not happy with the results. The stern rapping of metal on stone
was enough to send the nost hardened courtiers fleeing in terror
and to cause even the nost experienced servants to reverse their
directions and quietly back up the way they cane.

As a result, Kayla had enpty halls and full thoughts as she
stal ked al ong the way | eading to the drawi ng room She funed as
she wal ked.

He was busy. He was al ways busy. G ven sufficient resources,
he woul d devote all his tine to his projects. The ornithopters.
The netal statues. The great ploddi ng beasts that had suddenly
appeared one norning in the rose garden. He would work unti
exhausted, and he woul d work everyone around himto the sane
state. If she did not send a guard for him he would sleep in
that orniary of his. Sonmetimes she did et himsleep there, but
that did not slow himdown.

O course her husband was not the only guilty party here, she
realized. Her dear father was just as much a cause of her
husband' s negl ect. Al ways asking for sonething new. Sone speci al
favor for this baron. Sonme particul ar device for that tenple.
Sonething to make one guild or another's life easier. A new way
to haul water. A new way to harvest crops. And of course the
Chief Artificer could not refuse his warlord anyt hing,
particularly if it was excuse to devel op sone new devi ce.

It was a perfect match. Urza liked to build things, and Daddy
liked the things Urza built. It didn't matter to the warlord how
Urza created his wondrous devices, and Urza never thought about
what her father wanted the devices for. Al of their schening
| eft Kayl a al one.

She stopped and stanped a foot hard on the stone fl oor
causi ng several of the hiding servants to wi nce and wonder if the
mark she left could be polished out or would require repl acenment
of the stone. She took a deep breath and tried to cal m down.

Actual ly, she told herself, things were not as bad as they
m ght be. The Yotian people, after a brief period of concern
about the warlord' s new son-in-law, quickly warned to Urza. The
weddi ng hel ped wi n over the conmon peopl e and nost of the



nmerchants. The minor nobility was vastly relieved to see that
Urza did not care for political power beyond the linmts of his
wor kt abl e. And the tenmples ..

Vell, the tenmples were a snmall problemat first, despite
t heir supposed enthusiasmat the wedding itself. Argivians were
nastily irreligious, and the devotion of various gods, real and
otherwi se, was a major political consideration in Kroog. Not to
mention the fact that all the assenbled religions were keenly
aware that they thensel ves had had the chance to admt this U za
the Argivian into their tenple schools but had turned hi maway
because of his heritage.

Things were a little problematic for the first few years,
what with the churches all waiting for sone msstep or
announcement from Urza that would tranple on one group or
another's beliefs. Urza hinself provided the solution to that
potential problem First, by staying in his workshop he provided
little provocation to the tenples. Second, he managed to wangle
fromthe Jalum Tone a small bit of old Thran science on the
templ es' behal f.

It was a sinple device, a small anulet with a sliver of
active power stone nounted on its back. It emitted a | ow pitched
hum t hat served to keep the wearer calm and in doing so provided
a nodi cum of protection. Naturally anything that smacked of the
healing arts was snatched up by the tenples, who i mediately
pronounced Urza to be a wonderfully fine fellow, even for an
Argi vi an.

So the tenples were happy. The nerchants were happy when nore
peopl e flocked to Kroog, hearing of their "magical" anulets. And
t he conmmon fol k were nmade happy by merchants hiring nore help,
and by the ornithopters that were now seen flitting anong the
towers, attracting still nore people to Yotia. And, Kayla told
hersel f, Daddy was happy because he had netal statues,
ornithopters, and wonders others did not have, and a son-in-I|aw
who delighted in naking nore

In fact, Chief Artificer Urza was maki ng everyone was happy
in Yotia except its princess, his wife. To nake nmatters worse,
Daddy had nmentioned to her that he did not have a grandson yet,
an heir to carry on the title. Was it her fault that the warlord
kept her husband continually occupied with other matters?

Kayl a knew there were other options for intinmate
conpani onshi p, of course, but she had al ways found them
di stasteful. When she was growing up, the matron had all manner
of stories of queens and princesses who dallied with sone
handsome young courtier or kind-hearted comoner. But nost of
those stories were cautionary tales that usually ended with one
or both of the two people involved dead or in exile. Sonehow it
did not seemlike a good set of choices to her

But she was still young, and beautiful, and there were those
who | ooked at her in a fashion that her husband did not have tine
for. It was nice to know that one could turn heads, she
reflected. Kayla was sure that the tall, brawny toy maker from
t he coast had al nost swall owed his tongue when he finally
recogni zed her. It was little things such as that that made her
feel good.

She thought about the newcomer, Tawnos. He was tall and
br oad- shoul dered; she had no doubt he had drifted into craft work
after spending his youth hauling in the sardine catch off Jorilin
Point. His blond hair was in continual disarray, giving hima
| ost, puppy-dog | ook. There was a man, she thought with a snile
who was in need of a good young worman to put his life in order



And his manners! Pure hinterland; you could even hear the gulls
when he tal ked. Under court tutelage, that woul d change soon
enough.

O course, fromthe start Tawnos seened to have devel oped a
rapport with her husband. If her husband was sonetines
unreachabl e by her, he mght listen to a man who spoke in the
| anguage of inventions, devices, and science.

Kayl a shook her head. Part of her wanted to see the handsone
young newconer survive the grind of working with her husband-
Tawnos seened |ike a nice young man. But part of the princess
knew that if he was to fit into her husband's world he woul d have
to alter to fit U za's needs. She had learned that if one did not
fit into his plans, one was sinply ignored.

She was wal king slowy now, her heels a soft tap against the
marbl e. The courtiers knew that the stormwas over, whatever its
cause, and she passed several of the servants, who bowed briefly
as they carted fresh linens, silverware, nore of the inevitable
scrol |l's about the pal ace.

Finally she reached the drawing room took a deep breath, and
entered. The privy council was al ready neeting.

Her father the warlord was already there, hunched over one
end of the long table. On his left hand was Rusko, who had
arrived at the palace with Urza and showed no sign of ever
decanpi ng. | ndeed, the cl ock maker had become the sem of ficial
[iaison with the nmerchant guilds in Kroog and woul d only part
with that title (and the perquisites included) when either he or
Kroog was no nore.

On the right side were the Captain of the Guards and the
seneschal . The captain had been the warlord's squire back at the
dawn of tinme but had aged | ess gracefully than her father, and in
fact spent nost of his tine napping. The seneschal |ooked nuch as
he had on her betrothal day. Probably his own frantic nervousness
prevented any illness or misfortune fromgetting within twenty
feet of him

The three men were Daddy's cl osest advisors. And hersel f, of
cour se- al ways wel conre and al ways paid attention to. The four of
themformed the warlord' s privy council.

"I's he com ng?" asked the warlord sternly.

"I's he ever?" replied the princess, trying to keep a bright
tone in her voice. "No, he's wapped up, breaking in his new
apprentice.”

The warl ord | ooked a question at Rusko, who nerely shrugged.
"Anewone tonme. |'d bet this one lasts a nonth at the outside."

The princess took a seat next to Rusko. The cl ock maker used
to burble in the royal presence, but that had dim ni shed and
finally stopped some years before. Kayla realized she m ssed the
fawning, just a little.

"What is the situation along the Sword Marches?" asked the
war | ord.

The Captain of the Guard sniffed and stifled a sneeze. Kayla
al ways noticed that direct questions caused the old man to
sneeze. "Steady," he munbled. "The Fallaji are getting nore and
nore brazen with each nonth. There's talk that one of the tribes
is gaining control over the others.”

"Anot her tribe besides the Tomakul ?" asked the senescha
nervously.

The captain fought off another sneeze, then replied, "The
city Fallaji are token heads, and |'ve heard that even they have
agreed to go along with this new desert clan. Usually the tribes
of the deep desert spend nost of their time raiding each other."



"Except now," said the warlord. "They're raiding nore
caravans now. "

"Or demandi ng exorbitant 'tolls," " added Rusko, "or, in sone
cases, 'caretaker fees' for additional caravan guards they
provide. It's extortion, sucking the |ifeblood out of the
nmer chant cl ass!”

"And our patrols?" inquired the warlord.

The captain pinched his nose. "W have three conpani es al ong
the marches. Once a caravan reaches Yotian territory, it is safe.
There have been no raids into Yotia proper at all. But we don't
have enough men to acconpany every caravan across the desert.”

"What about the ornithopters?" asked Kayl a.

That question evoked a full-fledged sneeze, followed by a
handker chi ef produced with a flourish and a |oud blast of the
nose. "W could send themalong with the caravans,” the captain
said at last, supporting Kayla's suggestion

The warl ord shook his head. "I wouldn't want anything |ike
that falling into the Fallaji hands. How about using themto
patrol the marches?"

The captain blinked hard. "W could. W don't have enough of
themright now "

"Why not?" denanded the warl ord.

The captain |ooked as if this query woul d produce anot her
sneezing fit, so Rusko cane to his aid. "The linmt is not in raw
machi nes, or even in young nen and wonen fool hardy enough to want
to fly them The problemis power. The ornithopters run off an
old Thran device, a power stone. The netal statues do the sane.
There aren't a lot of themin Yotia. Urza has been working to try
to mend broken power stones, but it's an iffy job. W can build
all manner of ornithopters, but they're just pretty kites wthout
t he proper stones. That's probl em nunber one."

The warlord grunted. "Any place el se we can get nore stones?"

The seneschal spoke up in a neek voice. "The Argivians have
collected a | arge nunber of stones over the years, but they use
themfor their own devices. And they are scouring the desert for
nore, | understand."”

There was a pause. Kayla could see the wheels turn in her
father's head. Whenever he started thinking like this, the result
was normally trouble for soneone.

"Captain," he said finally, "I want you to send exploration
parties into the desert. They will carry descriptions of the
stones so they know what to | ook for. W'll ask Urza about the

nmost likely places to find them"

This last was not a question, so the captain nodded in
agreenent .

"But what if our parties nmeet Argivians |ooking for the sane
stones?" squeaked the seneschal

"They' ||l probably be relieved to neet other civilized men in
t he desert, as opposed to those Fallaji fanatics," snapped the
warlord. "But just to be sure, | want you to frane a letter to
the Argivian king. Tell himwhat we're doing, but frame it in
terms of nutual defense: Al of us against the savages in the
heartl ands. That shoul d cal m hi m down enough. Anything el se?"

Rusko spoke up. "One thing, your mmjesty." He produced from
beneath the vol umi nous folds of his vest a small dish and a
bottl e of black powder. "Wth the Chief Artificer's successes,
you have decreed that we keep our eyes open for other devices,
either in old books or the marketplace, that could be used by
Kroog to better protect itself. | think | have sonething that may
be useful ."



The former clock maker laid the dish on the table; into it he
poured a small anount of the black powder. The powder was
crystallized into small spheres and remni nded Kayl a of shrivel ed
peas. Rusko then rose and lit a taper froma nearby oil |anp. He
touched the Iit taper to the crystals, and they popped and burned
brightly, setting up a cloud of noxious snmoke that hung over the
tabl e.

That was too nmuch for the old Captain of the Guard, who
al ready had his kerchief over his face. The seneschal |ooked as
if he was about to bolt for the door. The warlord waved a hand
t hrough the cloud. "Goblin powder," he grunmbled. "Wat of it?"

"CGoblin powder," agreed Rusko. "Also called dwarven
fireblack, or black dust, or burningbright. It's a chemnica
concoction that the goblins and dwarves of the north use."

"And usual ly bl ow thensel ves up in the process," comrented
the warl ord. Kayla | eaned away fromthe table, in search of clean
air.

"Because it is volatile, tricky, and tenperanental ," replied
Rusko. "It's hard to use because you have to be close to it in
order to light it, and if you are too cl ose when the fuse burns
down, you get blown up."

"It is used in small amounts for children's poppers, and
ot her noi se-makers," the seneschal ventured, "but it has no
practical use."

"Ah," said Rusko, holding a hand up. "Wat if you could set a
fuse and throw t he powder at an eneny before it explodes? O,
better yet, if you could fit the container with a flint that
causes a spark when it strikes the earth?"

"Sounds tenperanental as ever," said the warlord. "You'd have
to drop it froma great height to create such a spark. If you
drop it froma wall, you blow up your support in the process."”

Rusko nodded. "And if you dropped it, say, froman
orni t hopt er ?"

There was silence around the table. Then the warlord started

to chuckle. "And the eneny could not throw it back. Yes, | like
that idea."”

"I have your permission to investigate further, then?" asked
Rusko

"Yes," said the warlord, still chuckling. "Yes, you do. OCh,

and don't tell Urza about it, at least not yet. If he can't show
up for the neetings, it serves himright."

The seneschal sniffed, "At least it will show himthat others
have good ideas."

"Agreed," said the warlord, slapping the tabletop with his
hand. "Then we're adjourned. W have a lot to do, and we shoul d
get to it!"

But by that time Kayla was already hal fway to the door
seeking to escape the stench of the burning powder, her heels
clicking rapidly against the stone.

Chapter 9
ASHNGOD

The invasion party was stalled outside the walls of Zegon
and Haj ar knew M shra well enough to realize he was worried. But
M shra would not tell the gadir about his concerns. Nor, for that
matter, would Hajar.

In the last few years the gadir had grown to manhood, and not
all his devel opnent had been good. The eager young man who was
interested in Argivian fol ktal es had bl ossoned i nto an overwei ght



tyrant. He was panpered by his tribe and supporters and appeased
by the tribes that now foll owed the Suwwardi. No one said no to
him At |east no one survived to say no a second tine.

VWhat was once petul ance had now transformed into foul -
tenmpered rants. \What once was eager bravery was now
f ool hardi ness. He had becone fatter than his father ever had been
but was still convinced he could | ead battles hinself. H's nood
were mercurial, his responses violent.

As the gadir grew nore tyrannical, Mshra grew nore popul ar
anong the Suwwardi. The former slave knew how to speak to the
gadir in such a way that he could present the nmpbst unpal at abl e
options and escape with his head still attached to his body. The
gadir's war captains noticed this first, then the courtiers, and
lastly the chiefs of other tribes. Soon those with bad news or
new plans visited Mshra first for his advice and aid before
speaking directly to the qgadir.

For his part M shra was open and wel conming to a people that
had held himas a slave so recently. He was well versed in desert
| ore and | egend and al ways had the correct anal ogy, the right
words, and a ewer of nabiz handy. But he al ways made cl ear his
advi ce was based upon what was best for the Qadir of the
Suwwar di ; he crossed the gadir directly only wi th greatest
rel uctance.

Early on there was little need to argue with the gadir at
all. There was a nonment of wavering anong sone of the tribes, the
Thal adin in particular, when word spread that the old gadir was
dead. But such runblings of independence were drowned by the
greater runblings of the dragon engi ne now possessed by the
Suwwardi. Early on the young gadir nmade it a point, to visit the
mai n cl ans of each of his allies, strong or weak. Each was in
turn inpressed by the power of the great netal beast.

Sone preached that it was a sign fromthe Ad Ones
t hensel ves, a denonstration that they favored the Fallaji in
their attenpts to keep the desert free of such invaders as the
Argivians and the Yotians. This despite the fact that the old
gadir and a nunmber of good Fallaji warriors had all perished in
the dragon engine's initial attack

Simlarly, tribes now regarded the young gadir as the ruler
of the nmak fawa, handily ignoring the fact that it was really the
gadir's wizard, his Argivian raid, who controlled the beast. But
Fallaji logic was sinple in this regard as well. The outl ander
wi zard mght control the beast, but the qadir controlled the
wi zar d.

The Suwwar di soon di scovered that only the raki could contro
t he great dragon engine. As soon as he passed the power stone to
another (with great reservations and only on the gadir's direct
orders), the dragon engine reared up on its hind treads and
threatened to run anmok. As a few such experinents the gem was put
permanently in Mshra's hands, and those in the tribe who knew of
it were inforned the gemwould stay there. Mshra could put the
beast to sleep while he rested and nake it respond to his
slightest whim |ndeed, Hajar noticed that soon no real words
wer e spoken between the raki and his mechani cal servant. A
gesture or a nod was enough

The Suwwardi conquest of the deep desert was not entirely
wi t hout incident. A group of hotheads fromthe Thal adin clan
tried to anmbush the qgadir's procession. The main part of the
caravan retreated before their assault, and M shra unl eashed his
dragon engi ne anong the young riders. Fifteen died, including the
Thal adin chieftain's son, without |oss of a single Sumwardi. The



Thal adin subm tted soon afterward.

After solidifying his position in the eastern desert, the
gadir | ooked west. Onion-domed Tomakul was the center of Fallaji
power, its greatest and ol dest city. Mshra said he was nore
concerned about Argivian patrols along the eastern borders and
the increased activities of the Yotians to the south. In reality,
Haj ar knew he wanted nmore time to study his marvel ous creature,
but the gadir would not be di ssuaded. The party headed west
toward the capital. Tinme was of the essence, the qgadir said, in
order to counter any plans made in the halls of the Tomakul's
many pal aces.

He need not have worried. Tomakul was as rotten as an old
fruit, waiting for the slightest tap to split apart. In many ways
the city dwellers were nmore like Yotians than Fallaji. They were
preoccupied with weal th, money, and caravans. As long as the
gadir promised to not interfere with their daily lives, they were
quite content to open their gates to him The gadir accepted
their tribute but would not enter the city. Instead he canped
beyond their walls in the shadow of his great beast and nade the
city folk come to him

Haj ar and M shra had gone into the city. They found it
beautiful and corrupt, wondrous and di seased. Here trade routes
fromthe Sarinth to Kroog converged with those fromthe eastern
coastal nations to Terisia City farther west. The | ast was no
nore than a legend to Hajar, a city of scholars far to the west,
who traded with the desert folk for artifacts and old tal es nuch
as the Argivians had.

The city was a brightly col ored caval cade of different
peopl es: dwarves from Sardia, holy nen of distant G x, and
m notaur mariners fromsone far-off islands. There were warriors
i n zebra-hide capes from Zegon and furred traders fromthe Yunok
nation in the shadow of its great glacier. Yotian merchants trod
the city streets as well, visibly nervous anong the cel ebratory
Fallaji. And there were other folk wandering the narrow byways
who defied identification of honmeland or race.

But in the end Hajar and Mshra retreated to the desert to
confer with their gadir. Though M shra strongly urged his
chieftain to push on toward the west to this reputed city of
schol ars, the qadir determ ned they would nove south instead. To
Zegon they would go, he said, to the place that shared its
heritage with the Fallaji and was rightfully part of their shared
enpire. Mshra argued, but in the end the gadir made it clear the
matter was cl osed.

And now, mnused Hajar, they were stalled outside the capital
city of Zegon, with five hundred nmen and a mechani cal dragon
Wrse, the dragon was m sbehavi ng.

It was a sinple matter. \When they got within a half-mle of
the capital, the nak fawa stalled. It sinply refused to proceed
any farther toward the city. It could nove to the east or west or
back up, but it would not come any closer to Zegon, and no ampunt
of mental commands, hand notions, shouting, or hitting it could
convi nce the mechani cal beast otherw se.

The gadir, not one to be denied, was apoplectic. He wanted
t he beast | oomi ng before Zegon's front gates when the city
surrendered. Instead his armes were within sight of the city's
whi t ewashed wal | s but coul d advance no farther. Hajar could see
the city guard lined up on the battlements of the outer wall,
spears in hand, alnpost taunting the qadir's armes. Sonme of the
spears had skulls on their points, no doubt some additiona
Zegoni taunt Hajar was unfamliar wth.



The only thing the gadir's forces could do was nake the best
of a bad situation. The dragon engi ne began a | ong, slow patro
around the perineter of the city, keeping the half-mle distance
that seermed to hold it at bay like a physical wall. A nmessage was
sent to the | eaders of Zegon, calling to their attention the
power of the dragon engi ne and demanding the city's inmedi ate
capi tul ati on.

The Zegoni sent back a terse note that they woul d consider
the gadir's offer and he was welconme to wait while they made up
their m nds.

That defiance did not inprove the gadir's nmood. That evening
in his tent he railed against his captains and in particul ar
against his raki. "Wiwy can't you nove it any closer?" he
t hundered. "W don't know why," answered M shra calmy. "Wy
don't you know?" cried the gadir.

Because you have demanded we run all over the continent
i npressing the other tribes, thought Hajar. Because we have not
had the tine or the resources to study the beast, other than what
hurri ed sketches we can nmake while noving fromplace to place.
Because it has not been a priority for you until now Hajar
wondered if M shra was thinking the sane thing

Instead the gadir's raki said, "It could be many things.
Possibly there is sonmething about the city itself that keeps us
at bay. O it may be sonething about the nature of the nak fawa.
There may be some itemthe Zegoni have that's affecting the
engi ne. We don't have enough information to be sure. Right now
the question is, do we press on or do we fold our tents and
abandon Zegon, contenting ourselves with the riches of a united
desert nation?"

The qgadir slunped back into his pillows, and a serving girl
bat hed his head with a danmp cloth. He ignored her and said, "You
have travel ed through this land. It is rich in tinber and netals.
It is properly part of our empire. Its people are Fallaji in
origin."

As much as the Tomakul were, thought Hajar. |ndeed, from what
he had seen of the Zegoni, they were nuch |like the city-dwelling
Fallaji in their mercantile outl ook. He wondered idly if all the
coastal nations had the sone unknown neans of stopping the dragon
engi ne and how the gadir would react if that were indeed the
case.

The gadir was still talking. "W go on. W patrol with the
dragon engine. W start leveling the smaller towns, beyond the
half-mle radius. W drive people into the capital: panicked
peopl e, who tell of the nonster that |lies waiting beyond the
gates. In the nmeantine we send nessengers back to Tomakul to
gather nore warriors. We'll assenbl e enough to break down the
walls if need be."

Haj ar thought the plan represented the waste of a better part
of a year, but if any of the war captains agreed with himthey
remai ned silent. A few advisors had argued loudly with the qgadir
in the past. They had di sappeared soon afterward. The only one
who seenmed to get away with it was Mshra, and he had severa
tons of dragon to support his argunent.

But M shra only nodded and said, "W will need siege
machi nery. Not hi ng conplex. Sinmple battering rams to assault
their gates fromall sides. That, in addition to a | arge anpunt
of troops, should be enough."

Haj ar wondered, not for the first or last time, why Mshra
did not sinply use the power of the dragon engine to escape from
the gadir's petty tyranny or to establish hinself as qgadir. The



former digger thought he knew the answer to that question

t hough. The raki could overturn the gadir and even maintain a
core group of tribes to support him But to what end? He had no
apparent desire to rule over an enpire or even over a small part
of one. He would rather be the power behind the throne.

Hajar was still turning these matters over in his nmnd as he
and M shra wal ked back to the raki's tent, |ocated on the
outskirts of the encanpnent on the off-chance that the raki m ght
sumon nore dragons in the dead of night. Mshra was quiet, as he
al ways was after one of the gadir's expl osions.

A guard stood outside of the raki's tent, which was unusual
More unusual, the brazier within was already lit, and the tent
issued a warm inviting gl ow

"Visitor," said the guard. H s accent was atrocious, and
Haj ar i mmedi ately pegged him as one of the westerners fromthe
tribes around Tonmakul

"It is late," said Mshra.

The guard shrugged.

"Does the qgadir know?" asked M shra, earning another shrug.

Hajar felt his irritation rise at the guard. Wat good is a
guard who doesn't guard anything? Is this the kind of man to whom
we are trusting our enpire?

"I see," said Mshra w thout apparent anger. "Go back to your
duties.”

The man gave a gol d-toothed smle and faded back into the
dar kness.

M shra stepped into his tent, regarding the interloper. "l've
been expecting you," he said, much to Hajar's surprise. "I'mglad
you made yourself at home in ny absence."

The visitor was a wonan, anong the nost cruelly beautifu
worren Haj ar had ever seen. Red hair was rare in the desert and
was taken as an evil onen anong the Suwwardi. Hers was the red of
a flickering canp flane. It rolled over her shoulders in thick
wavy curls. Her eyes were the gray-green of the sea that |apped
Zegon's shores, and just as stormy. She was dressed in nmannish
arnor of the outlander style, but the arnor had been cut and
shaped nore to favor her figure than to offer any rea
protecti on.

Haj ar realized he had stopped breathing. He inhal ed deeply
and wondered if she had noti ced.

She was reclining on Mshra's pillows, and she stretched as
he entered. "I was expected?" she asked. Her voice was soft but
carried a razor's edge with it.

"You or soneone like you," replied Mshra calmy. "You
represent Zegon's rulers, and you' re going to propose a deal to
save your city."

"I don't remenber telling anyone that but the guard

bribed,"” said the woman. "If he told you, I'Il have to have him
killed."

"Not to worry,"” returned Mshra. "He will be punished enough
for letting an outlander into canp, regardless of the bribe. He
will be nade an exanple of, and in the end he will wi sh you had

killed him My | offer you sone nabiz?"

"Pl ease,"” said the woman, and M shra notioned for Hajar to
put a ewer of wine on the brazier. He sat down opposite the wonman
and waited for her to begin.

I nstead she stared at Hajar. "Your manservant,'
coldly. Hajar bridled at the insult.

"He is ny bodyguard,"” said M shra.

"He shoul d not be here," said the woman shortly.

she said



"CGo," said Mshra to Hajar, still staring intently at the
worran.

Haj ar began to protest, but Mshra cut himoff. "Go to your
tent. Tell no one. If I need anything, | will shout."

Haj ar wavered a nonent and | ooked at M shra. The Argivian
reveal ed nothing but nerely watched the woman sitting anong his
pillows. He seemed as he was with the gadir, thought Hajar
cl osed and unapproachabl e.

The Fall aji sighed deeply and bowed, then backed out of the
tent. H s face marked his di sapproval

"You are right, of course," said the wonan as soon as Haj ar

had left. "I have been enpowered by the rulers of Zegon to
negotiate on their behalf with the Fallaji invaders."
"But you are not Zegoni," observed M shra.

A small snile played across the woman's face. "And you are
not Fallaji."

"I am M shra, raki of the Suwwardi," returned M shra.

"I am Ashnod," said the woman, "of nothing in particular."

"I's Zegon your home?" asked M shra, running a hand over the
rimof the metal ewer. The nabiz was al nost ready.

"I did not say that," answered Ashnod.

"And you are loyal to then?" inquired the raki

"I did not say that either," responded Ashnod. "I nerely told
you they enpowered ne to speak on their behalf. They agreed quite
readily. I'mafraid some of themfeel that if | nake a nuck of

thi ngs and get nyself killed, they can forswear me and wil |l
breathe nore easily."

"And the offer you are presenting is ... ?" inquired the
Argi vian, reaching for the heavy netal cups.

Ashnod cocked her head for a noment, then said, "Just a
nmonent . "

She reached down to floor at the base of the pillows and
brought up a long staff. It was nmade of black thunderwood and was
topped by a tangle of copper wires and the narrow skull of sone
sea creature. She raised the staff quickly and pointed it at the
door way.

Ashnod barked a string of words, and the tangle of copper
Wi res sang a discordant song. Wsps of lightning raced along the
tracery of wires and into the skull itself. The staff lurched a
fraction in her hand, but Mshra saw no obvi ous beam or ot her
di schar ge.

He did see the effect. Just outside the tent entrance, Hajar
gave a choked screamand fell into view, clutching his chest.

M shra was on his feet at once, crossing the tent and
kneel i ng beside his bodyguard. Hajar tw tched as he stooped
besi de him

"So cold," managed the Fallaji. "It feels so cold."

"W were to be left alone,” said Ashnod stonily. She | owered
the staff. Her forehead was danp with perspiration. "I hate it
when underlings cannot foll ow orders.™

The chill wave of nausea passed through Hajar, and slowy the
world righted itself. "She ..." he gasped, "she did ... this."

"She did," agreed M shra, helping his bodyguard to his feet.
"Because you di sobeyed an order. | told you to go to your tent."

" But - "

"G now, old friend," said Mshra. Hajar |ooked at the young
man, and there was nothing. No, there was the faint trace of a
snmle on his face. Mshra was pleased. By Hajar's loyalty? No
t hought the bodyguard, there was nore to it than that. He was
pl eased by sonething the woman had done? He was pl eased Ashnod



had attacked the bodyguard with her witch staff?

Hajar pulled hinmself to his feet. "And Hajar ..." said
M shr a.

Haj ar turned.

"Thank you for not screamng too loudly," said the Argivian.
Again the ghost of a smile. "I want to talk to our guest before
any guards arrive," he said. "Now go."

Haj ar stunbled into the night. M shra watched hi m di sappear
in the darkness before turning back

Ashnod had taken the opportunity to pour the nabiz into its
brass cups and was reclining on the pillows again, |ooking as if
not hi ng out of the ordinary had occurred. The skull-tipped staff
was back at the base of the pillows.

M shra took his own cup and sat down opposite her. Then he
| aughed.

It started as a snmall chuckl e, descended into a chortle, then
nmoved into a full-fledged belly laugh. At length he offered his
cup in a toast and said, "That was very foolish."

Ashnod | ooked i ndi gnant and did not raise her cup in
response. "He was spying on us and di sobeyed your order."

M shra took a long pull on the nabiz and chuckl ed again. "No,
not attacking Hajar. But by attacking himthe way you did, you
ti pped your hand."

Ashnod gave hima cross | ook, and Mshra smled. The wonman
noted it was a warmgrin, without malice, and rel axed for the
nonent .

"That staff," Mshra said. "You nmade it?"

"Yes," she replied

M shra nodded to hinmself and smled again. "That's what is
keepi ng the dragon engine at bay, isn't it? The guards al ong
Zegon's walls held simlar staves. You nade the staves and told
the Zegoni rulers they could keep the great, evil Fallaji away
fromtheir city."

Sl ow y Ashnod nodded. "Your engine is a big target."

M shra continued, "But your staves have a flaw. They take a
| ot out of the user."”

Ashnod was silent.

"After using it only briefly, you are sweating," added
M shr a.

Ashnod grunted. "Men sweat. Wnen gl ow. "

"You were glowing |ike a horse after a hard race then,"

M shra chuckled. "And if the city guards were simlarly affected,
they woul d be debilitated. The rulers of Zegon would not be
pl eased by that."

Ashnod snorted. "The rulers were all too quick to adopt ny
staves for their defense," she said. "Once the guards started to
weaken fromtheir use, those same rul ers panicked."

"And sent you into the desert to sue for peace," added
M shra. "They probably said it was your idea that encouraged them
to resist, so it was your fault."

"You' ve met the Zegoni before," said Ashnod, a small snile
crossing her lips as well

"I"ve dealt with their type in many forns," said M shra,
| eani ng back. "So tell me, what do they want? Bare m ni mum"

Ashnod took a deep breath. "Tonakul's deal. They surrender
pay some tribute, recognize your boy as ultimte | eader, and get
back to their lives."

M shra consi dered. "Sounds reasonable. Not to say that the
gadir will be reasonable. After all, you did stop us in our
tracks, if only temporarily. 1'Il see what | can do."



The Argivian set his cup down. "Now |l et me see your toy."

Ashnod | eaned forward and hefted the staff. She | ooked into
M shra's eyes for a nmonent, as if trying to deternine what
malice, if any, lay within. Then she handed the staff to him

The Fallaji raki turned the staff over in his hands. "I see
sone Thran influences, but this is new. How does it work?"

"It affects the nerves of the body," replied Ashnod. "The
lightning in the staff upsets the body's mechanismthat allows
one to feel and distinguish pain. Too rmuch upset, and the target
is incapacitated. At the range of your dragon engine, it was not
severely affected, but it would cone no closer."

"Nerves," said Mshra, nodding and tapping the small power
crystal that had been set within the staff's skull

"Right," agreed Ashnod, setting her cup down and | eaning
forward. "The body has all manner of systems within it. Living
tubes for blood, soft wires for nerves, strands of cable for

muscl e.” She reached out, touching Mshra's arm He did not
flinch or pull away. "You are no book scholar. Your arns are |like
spun steel."

"Life in the desert is hard,"” said Mshra softly. "I never

t hought of the body as a machine."

"It is the best machine!" said Ashnod, releasing his arm
"Tested in the field, continually growing, and self-replicating!
Once we understand the nysteries of our own bodies, we understand

the world. Everything else will fall into place. Your dragon
engine is a wonder, but it is a crude imtation of living
t hi ngs."

M shra chuckled. "This is the first red conversation |'ve had
inalong while."

Ashnod curled up anongst the pillows. "There is a | ack of
i ntell ectual conpani onship anmong the Fallaji?"

M shra | aughed and | eaned forward. "Mst of the conversations
I've had with the Suwwardi are along the lines of, 'You give ne
that' in various forns, followed closely by, 'You and what army.'
" The young man chuckl ed again and set down the staff. "I hadn't
consi dered the body as a machine, but it makes sense. After all,
we create things in our own image. Perhaps the Thran did as
wel|l." He noved over and sat next to Ashnod.

Ashnod | eaned cl ose; M shra could snell her nusky perfune,
accented with the tang of drying sweat. It was a pl easant
conbi nati on.

"I think I can convince the gqadir to accept your ruler's
request," he said softly.

"I thought you could," said Ashnod. "You seem very capable."

"There's that."

Ashnod wondered if Mshra snmiled at anyone else in that
fashion. The raki added, "And the fact that our nost revered one
is still as inpatient as a child. If he had to wait for
rei nforcements from Tomakul he woul d expl ode fromthe delay. O
course, there is one other thing."

Ashnod pulled away fromhim "One other thing?"

M shra said, "The Zegoni must be seen to pay for their token
resi stance. They nust suffer nore than Tomakul, which threw open
its gates to us. W will need an additional guarantee."

"Cuar ant ee?" asked Ashnod.

"The Fallaji take hostages to encourage obedi ence," said
M shra, "Surely taking their premier artificer would be
suf ficient?"

Ashnod' s eyes becane slits. "And would | be a Fallaji
host age, or yours?"



M shra snil ed again, and there was a touch of maliciousness
in the expression. "The Fallaji have little use for wonen," he
sai d, "beyond the basics."

"The basics do not include intelligent conversation
correct?" inquired Ashnod.

"You have the general idea," returned her conpanion. "You
woul d be viewed nore as something we are denying the Zegoni, as
opposed to sonething to benefit the tribe."

Ashnod | eaned forward and touched M shra's cheek. "Hostage is
such a nasty word. How does 'assistant' sound?"

M shra's eyebrows raised for a noment, then settled again
"I's that really what you cane here for?"

"Am | so transparent?" she asked, coy once again.

"As glass," said Mshra and | aughed. "Wen would you like to
begi n your | essons?"

"Lessons in the nmorning,"” said Ashnod in a throaty whisper
"This evening we are alone. | don't think your bodyguard is
conmi ng back anytime soon."

M shra sniled and closed the grate on the brazier. There were
no nmore words that evening.

In the norning it was announced that the City of Zegon
fearful of the great dragon engine, had joined the Fallaji
Empire. Tribute would be paid, and obei sance nmade to the great
and revered Qadir of the Suwmwardi, ever the first anmong equal s.

As terns of their surrender, the Zegoni agreed to renpve the
gates of their city so they could never stand in opposition to
the Fallaji again. And they gave up their best artificer, who
joined the Fallaji canp as the raki's apprentice. If any of the
warriors felt unconfortable about the presence of the col d-eyed
worman with the cursed hair in their mdst, they did not say so;
at | east not where the raki could overhear

Soon afterward, word arrived that the outlanders al ong the
coast were making heavy raids into Fallaji |ands, and the
i nvasion force turned east again.

Chapter 10
KORLI S

The Chief Artificer had missed so many neetings of the privy
council that his absence was no | onger even coment ed upon. Rusko
was there as his official representative, but Kayla knew that
Urza hardly spent any tine talking to Rusko anynore either. The
Chief Artificer spent nmost of his tine working with the new
apprentice, Tawnos, who had | asted much | onger than Rusko had
predi cted, much to the clock maker's chagrin.

There was a new Captain of the Guard; the old one had finally
retired to spend tinme with his horses and grandchildren. The
warl ord chose this one hinself, and the new captain nirrored many
of the ruler's qualities-he was inpul sive, decisive, and active.
Patrolling the borders was not enough, this new captain said when
he first rose to the position. The Yotians nust secure a corridor
to Tomekul itself in order to protect the caravans.

Now t he privy council picked through the rubble of that plan
Armed patrols to Tonakul encouraged even |arger attacks fromthe
desert nomads. Fallaji tribesnmen were now raiding into the Sword
Mar ches, which had been relatively free of such incursions since
the warl ord had driven the native tribes out in his youth. Yotia
did not have the manpower to both maintain its borders and
guar ant ee safe passage to the desert capital

"We need to pull the plants out by the roots,"

said the new



captain. "Go into the desert, find the Fallaji base, and crush
it

"I'f you can show me where it is and guarantee that it would
still be there when we get there, | will gladly try," grunbled
the warlord. "But the desert is |like an ocean. Mst of it is
enpty, and we do nore damage to our own forces than to the
Fallaji by taking the battle there. They are at home in the
desert. W are not."

"There are the ornithopters,’
the desert with them™

"Still few in nunber,” said Rusko. "There are no nore than
two dozen in all, and the Chief Artificer is wary of exposing
themto the risk. W practically had to break his armto convince
himto allow them as scouts al ong the border."

"And what of the search for nore Thran Stones?" asked the
war | ord.

"Slow and tedious," said Rusko. "There are raiders
everywhere, and they seemto be able to snmell out our exploration
parties. Bok and Mabok preserve us!"

"T-T-The Argivians have the sane problem" stammered the
seneschal . "They have been attenpting to find nore stones as
wel |, but have met heavy resistance.”

The warlord stroked his chin. "Perhaps it is tine to provide
a unified front."

"Wth the Argivians?" hiccoughed the seneschal. "And the
Korlisians as well," returned the warlord. "Perhaps it is tine to
bring the coastal nations together. Do you think a conmbi ned
front, offering peace, could lure these savages out of their
desert ?"

The captain sputtered for a nonent, then said, "You think we
should talk with those savages? After all the men we have | ost?"

"You're not listening," said the warlord patiently. "I asked
if a conbined front, offering peace, could lure their |eaders
into one place."

The captain cocked his head to one side, then said, "Yes.

said the captain. "W can scout

Yes, | think it would." An ugly smile passed over his face.
"They would be nore likely to accept the invitation," added

t he seneschal, "if it were extended by the nmerchants of Korlis-"
"-Who do not share a border with the Fallaji," finished the

captain, "and as such pose no i mediate threat."

"And the Korlisians," added the warlord thoughtfully, "want
to get their own ornithopters, which both we and the Argivians
have. This would be an excellent opportunity for themto gain
them should they get the Fallaji |eaders to the table."

The warl ord chuckl ed and the captain joined his merrinment.

For Kayla, entirely too nuch was unsaid. The men masked their
t houghts with a cover of words.

"So we are tal king peace with the Fallaji?" she asked.

"Yes," replied her father, his face suddenly sonber. "W are
tal ki ng peace. But we will also make sure we talk froma position
of strength.” He thunped the table with the flat of his hand.
"Meeting adjourned. Goodsir Rusko, | want you to stay and update
me on your"-he glanced at Kayl a-"speci al project."

The captain and seneschal |eft, speaking ani matedly about the
di pl omatic requirenents for the proposed gathering. Kayla
departed as well, her nmetal heels sliding softly against the
marbl e floor. Sonething el se had happened at the table, sonething
she was present for but not privy to. Previous conversations had
been enigmatically concluded in her presence.

It boiled down to one thing, she thought: Daddy was up to



somet hi ng. Even though she was a grown wonan, he still sought to
spare her certain harsh facts about the world: Her nother's
death; the plans for her marriage; anything that snmacked of
secrets, battle, or hardship for others.

He was up to something now. O that Kayla had no doubt. And
it involved Rusko but not her husband.

Despite hersel f, her footsteps took her toward the orniary.
She found her husband and the broad-shoul dered Tawnos al one in
t he doned room They had di smi ssed the renai nder of the students
for the day. Tawnos was stripped to the wai st and bending a thick
spar of candl ewood al ong a graceful |ine chal ked agai nst one
wal | . Kayl a knew enough to recognize it as a wi ng support for one
of the ornithopters. The tall toy maker grunted with the effort,
and his muscles bulged as he bent the spar to match the chal k
line exactly.

"Hold it!" said Urza, dropping beneath Tawnos's grip and
wiring the newy curved section back to the ornithopter's main
spine. "Now bend it the other way."

Tawnos gasped and twi sted the beamin the other direction
form ng an S-shaped curve. Kayla was inpressed. Candl ewood was
[ight, but the spar the young man was manhandl i ng was the
t hi ckness of her wrist. And, she thought, Tawnos | ooked very good
stripped to the waist.

"Husband, we need to talk," Kayla said.

Urza quickly held up a hand and waved it slightly, but Kayla
woul d not be dissuaded. "No, we need to talk."

Urza | ooked up at his assistant. "Go ahead. I'll wait,"'
Tawnos t hrough cl enched teeth.

Urza turned toward his wife. Hs hair had gone entirely
white, probably, thought Kayla, due to the ampunt of work he'd
been doi ng. He was dressed in the heavy | eather snock that had
practically becone his second skin over the years. "lI'msorry,
dear," he said, "but | amvery busy."

"You are always very busy," snapped Kayl a, "except when you
are sl eeping. And even then you seemrestless.” She relented and
hel d out a hand to stroke his cheek

Urza flinched slightly at the touch. He reached up and gently
took her hand. "It's just that we may have a way to inprove the
di ving speed of the ornithopters. Tawnos has suggested that if we
truly shape the spar to resenble a predatory bird s wing, then it
woul d be nore nmaneuverable as well."

Kayl a nodded and pushed his words asi de unconsidered. "I
t hi nk Father is planning something."

Urza sighed, and | ooked at his assistant. Tawnos gave a good-
natured nod, but his veins were standing out at his neck from
hol di ng the candl ewood spar in its tw sted position. To Kayl a
Urza said, "Your father is always planning something. That's what
he does best."

The princess sighed and shook her head. "It's not that. He
wants to negotiate with the Fallaji |eaders and to get the
Argi vians and Korlisians involved as well."

"That's good," said Urza abstractedly, watching the way the
wi ng spur lined up against the chalk mark on the wall. "Mbst of
the Fallaji 1've known have been rational men, even if there are
problems with the caravans and a few hot headed | eaders. And your
father is too sharp to let Argivians get away with anything.
What ' s t he probl en?"

"He never wanted to talk to the Fallaji before," Kayla said.

"Peopl e change." Urza shrugged, his eyes never |eaving the
line of the w ng.

said



You don't, thought Kayla, but instead she said, "I don't
know. | just think sonething is wong with this situation."

Urza | ooked at Kayla and sighed deeply. "Your father is a
reasonabl e man. An ol d war-horse, but a reasonable man. There are

reasonabl e men anong the Fallaji. Even anbng the Argivians. |'m
sure things will work out."

"Uh, Master Urza?" called Tawnos. "It's beginning to slip a
little."

"I have to go," said Uza. He turned back to the spar

"But what about-" began his w fe.

Urza held up a hand as he wal ked away. "Your father wants
peace. Sounds good, though a little odd. Argivians involved.
Probably he'll tell you what's going on eventually."

There was the sound of a netal -heel ed foot stonping the floor
behind him and the brisk clatter of heels stormng out of the
room

It ended in a resounding slamof the orniary doors.

"What was that about?" asked Tawnos, sweat stream ng down his
face.

"I"'mnot quite sure,” returned U za. "Kayla worries about her
father too much. Bend the wingspar a little nore convex there.
That's it. Now, hold it.... "

* * k* K %

The announcenent was made the foll ow ng nonth.
Representatives of Argive, Yotia, and Korlis were to neet in
Korlis to discuss the problems with the desert raiders. Runners
were sent under a flag of truce to Tomakul, Zegon, and ot her
Fallaji towns to invite the gadir of the Suwwardi to attend as
wel | . Safe conduct was promised to all attendees.

The coastal nations selected not Korlis's main city itself as
the site for the neeting, but rather an outpost town, Korlinda,
| ocated farther up the Kor River, on the haunches of the Kher
Ri dges thensel ves. Should the Fallaji appear, the warlord said,
they woul d have | ess distance to travel. Kayla thought there was
anot her purpose behind the | ocation. The Fallaji would be far
fromtheir traditionally claimed | and, and the civilized nations
woul d have anpl e warni ng of how large their party was before it
arrived.

Urza was pried loose fromhis orniary only by the
announcement that two of his older ornithopters would be provided
as a gift to the people of Korlis. A full force of a dozen w nged
machi nes woul d appear at the neeting, and two would be |eft
behi nd. After Urza conpl ai ned that he woul d have to be present to
tell the Korlisian howto maintain the ornithopters, the warlord
graciously extended an invitation to the artificer

Knowi ng he had been out maneuvered, Urza protested no further
but instead worked out a schedule that provided for a m ni mum
amount of tine away fromhis shop. The warlord and his entourage
woul d | eave early; he would followwith the ornithopters five
days before the session began. He also left detailed instructions
for Tawnos and the students to foll ow whil e he was gone. Tawnos
thought at the tine that U za spent nore time detailing the tasks
that needed to be done in his absence than the tasks thensel ves
woul d take, but he nerely nodded when the Chief Artificer handed
over the ream of parchnent.

Urza's metal humanoid woul d al so be sent out to the neeting,
but woul d go by wagon. Rusko was in charge of this nove and used
one of the spring-axled wagons Urza had devel oped the previous



year. The clock nmaker was particularly interested in a vehicle

that woul d not rock excessively, though Urza pointed out that his
nmetal creation could walk to Korlis and probably make better tine
t han Rusko woul d. Rusko, for his part, invoked a number of Yotian
and non-Yotian deities and insisted he did not want to have to

cone back and tell the artificer that his great creation had been
| ost due to a broken |inb assenmbly or had been spotted by farners
whi | e wal ki ng through eastern Korlis and accidentally disnmantl ed.

In the end Tawnos was | eft behind with the school; Kayla
remai ned behind as well. The warlord cited the dangers of travel
even through friendly |l ands. He needed her and the seneschal, he
said, to remain behind and run the country in his absence. He
di d, however, take the Captain of the Guard with him The royal
party left at midsumrer's day, and Urza left twenty days |ater
with his flight of ornithopters.

The natives of Kroog threw cel ebrations at the drop of a
pl umed hat, and both departures were filled with rmuch ponp and
cheering. The warlord rode out at the head of his royal caravan
mount ed on a powerful horse, the descendant of ones he had ridden
in his great war triunphs. For many of the natives of Kroog, that
was how he woul d be always be renenbered: astride his stallion in
full armor, cantering at the head of his forces.

Yet even that departure paled before the cel ebration when
Urza and the ornithopters took off.

They had cl eared the palace's great court for the departure,
and for the week before Urza canped on the site with his craft.
He doubl e-checked every strut and spar and nmade sure there were
sufficient spare parts to cover every eventuality. Tawnos
nmentioned to Kayla that they were carryi ng enough conponents to
knit an additional ornithopter if need be.

The crowds started gathering as the week progressed, watching
Urza nove between the machi nes, checking figures wth Tawnos,
testing and retesting wires, and goi ng over charts and schedul es.
An electric thrill mounted as the crowd swelled. Al had seen the
ornithopters before; they were a common sight in the skies over
Kroog. Yet never had the citizens seen so many together at once.

On the norning of the departure Kayla appeared to wi sh her
husband wel . The crowds wat ched the coupl e enbrace and i magi ned
qui et, tender words spoken between them Then Urza gave the
signal to Tawnos. Tawnos in turn waved to the rest of the flight
to prepare their crafts as Uza clinmbed into his ornithopter's
whi t e housi ng.

As one the ornithopter pilots engaged their power stones, and
the great w nged devices canme to life. Slowy they punped the
air, linbering up the wings that had been carefully prepared and
preened for days previously. A wave of appl ause swept through the
gathered crowd. A few of the pilots waved fromthe w ndows,
bri ngi ng anot her, |ouder round of clapping.

Then the beating of the wings intensified. Urza' s craft, the
one with the doubl e-curved wings, took a little hop, and then
suddenly was airborne, as effortlessly as a bird in flight. The
two ornithopters behind it took simlar hops, and they were al oft
as well. Then the two behind those joined in the flight. In turn
each pair of ornithopters arose fromthe courtyard like a flock
of startled doves. The assenbled citizens of Kroog cheered as
they took to the sky.

The ornithopters took a long, leisurely arc around the pal ace
of Kroog, beating wings to gain altitude, and the crowd yell ed
itself raw as they did so. The people waved pennants and threw
the smal |l snoke-poppers that had become popul ar of |ate. Sone



clinmbed the higher spires and waved great flags. The ornithopters
| ocked their wings and gave a wing dip in response to the
shouti ng popul ace. Then they were gone, dancing into the norning
sun.

The peopl e watched themuntil they were | ost from sight,
until other buildings or the low hills to the east bl ocked the
view or, for those who had clinbed the spires, when the
ornithopter fleet had becone small, indistinct dots on the
hori zon. A few watched the princess, however, and sone cl ai ned
that her eyes were wet and that she dabbed themw th her kerchi ef
as she turned back to her pal ace, the seneschal at her side.

In the days and nonths that foll owed, sonme would say she had
wept because her husband was | eaving her. Some would say it was
because she had dreamed what was about to happen and knew she
could not change it. And some would say that she knew that the
end of her small part of the world and the destruction of Kroog
woul d begin at the Council of Korlis.

* * k* K %

The machi nes performed remarkably well, and took only four
days to make the trip to Korlinda. Uza had ordered Rusko to set
up a series of base canps between Kroog and Korlinda as the clock
maker pushed eastward with the wagons. Al the canps were in
Yotian territory and in clear terrain. Each was fully operationa
by the time Urza's ships reached it, ready with soft beds and hot
meals for the pilots after they had conpleted their day's flying.

The weat her was clear and pristine, and even the storns that
regul arly | ashed the sout heastern coast of Terisiare seened to
have gone on holiday. Uza had allowed for an extra day of flying
time in case of heavy thunderstorns, which normally roosted in
t he southern Khers, but there was not so nuch as a heavy ground
fog for the entire trip.

I ndeed the nost difficult problemthe pilots faced was the
Yotians thensel ves. At every base canp a collection of spectators
assenbl ed, all curious about the Chief Artificer and his mghty
machi nes. They clustered around the fields, waiting for the
craft, and on occasion the ornithopters would be forced to pass
cl ose over the crowd in order to disperse themand create a | arge
enough site on which to land. One of the pilots observed it was
i ke herding sheep, but he said it too close to the Chief
Artificer. That pilot spent the rest of the flight in the rear of
the formati on and did not speak again for the rest of the trip.

And once they had | anded, there were requests for favors-in
particular, for rides. Uza at first refused, but the pilots,
even after a full day at the controls, were willing to vol unteer
the tine to take young children and teenagers aloft. Finally U za
gave his assent but nmade clear he was not going to provide rides
hi nsel f or allow anyone to fly his white craft with the doubl e-
curved w ngs.

The pilots had all been chosen by Rusko, who said he had done
so to save Urza time. They were at least five years Urza's junior
and had an enthusiasmthe artificer did not remenber having
possessed at the same age. The majority were known for stunt
flying, for pushing their crafts as far as they could go, and
several had wal ked away from nasty crack-ups. Urza woul d have
chosen those with a better technical background and a higher
safety rating, but he knew anyone properly vetted and trained
could be a suitable pilot for the ornithopters. Indeed during
this trip even the nost cavalier of the young nmen flew dead | evel



and kept in formation with Urza's ornithopter for the entire
j our ney.

The site that had been chosen for the council was near the
nmeeting point of the three "civilized" nations of eastern
Terisiare. Were the river Kor tunbled fromthe Khers into the
first of several |evel plateaus stepping down to the Shielded Sea
was a suitable spot. It was al so connected at the point with an
anomal ous sliver of no-man's-land, an undul ating strip that
foll owed the inhospitable peaks of the

Kher Ri dges, as yet unofficially clainmed by any side in the
di spute.

The site was a huge, level field with a great, open-air
pavilion erected in the center over a raised platform Four other
canp areas surrounded the central pavilion, one for each of the
attendees. When Urza arrived, three sides of the square had been
conplete. The warlord's Yotians formed the western side of the
square, the nercantile Korlisians were to the south, and the
Ar gi vi ans occupi ed the eastern side. The space to the north of
the pavilion was enpty. That had been reserved for the Fallaji,

t hough none knew i f they woul d appear

Urza set down his ornithopter to the west, near the Yotian
canp. The other pilots followed with nilitary precision. Each
orni t hopter swooped, hovered for nonment on back-pushi ng w ngs,
then settled in place. There were no crowds here, no rush of
commoners hoping to catch a glinpse of the Chief Artificer and
his pilots. The Yotians were familiar with ornithopters, and the
representatives of the two other nations feigned disinterest for
purely political reasons.

If Urza had hoped to nmeet any of Tocasia's forner students
anong the Argivian del egation, he was di sappoi nted. The Argivi ans
were, to a man, bureaucrats and diplomats with strong connections
to the Argivian king. Argivian politicians considered that the
artifact-hunting scholars and their supporting nobles held
radical views in the matter of the Fallaji, nanely that the
desert should be free and open for Argivian exploration. The
Crown, though weak, felt otherw se: Argive should end where the
hills grew rough and waterless, and the Fallaji should be left to
their desert ways. Since the Crown chose who went to Korlinda,
all the Argivians sent were isolationist in nature, hoping to
obtain a quick treaty, recognized borders, and a safe retreat
back honme. The warlord was visibly irritated by their presence.

The Argivians did bring their own ornithopters, but these
were primtive in design, little advanced beyond the constructs
that Urza, his brother, and Tocasia had pulled fromthe
enbankment of the dry wash many years before. Urza | earned from
the Argivian pilots that the Crown had put a claimon all sal vage
fromthe desert and had appropriated nost of Tocasia's |egacy.
The nobl e houses continued to dig and expl ore the desert, but
many no | onger told the Crown what they found there.

The Korlisians were pure nerchants; the ruling council of
that nation had rested in the hands of the guilds for
generations. The current lord of the council was a portly woman.
Her opinion, and the opinion of the well-dressed nerchants in
attendance, was that they woul d negotiate dear but wthout a
doubt woul d secure unnol ested trade routes to Tomakul . The
warl ord seened to tolerate themonly slightly nore than he did
t he Argivians.

Each of the civilized countries brought its own honor guards.
Yotia's force was the largest, Argive's was the nost ornately
arnored, and Korlis's was the best-equi pped, as benefited



nmercenaries in the nerchants' enploy.

Urza retreated to his own tent, where Rusko al ready had un-
crated his netal hunmanoid. The transit had not been kind to the
metallic titan, and something had jarred | oose in one of its
ankl es. Urza spent the first night and part of the next day
fixing it so the nechanical creature would be fit to operate in
time for the opening cerenonies.

The openi ng cane and passed without the Fallaji's presence.
O ficial introductions were nmade and professional courtesies
est abl i shed. There was nuch tal k of cooperation, nmost of it over
the course of a large feast in the pavilion the first night. The
Fallaji did not appear during the day, nor did any of the
outriders report signs of them

Urza spent nost of that day dressed in the high-collared,
stiff-necked gowns of office, which he had worn previously only
once: at his official appointnment as Chief Artificer. The robes
were fire-red with white piping and covered his body fromneck to
ankles. In the sumer warmth of the highlands they were
unbearabl e, and Urza's only consol ation was that the official
dress of nost of the rest of the assenbl age | ooked even nore
unconf ort abl e.

The second day cane and went in simlar fashion, though by
the day's end the alliance of the three coastal nations was
already starting to fray. The representatives of the Argivian
king refused to admt there were any incursions fromArgive into
the Fallaji territory. The king did, however, have a surplus of
functional power stones, which he was willing to use as
bar gai ni ng chips to buy agreenent fromthe Korlisians and
Yotians. The warlord was insulted by such a blatant bribe but
knew both his country and the merchants could use the Thran
stones. The Korlisians were already on the verge of self-
destruction since only two ornithopters were to be I eft behind
and no fewer than five major guilds felt they had the rights to
them Tense words threatened to break into open squabbl es, and by
the end of the second day all parties took their evening neals in
their own canps.

There was still no word fromthe Fallaji, and many were
starting to say the conference woul d di sband w t hout them
appearing. The warlord spoke of insults to the Yotian people by
their absence, and the

Argi vian di pl omats spoke of patience. The Korlisians seened
visibly worried they would not get their ornithopters if the
Fallaji did not appear, since the warlord had thrown an arned
guard around the flying craft.

The Fall aji appeared on the norning of the third day, w thout
war ni ng. There was a |low nountain fog that day, and as it slowy
burned off, the desert people were suddenly ... there.

None had seen themarrive, but as the mist lifted there
appeared lines of tents clustered around a |large, white centra
tent. The desert people outnunmbered any two of the other groups
conbi ned, and all apparently were warriors.

A path had been cleared fromthe Fallaji tents to the main
pavilion, and down this pathway came a strange procession. First
mar ched an honor guard of warriors with gold, broad-brimed
hel mets. Then cane a litter carrying the gadir of the Fallaji's
self-styled enpire. But it was at the object behind the gadir
t hat nost of the assenbl ed personages gawked in a way they had
not done when the Yotian ornithopters had arrived.

It was a huge device made of brass, fashioned in the shape of
a dragon. The norning sun glittered off the condensation al ong



its flanks, and its head twisted slowy fromside to side. Its
front legs were like those of a | egendary dragon, but its rear
gquarters were a collection of cogs and treads, and it churned the
earth as it noved

The procession noved forward with slow, stately grace, in
part to give the other menbers of the council tine to prepare for
the official neeting. The warl ord assenbled his staff on the
pavilion first, including Uza and his mechani cal man. The device
that had won Kayla's hand seenmed woefully insufficient to dea
with the titanic nonster that approached. Urza followed his
father-in-law s pitying |l ook at his creation, and his own
count enance grew stern

The Korlisians gathered as well, their lord patiently waiting
al ongside the warlord as the Fallaji approached. The Argivians
were late; its representatives pulled on their cerenonial jackets
just as the procession reached the base of the pavilion

The honor guard parted, and the litter carrying the qadir
cane forward. Urza noted that the ruler of the Fallaji Enpire
t hough younger than he, was already running to fat, and his flesh
strained at his cerenonial robes.

A stocky individual stepped out frombehind the litter and
Urza's jaw dropped in shock. Mshra stood anong the Fallaji.

He was dressed in jade green robes, cut in the desert fashion
with high slits along both legs to allow the wearer to ride and
fight easily. He wore a cloth around his forehead, this al so of
green, enbroidered with gold lettering in the Fallaji tongue.

In his amazenent Urza did not notice for a nonent the female
acconpanying his brother, a stunning red-haired wonan bearing an
ornate staff, one tipped with a dol phin's skull.

M shra halted next to the qadir's litter, as if listening to
last-m nute instructions. H s eyes flicked across the assenbl ed
group and stopped when they reached Urza. It could have been a
trick of the norning light, but to Uza it seened as if Mshra
nodded at him

Urza returned the greeting with a slight bob of the head.

M shra stepped forward and addressed the gathered representatives
of the other nations.

"Greetings, nost respected authorities and agents of the
Eastern Nations. | am M shra, the chief advisor of the gadir of
the Suwwardi, first anong equals of the Fallaji peoples. H s npst
wi se and respected excell ency gives you his greetings, his
apol ogi es, and asks for your indul gence.

"He gives you his greetings, for he hopes that matters will
be resol ved here to avoid further bloodshed on all sides. He
makes hi s apol ogies for being so tardy in his arrival. W cane
here by nountain paths that many had thought |ost, and had to
proceed carefully. And |ast, he begs your indul gence, for his has
been a |l ong journey, and he woul d appreciate an opportunity to
rest before attending to the task at hand. He would like to
return to this pavilion after the noon nmeal to formally begin his
work. He and | thank you for both the invitation and for your
patience in this matter."

M shra made a deep bow The gadir did not wait for a response
fromthe other council menbers. Instead he silently raised his
hand. As one, the Fallaji procession reversed course. The dragon
engi ne backed toward the Fallaji canp, followed by the litter and
t he honor guard. M shra and the woman took up the rear, but the
dar k- hai red young man lingered just |ong enough to | ook over his
shoul der.

Urza shouted, "Brother!" and stepped forward, away fromthe



rest of his delegation. He could hear the other del egates
suddenly burst into a buzz of gossip. He | ooked back and saw the
warl ord | ook stern. Rusko was at the warlord' s side and whi spered
something in the ruler's ear. The warl ord nodded, and Urza turned
back to his brother.

M shra turned around entirely now The woman next to him
ti ghtened her grip on her staff, but the younger brother raised a
hand and di sm ssed her as well. She hesitated a nonent, then
turned and followed the rest of the retreating Fallaji.

M shra stood statue-stiff as Urza descended fromthe
pavilion. The younger brother did not extend his hand, but rather
stood calmy, hands fol ded before him Urza stopped a few feet
away and assumed an identical position, hands folded in front of
hi m

"Brother," repeated Urza.

"Brother," replied M shra.

A long silence grew between them and each studi ed the other.
To Urza, Mshra | ooked nore weat her-beaten, tanned, and nuscul ar
than the last tinme he had seen him To Mshra, Urza | ooked | eaner
and ol der than before. The younger brother noticed small |ines
were already growi ng around his older sibling's eyes. U za's
flesh was the pasty color of the city dwellers.

Finally Uza said, "It is good to see you are well."
M shra replied, "I amwell enough. And you?"
Urza nodded briefly, then added, "I amsurprised to see you

anong the Fallaji delegation.”

"I must confess that | amnot surprised to see you anong the
Argivians," returned M shra.

"Yotians, actually," corrected his brother.

M shra nodded smoothly. "Ah. O course. That woul d explain
why the Yotians are suddenly so interested in raiding for power
stones and Thran devices."

"Exploring," said U za. "Yotians do not raid."

"OfF course," repeated Mshra, a tight smle appearing on his

face. "It must be as you say. We shall let the diplomats parse
the words for us."
Urza gave a stiff nod. "I had heard that the Fallaji had

unified with surprising speed. But | had not heard your nane
nment i oned. "

M shra gave a pronounced bow "I ambut a sinmple raki, a
servant of the gadir, his nane be nost revered, his thoughts be
nost wise." Another silence followed his words.

Urza let the pause play out, as if unsure what to say next.
"I amthe Chief Artificer of Kroog," he said finally.

M shra all owed hinsel f another smile. "How very nice.

t hought | recognized a netal soldier anmong your ranks. One of
your s?"

Urza nodded, and M shra added, "Clearly influenced by the su-

chi you studied as a lad. It shows in the knees."

Urza said, "I built it as a challenge,” but did not
el abor at e.

Anot her unconfortable silence grew. This time Mshra broke
it. "I trust you have been well?"

"Very well," said Urza; then his eyebrows shot up. "I am
married, you know. "

"I did not know," returned his brother. "I amsurprised to

find there exists a wonman who coul d tear you away from your books
and researches.”

"Her nane is Kayla. She is the warlord' s daughter,’
U za.

sai d



"Ah," said Mshra quietly, but said nothing else.

Anot her silence. Behind Urza, nost of the del egates had
di ssolved into tight little groups. The warlord remained in the
pavilion, watching the two brothers talk.

Finally Urza said, "That young worman who was with you. |Is she

o

"Ashnod?" Mshra shifted as if uneasy. "She is ny apprentice.
She is very talented."

"Most likely," replied his older brother. "I too have an
apprentice. Tawnos. Another Yotian. And a school wth about
twenty students.”

"Ah," repeated Mshra, his face very cold. "Very good for
you. It sounds as if you are thriving."

"And you," asked Urza, "do you have a school ?"

M shra shook his head. "The desert does not allow such
luxuries. We nust fight to stay alive. Learning is what you pick
up as you go along."

"You seemto have picked up an interesting device as well,
remar ked Urza.

"Yes," said Mshra, and this tine the smle was genui ne.

"It does not look Iike any Thran device we ever uncovered,
said Urza. "Were did you find it?"

"Beneath the sand," returned his brother. "I had a hunch. It
just came to nme."

"You always had a talent for such things," said Uza. A
tentative smle shaped itself on his lips. "Perhaps later you'l
tell me the full story and favor ne with a chance to look at it."

He added quickly, "I've made some changes to Tocasia's origina
ornithopter. 1'd like to showthemto you as well."
M shra was silent for a noment. Then he said, "I would Iike

that very much. Later, perhaps, when this conference is
resol ved." He bowed deeply and backed away a step, lowering his
head to indicate the conversation was over

Urza hal f-turned away. The M ghtstone around his neck felt
heavy. He touched the stone, then turned back. "M shra?"

M shra | ooked up. Hi s hand was touching the pouch resting on
his chest. "Yes, Brother?"

Uza's face twisted for a nonment, and his next words were
halting, "It... is ... good to see you again."

"And you," said M shra snoothly.

"After this is all finished," said the ol der brother, "we
need to talk. You and |I. About what we have been doi ng. About the
past."

"The past exists all around us," said the younger brother
calmy. "The only question is whether we chose to dig it up or
not . "

* * k* K %

The warl ord sunmoned Urza at once when he returned to the
Argivian canp. As the artificer entered the warlord's tent, the
ruler was seated in his canp chair, flanked by the Captain of the
Guard and Rusko.

"Your brother is Fallaji?" spat the warlord.

Urza shook his head. "My brother is not Fallaji, but he
serves their gadir, as | serve you."

"Why did you not tell me?" demanded the sovereign

"Until today, | didn't even know he was still alive,"
returned Urza.

"I see," said the warlord, |eaning back in his canp chair



Rusko, watching quietly fromhis side, thought the ruler did see,
t hough not necessarily what Urza intended. The warlord' s enem es
had an ally obviously every bit as talented as his son-in-|aw.
The taste of that revelati on was sour

"What has he been doing with then?" asked the warl ord.

"I do not know," returned Urza, shruggi ng expressively.

"How did he end up with then?" continued the warlord. Hi s
feet kicked restlessly at the stool in front of him

"I do not know," repeated the Chief Artificer

"What can that nechani cal behenoth do?" demanded the warl ord.
H s voice was rising in volume, and Rusko felt the tenperature in
the tent growi ng hotter.

Urza held up his hands before himto show his | ack of
know edge. "We spoke of it only briefly."

The warlord rubbed his lower lip; his fingers came away
stained with blood. "Here's one | hope you can answer. Can you
build one like it?"

Urza thought for a nonent. "Probably. If | get a chance to
examne it. Mshra says that he found it in the desert. But it is
much nore advanced than any Thran device |'ve ever seen. | do not
think it is Thran at all."

The warlord nuttered half to hinself, half to the captain and
Rusko, "W have patrols scouring the sand for stones, and his
brother finds an anci ent mechani cal behenoth, fully functional."

"He says he found it," said Urza stoically. "I don't knowif
that's the truth.”

"You don't know if your brother is truthful?" said the
warl ord quickly, raising an eyebrow

"I didn't say that, either," said Uza, hotly. "W ... we did
not part on the best of terns.”

"So Rusko has told me," said the warlord

"Later, we will talk, he and I," offered Urza.

"If there is a later," said the chieftain, shaking his head.
"These Fallaji played a trick on us, with their behemoth. W were
prepared to show them our power, denonstrating our ornithopters
and the mechanical man. Instead they roll up with a | egendary
beast the size of a ship. The Argivians are all ready to bolt,
and the Korlisians want to thank everyone for com ng, take their
ornithopters, and go hone. No, those desert raiders aided by your
brother pulled a fast one on us. And we have to respond.”

Urza did not question the warlord' s words, even when he was
di sm ssed and Rusko and the young captain remai ned behind. He did
not even visit the ornithopters, which were the hub of rmnuch
additional activity. Instead he went to his own quarters and | ay
in his hamock, waiting for the neetings to begin and for a
chance to see his brother again.

* * k* K %

A tabl e had been set up beneath the pavilion, four-sided,
with great chairs on three of the sides. The one on the west was
occupi ed by the warlord, flanked by Urza and the mechani cal man.
The Yotian ruler's mod had not inproved since his talk with
Urza, and the old man seenmed on the verge of expl oding.

The chair on the south was occupied by the lord of Korlis,
flanked by two mercenary guards fromdifferent units. The eastern
chair was occupied by a nervous Argivian diplomat, with two
equal |y nervous bureaucrats at his side.

The northern seat was a | ow bench, desert style, set for the
Fallaji qadir. He arrived in his litter and half rolled, half



waddl ed onto his seat. He was supported by M shra on one side,
and the red-haired staff-w el der, Ashnod, on the other. The
Fallaji had left their brass behenoth back at their canp, though
its serpentine neck was clearly visible behind them

The Korlisian |lord began the neeting softly. "W wel conme the

representatives of the Fallaji to the conference. | hope we may
be able to resolve matters that have vexed us all individually
and to come to a mutually beneficial conpronise.”

"Wth your kind perm ssion," interrupted Mshra, "on behalf

of Hs Mdst Enminent Quadir | have a statenment to read.”

The Korlisian lord' s nmouth fl apped open for a nonment. Then
she nodded. The warlord sputtered a protest.

M shra began wi t hout further encouragenent, his words | ouder
than the conplaining warlord. "W, the Fallaji people, welcone
the opportunity to speak with the men of the eastern coastl ands.
Know that we are a unified peopl e under our gadir, and our enpire
stretches from Tonmakul to the Argivian border, fromice-fed Ronom
Lake to the warm Zegoni coast. We are nany gat hered together, and
as such we are mghty.

"What ever el se nmay be decided by this conference, we nust
make clear that it is our ultimate goal to regain all the |land of
the Fallaji people and to protect that |and and the resources
that it contains fromall invaders, raiders, and woul d-be
conquerors."

The warlord started at the words, and interrupted with a
snarl. "Not a bad little speech for a race of invaders, raiders,
and woul d- be conquerors. Do the people of Tomakul and Zegon agree
with your statenments, or are they just waiting for someone to
stri ke your young puppy of a gadir across the snout on their
behal f ?"

M shra rai sed an eyebrow at the interruption, and even U za
was surprised by the heat of the warlord's words. He put a hand
on the ruler's shoulder to cal mhim

However, it was the gadir who answered, in the clipped accent
of an Argivian. "Have a care, old nan. You do not wi sh to cross
ne."

Urza | ooked at M shra, and M shra nodded back at his brother
The gadir had | earned Argivian fromhis raki and knew enough to
realize when he was being insulted and to respond in kind.

The warl ord woul d not be di ssuaded. "Have a care yourself,
child warrior. Do not trifle with those who possess nore
experi ence and wi sdomthan you."

Urza started to speak. "Perhaps now would be a good tine to
adjourn and think about-," but the gadir was already tal king
agai n.

"Do you know who | anP" denanded the young Fallaji. "I amthe
Qadir of the Suwwardi tribe. Once, long ago, we lived in the
Suwwar di | ands north of Yotia. You called themthe Suwward
Mar ches. "

"The Sword Marches," shot back the warlord. "Wen | was a
younger man, we cleaned that |and of raiders and brought true
civilization to it."

"It is Suwmwardi | and and belongs to the Fallaji people,"”
shapped the qadir.

"There have not been any Suwwardi there since your
greatgrandfather's age," rejoined the warlord hotly.

"Yes," hissed the gadir. "You drove ny great-grandfather from
our |land. My grandfather wandered the enpty wastes. My father
gathered the tribes. And now | conme to you with my enpire at ny
back and demand the return of ny famly's land."



Urza | ooked at Mshra, but his brother had a bl ank expression
on his face. Could it be he had not known about the gadir's
demands? The Korlisians and the Argivians were tal king as well
now, as chaos erupted at the table.

"You are an old fool," continued the gadir, with a
cont enpt uous sneer, "to hope to prevail in the face of our
obvi ous power."

“I"1l show you what | know of power,’
"Take a lesson, child!"

The warl ord nade a gesture. The Captain of the Guard, waiting
out side the pavilion, turned, raised his hand, and then dropped
it. Qut by the Yotian canp Rusko turned and waved to the
ornithopter crews, already at their machines.

In a mtter of nonments the sky around the pavilion was heavy
with the beating of great canvas w ngs.

The flight of eleven ornithopters (lacking only Uza's new
one with its doubl e-bent wings) cane in | ow over the pavilion
The gadir | ooked up in shock, but Mshra was already next to him
shouting sonmething in Fallaji. Uza was yelling at the warlord as
wel I .

"What is this?" the artificer roared. "Wy are ny
ornithopters in the air? Wiy wasn't | told?"

"It's a lesson in power!" the warlord shouted in return, his
teeth bright like a shark's. "You would do well to pay attention
toit as well."

The ornithopters banked over the pavilion and made a beeline
toward the Fallaji canp. Three of the craft banked right, and
three veered left. The remaining five headed straight for the
dragon engi ne.

Smal| objects fell fromthe ornithopters, jettisoned by their
pilots. They were black bits of shadow that plumeted into the
Fallaji canp.

VWere they | anded the ground erupted in expl osions of flanes
and smoke. There were screanms as the flanmes spread, and nore
bonbs dr opped.

Urza shouted, but his voice was drowned in another round of
expl osions. The five ornithopters that bore down on the dragon
engine glided in low, trying to fling their bonbs al ong the base
of the great metallic creature. A string of eruptions bl ossoned
beneath the beast, and it wheel ed and gave a netallic scream but
seemed ot herwi se unhurt.

The dragon engi ne exhal ed a huge gout of reddish m st
directly in the path of one of the ornithopters. As the craft
passed through it, the ornithopter cane apart in md-air. Its
wi ngs folded upon itself, and it crashed anmpong the tents,
rel easing a larger gout of flame as the rest of its deadly cargo
expl oded.

Wthin the pavilion reaction anong the del egates was
i nst ant aneous. The Argivians flung thensel ves under the table.
The Korlisian nercenaries grabbed their |lord, one by each arm
and dragged her backward, away fromthe table, while she shouted
orders and obscenities at them The warlord was | aughing now,
taunting the young gadir.

The Fallaji ruler rose fromhis bench with a speed that
surprised Urza. Hi s hand | ashed out. The warlord saw t he bl ow
coming and tried to |l ean away fromit, but the youth was too
qui ck. Before either brother could react, a curved blade jutted
fromthe old man's chest, blood spouting fromthe wound like a
fount ai n.

"No!" shouted Urza, and felt his M ghtstone heavy on his

replied the warlord.



chest. He laid one hand upon it, and with the other activated his
nmechani cal humanoid. "Stop him" Urza shout ed.

The nmechani cal man |urched forward and grabbed the gadir by
the front of his robes. The young man | et out a choked cry as
i nhumanly | ong arns reached across the table and snared himw th
fingers of ironroot and metal. Sinultaneously the red-haired
worman | owered her staff and pointed it at Urza's netallic
creation. Lightning danced al ong the dol phin's skull, and Urza
felt a wave of nausea pass over him It felt as if every part of
his skin had becone acutely sensitive. The novenment of the breeze
inflicted horrible pain. Gitting his teeth, U za barked another
conmand, and the nmechanical being pulled the gadir toward itself
across the corner of the table.

Qut on the battlefield, the Fallaji were attenpting to
regroup. M shra had signal ed his dragon engi ne, and now t he
beast's serpenti ne neck dodged and darted anong the diving
ornithopters. It caught one and flung it to the ground, the
canvas wi ngs catching fire as it did so. On the ground, the
Yotian troops charged, trying to kill any Fallaji who escaped the
bonbi ng. Some of the Korlisian nmercenaries joined themin the
assaul t.

Ashnod shouted, and M shra turned to see the gadir in the
grip of the netal nman. He spun toward the dragon engine to signa
one | ast conmand, then wheeled to face Urza and his nechani ca
creation. Mshra gripped a thin hide pouch around his own neck
and green | anbent power |eaked out between his fingers. He
concentrated that power on U za's nachine.

Urza caught the backwash of the energi es and staggered. The
nmechani cal creation was nore greatly affected. Sparks danced at
its joints, and steam began to seep from beneath its hel neted
face. Its fingers |oosened, and the qgadir dropped free, clutching
his throat and gasping for breath.

Ashnod shout ed sonet hi ng, and M shra nodded. Suddenly the
northern side of the pavilion was shattered as the dragon engi ne
smashed its way onto the raised platform Ashnod |et her staff
down, and its fires died. She tucked the staff under one arm
grabbing the gadir with the other, and dragged the ruler toward
the engine as if he were no nore than a puppet.

Uza felt the pain subside. He focused his Mghtstone at his
nmetal creation. "Mshra," he shouted, his head still spinning,
"we have to stop this!"

Dimy he heard his brother's voice snarl back, "So you can
betray us again, brother?"

Urza started to reply, "I didn't know" but the stress of the
M ght - st one and Weakstone proved to be too nuch for the
nmechani cal beast between the brothers. It exploded at the waist,
its torso spinning around its central pivot and its head jutting
flames. Urza screaned as the flames arched around him The | ast
thing he saw was M shra, running back toward his dragon engi ne
his creation franed by a weath of snoke fromthe ornithopter
bonbs.

* * k* K %

The searchers found Urza in the shattered pavilion, cradling
t he dead body of the warlord. The blasted | egs and hips of his
mechani cal humanoid still stood next to him the fragnents of its
head and torso scattered around the | opsided platform

The Captain of the Guard arrived and saluted. "The eneny is
in full retreat, sir."



Urza said nothing, and the captain continued. "W inflicted
heavy casualties on the Fallaji troops with mninum]losses to our
own. We lost four ornithopters in the attack. Several of the
Korlisian mercenaries joined in the assault and want to be paid
for their contribution. The Argivians have already fled w thout
drawi ng a sword."

Urza | ooked in the pale, quiet face of the captain as the
sol di er continued. "The eneny | eader and"-he paused-"your brother
have escaped with their engine into the nountains. W wll scout
for themw th the remaining ornithopters.”

Urza said sonething softly that the captain could not hear

"Beg pardon, sir?" he asked.

"I just asked why," said Urza sadly, |ooking at the warlord's
face. "Why did he do this?"

"You heard the Fallaji devil," the captain said. "They wanted
to invade Yotia. To regain land they |ost generations ago. It's
t he desert way, carrying grudges for generations-"

"No," said Uza, his voice nowfilled with steel. "He was
ready for this. This ambush. The ornithopters. The bonbs. Goblin
powder, wasn't it? The warlord was preparing for an attack al
the tine. It should have been a massacre. If not for my brother's
engine, it would have been."

The Captain of the Guard shifted uneasily but said nothing.

"And why did he not tell me?" asked Urza bitterly. "Wy not
tell me he was going to use ny nachines |like this?"

The captain stammered, "I-1 couldn't say, sir."

Urza laid the body of the warlord on the shattered fl oor of
the pavilion and turned toward the captain. "Yes, you can say,"
Uza said icily. "You can say everything you know. \Wo knew about
this? What were the full plans? What did you hope to acconplish?
Why did you not tell nme? Way did you not tell the princess? You
can, and will answer those questions.”

The captain shifted his feet uneasily.

"Because," Urza continued, turning back to the body, "because
| have to go back to Kroog now and tell nmy wife her father is
dead. And | will need all the reasons | can nuster to make her
understand. Because | don't understand it nyself."

Chapter 11
AFFAI RS OF STATE

Tawnos noved softly through the halls of the palace, with a
subtl e grace that belied his large frane. In the nonths since the
death of the warlord, everyone had | earned to nove nore quietly
t hrough the marble halls of the pal ace of Kroog.

The news of the warlord' s death struck the Yotians like a
col d wave of seawater. It was sudden, unexpected, and deci sive.
For nmost of the Yotians, the warlord had been the only | eader
t hey had ever known, and he had seemed i mort al

Now he was dead. Cut down by a Fallaji blade, said one story.
No, said another, his heart was burst by Fallaji magic. No,
contended a third, he was boiled alive by the steam ng breath of
a di abolic machine, a machine controlled by the Chief Artificer's
evil brother. No, the ruler was wearing one of the Chief
Artificer's anulets, and it exploded. The warlord saved the Chief
Artificer froma red-haired denoness sumoned by the Chief
Artificer's evil brother. Even when the truth was finally
determ ned and circul ated, the other tales survived and grew in
the telling.

One tale both true and wi dely popul ar was that Urza returned



fromKorlinda | ate one evening, piloting his distinctive

orni thopter and bearing the body of the warlord. It was said he
flew wi thout rest fromKorlinda. Gthers noted he did stop
briefly, but the flight took himonly two days. He laid the body
to rest in the palace shrine and sent word to the tenples of the
news. Then he visited the new queen with the sad tidings.

The state funeral was |avish and | asted ten days. People cane
fromthe farthest reaches of Yotia to pass before the warlord one
last tinme and pay their final respects. Guards had to be mounted
al ong the funeral bier, not to protect the body but to help nove
t hose who col | apsed al ongsi de, fainting fromdespair. The npst
not abl e casualty during this procession was Kayla's matron, who
flung herself in tears onto the bier and eventually had to be
di spatched to relatives in the country to recover

Queen Kayl a and her royal consort, Chief Artificer U za,
appeared only on the | ast day. Their faces were drawn and tired,
and they neither spoke nor smiled during their grimvigil.

After the body was interred within its great shrine, the
gqueen retired to her quarters, and the Chief Artificer went to
his orniary. A calmsettled over Kroog, but it was a fal se peace
as the nerchants returned to their stores, the guildsnen to their
crafts, and the scholars to their tenple classes. The cal monly
barely hid the anger of the people. The Fallaji had killed their
bel oved warl ord, and the desert people would pay.

There were incidents. Fallaji traders (and in one case a
Zegon jewel er) were lynched in the streets. Bands of young
adventurers rode into Fallaji territory seeking revenge, and when
they did not return, additional bands set out to seek revenge for
them In order to prevent further fool hardiness, the arny swing
its doors wi de open to anyone who wi shed to join. Recruitnent
tripled in a nonth.

Eventual |y the queen appeared in public, but she | ooked worn
by her ordeal. Sonme noted that the warl ord had protected her for
too long fromthe duties of her position, and now she was feeling
the strain. Ohers said she was neeting with the nobles and the
guild | eaders, assenbling her own response to the Fallaji. Many,

i ncl udi ng Tawnos, noticed that when she appeared, she appeared
al one.

The Chief Artificer, it was whispered, had retreated to his
lab to prepare a secret weapon with which to defeat the desert
tri besnen. Sonme said that it was a new version of ornithopter, a
nore powerful bonmb, or a gigantic version of his metal soldier
whi ch had now gai ned the sobriquet of "Urza's Avenger" for its
attenpt to seek revenge against the warlord' s rmurderer. Wen the
machi ne's fragments were returned fromKorlinda with the
returning army, it was interred al ongside the warlord, like a
faithful dog with its master

Rusko had not returned, and Tawnos | earned that while the
cl ock maker had survived the attack, he would not be com ng back
to Kroog any tinme soon. The Captain of the Guard had been
reassigned to a patrol unit to the west along the Fallaji
frontier and replaced in his duties within the pal ace. Over the
course of the nmonth every pilot who had gone to Korlinda was
transferred as well, also to units along the long frontier with
the desert tribesmen. The seneschal remained, but seemed to be on
a short leash, with Queen Kayla hol ding the other end.

Every other official, courtier, and servant in the pal ace was
made suddenly aware that if the new queen noticed sonething she
did not care for, that something was renoved. Everyone noved
around the pal ace on tiptoe and spoke in whispers.



The Fallaji were, for their part, surprisingly quiet. They
| aunched a brief raid into the Sword Marches, which provoked a
counterraid deep into the desert before it ran out of both
supplies and enem es. Soon after the order came down, signed both
by the Queen and the Chief Artificer: Every inch of Yotian ground
woul d be held, but no one would raid Fallaji territories w thout
explicit orders. Many took this as a sign that the queen's
consort was working on something very deadly and decisive for the
Fallaji.

O all the people in the city of Kroog, only Tawnos knew what
the Chief Artificer had been doing for the nonth follow ng the
warlord' s death. Urza had stayed in the orniary night and day. He
had di sm ssed the students for the nonent, sending themto nourn
the warl ord and never calling them back. He all owed Tawnos to
remai n, though, and his chief apprentice worked hard, keeping the
machi nes oiled and the canvas supple. Mstly, however, Tawnos
stayed out of Urza's way.

Once or twice a day Urza would energe fromhis lair to neet
with the newest Captain of the Guard or to send a terse nessage
to some bureaucrat or other. Then he retreated again to his lair.

And in his study, he stared at a piece of blank paper nounted
on his drawing board. He stared at it for hours. At first Tawnos
wondered at what marvels Urza was dreanming up. But after the
fifth day, the young toy naker becane convinced that his master
was sinply overwhel ned by the responsibility that awaited him
outside the orniary.

Tawnos had ventured his opinion on the current situation to
Urza just once. He had heard others note that the Chief Artificer
woul d not strike against the Fallaji because the desert tribesnen
were led by his evil brother, whom U za had not seen since they
were both children. Sone argued that Urza hesitated because he
wanted to kill his brother hinmself. O hers argued that he was
afraid of the brother and did not want to fight. Tawnos cut away
the inplications of cowardice and put the question to his naster
Why had he not struck back?

Urza al nost expl oded. "War is a waste of resources!" he
shouted. "We lost four ornithopters in that fruitless assault,
and | cannot replace themuntil | get nore power stones! Wy
should I waste tine, gold, and precious lives in battle? To chase
ghosts in the desert? Wiy don't | just burn down the city and
save ny brother the bother?"

The outburst was as surprising as it was sudden. Afterward
Tawnos noved nore quietly in the orniary as well

Messages arrived, and Tawnos received them at the door. To
those sent by the Captain of the Guard, Urza responded in a short
note delivered by Tawnos. Sonetines the nessage was from sone
nmerchant or craftsnen. Half the tinme the artificer would respond;
other times he crunpled the letter and tossed it away.

Sone messages were marked with the signet ring of the queen
These Urza | eft unopened by his drafting table. A flurry of them
appeared for a while, and then they gradually tapered off.

Finally such a note arrived for Tawnos, demanding his
presence in the queen's quarters that evening. A neeting at
m dni ght, the mi ssive said, and no one, not even U za, should be
tol d.

Tawnos noved quietly through the corridors. There were no
guards in the private wing of the building, and had not been
since the warlord's funeral. It was late, and even the servants
had abandoned their continual fussing and retired for the
eveni ng.



He reached the doors to the royal household. In the distance
he heard the tenple bells sounding the mdnight hour. He knocked
softly.

For a monent there was nothing, and Tawnos feared his rapping
had not been heard. Then a weak voice said "Enter."

Tawnos pushed the door open gently. "Your Mjesty?"

Queen Kayl a was seated by the w ndow | ooking out at the city
of Kroog spread bel ow. She was dressed in a sheer gown covered by
a crimson robe. She held a large brandy snifter in her hand, and
even from across the room Tawnos could see it was filled higher
than it shoul d have been

The queen said nothing, and Tawnos entered, closing the door
behi nd him "Your Myjesty?" he repeated.

Kayl a sighed deeply. "No," she said. "Don't call me that. |
have been ' Your Majesty'd to tears today. Today and every other
day." She took a sip of the brandy. "Call ne Kayla. Can you do
that, Tawnos Toy Maker?"

Tawnos opened his mouth and tried to formhis lips around the

words, but they refused to cooperate. Finally, he said, "I'm
afraid I can't, Ma'am"
Kayl a snorted, a pretty, ladylike sound. "Ma'amwi || have to

do, then-at |least for the nonent." She spun in place on the

wi ndow seat and set her slippered feet to the floor. "Wuld you
like sonmething to eat? | had the kitchen send up sone chilled
nmeat and cheeses."

She waved an armat a nearby table. It had been set with fine
crystal and silverware and a pair of elegantly tw sted candl es.
Porcel ain plates as translucent as the wings of an ornithopter
were | aden with food. There were neats, both chopped and shaved,
cheeses, fruits, and several pickled itenms that Tawnos coul d not
i Mmediately identify. "If you wish, Your . . Ma'am" said Tawnos,
novi ng toward the tables.

Kayl a crossed paths with him en route to her own seat. As
she passed, she stunbled, spilling a bit of her drink and
brushi ng agai nst the apprentice.

"Sorry," she murmured, holding a hand out against his chest
to steady herself.

"Not to worry," replied Tawnos. He inhal ed a heady | ungful of
her perfume mxed with the funes of brandy. If forced to guess,
he woul d say that the brandy was ol der than the warlord had been

Tawnos tried to recall the last tinme the queen drank nore
than a single glass of wine with dinner. He came up enpty but
surm sed that Kayla had already refilled her goblet at |east once
before he had arrived.

Carefully, Tawnos sat down, unsure what to do next. He
t hought of hinself as a sinple coastal boy, |acking the
sophi stication of H gh Yotian society, but he was fairly certain
of how the eveni ng was shapi ng up

Kayl a stabbed a norsel of cheese with her knife and waved the
cheddar-tipped utensil at the apprentice. "So," she said. "How is
he?"

"He who, Ma' an?" parried Tawnos, | ooking over the pickled
things, trying to determ ne what exactly they had been in life.

H s answer anused Kayla. " 'He who?' he asks. He who is ny
| oving and dedi cat ed husband, that is who. He who you see nore
regularly than | these days." She bit off the |ast words neatly,
and | eaned back, evidently pleased she had managed to say them
wi t hout tangling her tongue.

Tawnos grasped at words. "He ... He is well, Your Mjesty."
"Kayl a," said the queen



"Kay ... Kayla. Ma'am" Tawnos blushed as he said it. "I
wite to him but he does not respond," she sighed, popping the
bit of cheese in her nouth and | ooking for another target.

"I know," said Tawnos quietly. "But he has been busy. Wth
patrols and things. H's designs."

"Ah yes." The queen raised her hands toward the ceiling.
"Urza's wonderful designs! How | envy him He can | ock hinmself up
in his roomand not talk to anyone, least of all his wfe,
because he is always working on his wonderful designs!"

Tawnos suddenly realized he had answered her origina
qguestion wong fromthe start. But how was he to know that she
wanted to hear Master Urza was m serabl e?

The queen seened deeply interested in her brandy glass; then
she suddenly | ooked up. "I didn't expect nuch fromthe marri age,
you know. | hoped for soneone to talk to. O a | east someone to
l[isten. An heir or two to nmake Daddy happy. And now, no heirs, no
Daddy, and not even a husband anynore." She | ooked over at
Tawnos. "So, are you?"

Tawnos blinked. Hi s head was swimm ng fromthe perfune. "Aml
what ?"

"Are you sonmeone | can talk to?" asked the queen. "Because
I'"ve had it with people whom| can talk at. Wo nmake all the

right noises but really don't engage in conversation at all." She
was nmotioning with both arms now, the ancient brandy sl opping
over the sides of the glass. "I can talk at the seneschal, and

can talk at the matron, or | could when she was here. But there's
no one | can talk to.

"I mean, | felt | could talk to Urza," she added softly. "Not
often. If there was daylight, he worked on his plans, his
wondr ous devi ces. But often enough. And | always liked Iistening
to him even if | didn't understand what he was tal king about.
And now... now ..." She let her voice trailed off.

VWhen Tawnos had been a very young man, he had worked on his
uncle's fishing rig. One norning, when he was not paying
sufficient attention, the boat had been breached by a | arge wave,
and he had been knocked overboard. The young Tawnos pani cked,
fl oundered, and found hinmsel f struggling underwater. He was saved
by his uncle, who pulled himaboard and suggested gently that the
young man find another |ine of work.

At this nonment Tawnos felt nuch the sane way, though no
hel pful uncle was in sight.

"I am sooooo jeal ous of you, you know, " Kayla said, her eyes
becom ng hooded slits as she charged off on a new tack. "I nean,
he spends all his time with you, and when he tal ks about lift and
drag and pulley ratios and snail-gears, you honestly understand
what he's tal king about. 1I'm not dunb, but on ny best day I
couldn't venture a guess about ideal pulley ratios."

Tawnos started to speak. "Everybody has their own strengths
and weakne-"

"Am | so horrible?" she denanded, |eaning across the table
and grabbing his hand. "Am | so repul sive?" As she |eaned forward
her robe fell open, the gown beneath al nost transparent in the
candl el i ght .

Tawnos cl osed his eyes tightly. "No," he said, "you' re not
horrible at all."

"Then why won't he cone hone?" she said, draw ng back. Her
hand still clutched him and her voice was filled with unwept
tears. "He sleeps at his work. You know that. That's what | need
to know. Wy won't he come back to ne?"

Carefully, Tawnos pried the queen's fingers fromaround his



wrists. As he spoke, he was aware that Kayla was |istening for
the first time that evening. "I think," he said calmy, "he's in
pai n hinsel f."

"Hi n?" said Kayla, |eaning back. "The great thinking nachine?
The paragon of logic? The chief artifact of Kroog?"

"Al'l that," replied Tawnos. "And the man who stood next to
your father when he was killed. The man who coul d not save him
from dyi ng. Have you tal ked to hi m about what happened at
Korlinda? | nean, really tal ked?"

Kayl a | ooked at hi mand bl i nked.

"I'l'l take that as a no, then," said Tawnos.

"But he didn't know what Daddy was pl anning," she said. "I
didn't realize it nyself."

"Right," answered Tawnos. "But that doesn't make it any
easier. U za cane back, and everyone treated himlike a hero
because he survived and your father didn't. And he has to cone
back to you... ." He notioned with his hands.

"So he doesn't come back," finished Kayla, softly. The
fuzzi ness of the al cohol seemed bani shed for the nmonment. "He's
puni shing hi nsel f because he thinks |I blame him O | should
blame him even if | don't. Wiich | don't."

"Uh- huh," grunted Tawnos.

"So | should march down to his workshop and we shoul d tal k
about this?" she asked.

Tawnos hel d up both hands, remenbering his own experience at
being direct. "Perhaps it would be better to start with something
el se. Somet hing not directly connected with the past few nonths.
Do you two have any happy nonents toget her?"

"Wait," said Kayla, and Tawnos thought of an overworked
engi ne, |eaking steamand straining to function. "Yes. Yes | do."

"Start with that," said Tawnos.

The queen's face brightened visibly. "Yes. Yes | know what
will work." She crossed over to the witing desk and penned a
short note, then handed it to Tawnos. "Here. Gve this to U za.
Make sure he reads it. Tell himit is urgent.”

"OfF course," said Tawnos, rising fromhis chair. "He'll stil
be awake at this hour."

"And Tawnos," she said. The apprentice turned, and Kayl a
| eaned forward, pressing her |ips against his cheeks. "Thank
you. "

Tawnos bl ushed, the blood in his face clear even in the
candle-light, "It is ny pleasure. The ki ngdom can't take mnuch
nore of everyone wal ki ng on eggshells around you two."

"Not that," she said. "That was for being a better person
than I m ght be."

Tawnos made sure Urza read the nessage, and fifteen m nutes
later, the Chief Artificer poked his head into his own |iving
gquarters. "My queen?" he said. "Kayla?"

Queen Kayl a bi n-Kroog was seated at a table set with fine
crystal and |l aden with nmeats and cheeses.

"Ah, ny Chief Artificer. Thank you for com ng on such short
notice."

"Your note said there was an energency," said Urza, his eyes
adjusting to the candlelight. "A technical emergency?"

"Yes," responded the queen. "I have a snmall nusic box. An
heirloom | think it's broken."

She notioned to the place setting opposite her. On the plate
was a small silver box.

Carefully Urza opened the box, then turned it over slowy in
his hands. "I think that all is wong with it is that the spring



has wound down again." he said at |ast.

Kayl a opened her eyes wi de. "Wund down?"

Urza nodded and cleared his throat. "Yes. | would need a key
for it."

"A key," she said, and opened her robe. The sheer gown she
wore was al nost translucent in the candlelight. Around her neck
she wore a pink ribbon, and hanging fromthat ribbon was a
battered nmetal key, red with rust along one edge. "Wuld this one
do, Lord Artificer?"

Urza | ooked at the key and at the nmusic box. He stared |ong
and deep into the queen's eyes. "Yes," he said at last. "I think
that will do indeed."

And for the first time in a nonth, U za smled

The Chief Artificer did not come to the orniary the next day,
nor the day after that. On the third day, Tawnos arrived to find
a sheaf of parchment marked with detailed instructions, starting
with recalling the students and quickly moving on to a list of
i mprovenents to ornithopter design and plans for building new
avenger-styl e mechani cal men. There was no sign of Uza, and a
mar gi nal note to Tawnos indicated that he should not be expected
until md-afternoon. If then

Tawnos al |l owed hinself a healthy grin and quickly began to
fulfill Master Urza's |list of denands.

Chapter 12
PHYREXI A

The wi nter dust storm boiled out of the south, a major
sirocco that reached from horizon to horizon and clinbed al nost
to the zenith of the sky. It was a grandfather storm one that
the ol d people spoke of, a stormthat blotted the sun with its
shadow. The storm breathed dust-1laden wi nds capable of flaying
the living flesh fromthose caught in the open. Along its | eading
edge great tornadoes spawned and danced, only to be sucked back
wi thin the advancing wall of churning black dust.

The storm overtook the [unbering formof the mak fawa and
swal  owed it whole, disturbing neither the stormnor the dragon
engi ne. The mak fawa continued to roll forward, unfazed by the
swirling winds and poundi ng sand that assailed it. Though one
could no |l onger see across the width of the creature's body, the
engi ne pl odded forward with the resolute and absol ute confidence
of a machi ne.

M shra and Ashnod huddl ed in a cranped space beneath the
creature's back plates. The dragon engi ne had not been designed
to carry passengers within, but there was a | owroofed holl ow
al ong the beast's spine, and the raki and his apprentice crouched
there, listening to the sand rasp against the netal flesh around
t hem

"How can it see where it's going?" shouted Ashnod over the
clatter of blow ng sand.

"It does not need to see," replied Mshra. "It knows, as
surely as | know, what direction it needs to go. It seeks out the
Secret Heart of the Thran. | can feel Koilos's call, and because
t he machi ne responds to nme, so can it feel the pull, like a

raptor returning to the same nest with each passing season.”
Ashnod stared at the stocky man huddl ed next to her. Mshra's
tendency to cloak his words in allusions and mystici sm bot hered
her. Did he truly believe what he said, or was it all just verba
play to cover the fact that he did not know?
Ashnod wanted to believe the forner, because ot herw se they



were charging blindly through a G andfather Storm navigated only
by a vague feeling in Mshra's heart.

It was in the winter of the year of the Korlinda nassacre,
the year that the warlord of Kroog perished at the hands of the
young gadir, that Mshra and Ashnod set out for Koilos, the
Secret Heart of the Thran. They told no one anbng the Suwwardi of
their plans or of their destination, not even Hajar and
particularly not the qadir. The idea that the tribe's raki was
seeking out the Secret Heart of the Thran once nore woul d not
have been a conforting thought to the [ eader of the Fallaji.

The retreat from Korlinda had been harrow ng, and only one of
every five men who entered Korlis returned to Fallaji |ands. The
survivors had travel ed by night, cowering in mountain passes,
constantly seeking places to hide the huge mak fawa fromthe
pursuing ornithopters. The gadir had at first wanted to turn
around and | aunch an i medi ate counterattack. Cool er heads, and
the fact that they were a nmere fraction of their initial nunbers,
convinced himto withdraw and take confort in the apparent death
of the warl ord.

Utimately the gadir blaned his raki for the anmbush. M shra
shoul d have known that his tal ented and treacherous brother was
anong the eneny. Mshra should have told the gadir i mediately
upon di scovering that fact. M shra should have concentrated on
protecting him the gadir, instead of giving comands to his
dragon engine during the attack

And of course, Ashnod thought ironically, Mshra was at fault
for com ng out of this debacle nore popular among the Fallaji
than ever. The other tribal chieftains nade sure that the rak
was all right and asked about the health of the gadir as a
secondary matter. Wile the gadir had slain the ancient warlord,
it was Mshra and his engine who were credited with saving those
who made it back to the Fallaji |lands. No one blaned M shra for
t he anmbush save the qadir, but the chieftain made his conplaints
wel I known to anyone who was nearby, and no one woul d di sagree
wi th the corpul ent young nan.

The gadir had ot her conplaints upon their return. Mshra
shoul d have found nore machi nes by now simlar to his mak fawa. A
si ngl e dragon engine was too big a target and too vul nerable. He
rem nded

M shra of the difficulties they had experienced at Zegon. If
the Yotians could field dozens of their machines, the qadir
shoul d be able to do the sane.

O course no one doubted Mshra's loyalty, the qgadir said, or
his talent, though in nmentioning themthe young chieftain managed
to bring both into doubt. It had been many years since the rak
had first conjured the mak fawa, and now his peopl e needed nore.
There were whi spers, which the gadir assured M shra were
conpl etely disbelieved by anyone who truly counted, that the rak
was afraid of his brother's flying machi nes and his brother's
power .

Ashnod had watched the entire dressing-down, silent as a
worman anong the Fallaji was expected to be. After the qadir had
di sm ssed them she snarled quietly to Mshra, "But what have you
done for ne lately?" Mshra nerely returned to his own tent and
began to i ssue orders.

They needed to locate nore finds of O d One artifacts,
preferably ones that were nearly operational. Scouts were sent
out with orders describing what to | ook for. Wthin the nonth
they had returned with news of a |arge device | ocated near the
banks of the Mardun River. The qgadir, busy reconfirm ng his power



over the other tribes, allowed his raki and the raid' s wonan to
i nvesti gate.

The site was large, and the remains were generally conpl ete.
The machi ne was evidently sone sort of transport used by the
Thran to haul unknown equi pnment. It appeared to be a great wagon
or wain and had been overturned in whatever accident that had
clainmed it. Rust blossoned al ong both sides of its skeleton, and
its spoked wheels were twi sted and shattered. The wire-1|aden
framework that held the power crystals was missing, if it had
existed at all.

M shra shook his head. It would require time and effort to
put this nonstrosity back together, and even then it woul d be but
a fraction of the grandeur of the nak fawa. The gadir woul d not
be pl eased.

The norning after surveying the find, Mshra left Hajar in
charge of the excavation and departed, taking both the dragon
engi ne and Ashnod with him They headed east, and travel ed ni ght
and day, the dragon engine a tireless nmount. They slept within
the creature's nmetal carapace and now hid there while the great
storm bl ossoned out of the southern horizon

They were trapped within the beast's body for ten days and
nights while the stormwhirled around them They had suffi cient
supplies and light, but the protected holl ow was barely
confortable for one and tight for two. To pass the tine, Mshra
told Ashnod the story of his first visit to Koilos. He al so took
the opportunity to informher how she m ght better conduct
hersel f anong the Fallaji. Soon Ashnod was willing to consider
braving the storns outside to avoid listening further to Mshra
poi nt out her foibles, great and small.

"I did nothing wong," she finally said in frustration on the
tenth day of the storm after Mshra nmentioned (for the fifth
time that day) a recent incident in the gadir's canp.

"The warrior you struck down woul d di sagree,"” replied M shra.

"He said | thought |ike a nman," she said, exasperated.

"It is an old desert saying," replied Mshra. "It is neant to
be a conplinent."

"Trust ne," said Ashnod, "it isn't."

"You did not need to cripple him" said Mshra sternly.

Ashnod forcefully placed a hand against M shra's broad chest.
"Wwuld you prefer if | said | turned nmy staff on himbecause he
insulted ny gentle, femnine ears with lewd and guttura
suggesti ons?" she asked. "Because he did that, too."

M shra did not respond inmedi ately. Instead he pointed to the
outer hull and said, "Listen."

Ashnod paused. "I don't hear anything."

"Exactly," said Mshra. "I think we have passed through the
stormat |ast. Check outside,"

Ashnod blinked at the man. "And if this is only a nomentary
lull in the winds? What happens if they kick up again while |I'm
out si de?"

M shra | eaned against the inner wall. "You're the apprentice.
That nmeans if a task is dangerous or unpleasant, it's your job."

Muttering, Ashnod inched toward the access plates and
careful ly peel ed them back and peered outside. There was a wall
of bl ackness along the north, but the sky above was bright bl ue,
and the sands had already settled in the wake of the great storm

"It's over," said Mshra, follow ng her out fromtheir hiding
pl ace within the mechani cal beast. "W can ride on the outside
for a while."

"And not a nonent too soon," nuttered Ashnod, not caring if



M shra heard her or not.

In the wake of the storm they saw no other living thing. The
desert had been w ped clean, and old rock formations had been
buri ed as new ones were exposed. At last, after another week of
travel, they reached the canyon of Koil os.

The site was untouched by the storm and apparently
undi sturbed since Mshra was | ast there. The bl eached bones of
the roc were still scattered in front of the cave entrance, m xed
wi th the wreckage of other ancient Thran nachi nes.

As they noved through the valley, Mshra grew quiet and
somber. Ashnod thought the man was reliving old menories, sone
apparently pai nful

They pawed t hrough the weckage and the ruins inmrediately
around the cavern's nouth, but after several days work the two
had come up with nothing that could be inmediately pressed into
the gadir's service.

"Those netal spiders mght have been useful, once," said
Ashnod that evening. "But your brother definitely did a nunmber on
t hem when that machi ne expl oded. They weren't in the best
condition before, and nowthey're little nmore than scrap.”

In the firelight Mshra flinched just a bit at the nention of
his brother. Ashnod had di scovered that the subject of Urza was
off-limts around the younger brother, a fact that made her al
the nore curious about their relationship. Mshra did not respond
to her conment, and Ashnod saw him staring at the roc bones at
t he base of the plateau and the cavern they partially conceal ed.

VWhat ever answer was at Koilos lay within the caverns. That
night M shra slept badly and awoke screani ng. Ashnod cal ned him
as best as she was able.

"I dreaned of the wind, of a great dark wind," was all he
sai d, the night sweat evaporating in the still air. "It swept
around ne, it spoke to ne, and it carried horrible secrets it
wanted to tell ne."

"It will be all right,"’
Dreanms aren't inportant.”

"They are to ne," said Mshra, staring into the darkness. In
the norning they entered the caverns. The |ong corridor had been
brightly lit once, Mshra had said, but it was now dark again,
and they brought oil lanps with them Ashnod ran a hand over the
inner walls of the tunnel. There were bricks there, but she could
not see the joints.

They passed the weckage of the su-chi guardians. M shra
pi cked up one bl ackened, narrow headed skull and smashed it

mur mured Ashnod. "It's just a dream

against the wall. It cracked |ike a wal nut, but instead of neat
i nside there was a power stone, an Eye of the O d Ones. It was
slightly chipped but still held the fire of the Thran energies.

He grunted approval, and they continued. They reached an

i nterm nable set of stairs and canme at last to the great cavern
the lair of the Thran machines. It was bathed in a flickering
light of inconstant crystalline plates along the ceiling. The
cent ernmost machi ne was nade up of a great series of plates and
mrrors surrounding an enpty spot.

M shra placed the stone fromthe su-chi's head in the void of
the machine. Imediately there cane a | ow hunm ng, a throbbing
that seermed to issue fromthe walls itself. The flickering
stopped, and the entire cavern was bathed in a soft |ight.

"How di d you know to do that?" asked Ashnod.

"I just knew," replied Mshra. He sounded as if he were a
t housand miles away. Then the raki shrugged, apparently shaki ng
of f an old nenory.



Ashnod exami ned the bank of glyphs and lights before the
great machine, set into a podiumthat |ooked Iike a huge, open-
faced book. She did not touch the glyphs but studied each in
turn.

Sonewher e anong the signs was a nmechani smthat opened ot her
doors, doors that had held the nechani cal hunanoi ds whose renains
littered the entrance. If they could find them she and M shra
reasoned, they could bring back new wonders for the gadir.
Wor ki ng wonder s.

After a short while, M shra asked, "Wel|?"

Ashnod shook her head. The gl yphs were sinple geonetric
shapes and coul d be I abels, instructions, or dire warnings. They
provided no clue as to the purpose of the machi nes. She pointed.
"This one night be the synbol of a doorway."

M shra | ooked over her shoul der, and assented. "Press it," he
sai d.

"I's this sonething el se you just know?" asked Ashnod.

M shra frowned. "I'm guessing as much as you. But press it
anyway. It feels like the right thing to do."

Ashnod brushed the glyph with her long fingertips and,
somewhere in the depths of the nountain there was a | ow chi ne,
nore felt than heard. Sonething deep within the Thran machi ne had
engaged, and Ashnod hoped that it was connected w th other,
wor ki ng mechani sms.

She hel d her breath.

A light appeared in the air to their right. First a note,
hangi ng in space, it soon expanded, twi sting the air around it
until it formed a thin, glow ng disk, positioned perpendicular to
t he ground, hangi ng unsupported. Slowy Ashnod wal ked around it.
It seened as thin as the gadir's tenper and had a soft, al nost
enticing radiance to it. Along the surface of the di sk Ashnod
could al nost see a set of scribed hairlines, form ng the shape of
a child s star.

Ashnod | ooked at M shra, but he did nothing. The disk grew
until it was twice the size of a nman.

Ashnod | eaned her bl ack thunderwood staff forward and pressed
its butt end against the disk. The Iight offered no resistance,
nor did it dissipate at the touch. She | eaned forward, and the
staff passed easily through the disk

But the staff did not come out the other side. Ashnod had
shoved three feet of wood into a wafer-thin gl ow ng di sk, and
not hi ng came out the other side.

Ashnod wi thdrew the staff. The inmersed end seened unhar ned.

Ashnod | ooked at M shra again. "W've found our doorway,"
said Mshra calmy.

"Who goes in first?" asked Ashnod. M shra | ooked at her
After a noment, she nodded. "Right," she said. "If it's dangerous
or unpleasant, it's the apprentice's job."

Ashnod stepped through the gl owi ng di sk. The |ight surrounded
her and saturated her. For a nonment she thought she heard,
faintly, the voice of an old woman shouting. But then that passed
as well, and she was in another world.

The first thing that she was aware of was the heat: not the
desert heat, dry and conforting, but a wet, danp heat she had not
felt since the swanps of Almaaz. It settled on her like a
bl anket .

Now she felt the snell, a pungent scent of rot and decay. No,
there was nmore to it than that, she thought. It snelled of oi
and chemicals, too. It snmelled of goblin powder, of fire, and of
steel. For a noment she thought she was back at Korlinda, fleeing



as the bonbs dropped around them

There were colors. A riot of jungle plants surrounded her
all in bloom bright splotches against a sea of dark green | eaves
and vines. But the colors were wong. They were too hard, too
bright, too alien, and they had a netallic sheen to them And the
vines-they were uniform nore |ike cables than any natural thing.
She touched one of the flowers and pulled her hand away quickly.
What ever juice the bl oomwas |eaking was slightly caustic and
stung her skin.

A dragonfly settled on the flower, but on closer inspection
Ashnod saw it was not truly an insect but rather a tiny machine
made of silver wire and gold plates. She reached out to grab it,
but the dragonfly was gone in a wi nk, darting deeper into the
jungl e.

She turned around. M shra was stepping through the radi ant
di sk, energing like a swimer fromthe sea

"Yes," he said, "it is just as | renmenbered it."

"You' ve been here before?" asked Ashnod.

"Only in dreams,"” replied Mshra. Indeed, there was a
di stracted, dreamike quality in the way he spoke. Ashnod gri pped
her staff nore tightly and | ooked at the sky. It was overcast and
glowed with a reddish hue, like hot coals under a bl anket of
snow. "Phyrexia," Mshra said at |ast. Ashnod | ooked at hi m and
said, "The dreams agai n?" M shra nodded absent m ndedly. "Wbrds
carried on the black winds," he said. "This place is called
Phyrexia." He stared into the nmiddle distance, trying to get his
bearings. "That way," he said at last, "I think the ground sl opes
down to a pond or sonething."

Actually it sloped down to a | ake, a large, black mrror
covered with rainbow patterns of oil. Several |arge machines, kin
to the mak fawa back in Koilos, waded through its oily expanse,
dredgi ng other pieces of metal fromthe | ake's shall ow fl oor
There were four of them Ashnod saw

"You stay here," said Mshra. "Keep your staff ready." "Wat
are you doi ng?" asked Ashnod.

M shra blinked at her. "I"'mgoing to try to control them As
| controlled our dragon engine." He spoke as if the answer to her
guestion was obvi ous.

"And if they don't want to be controlled?" asked Ashnod.
"That's why you have to keep your staff ready," returned M shra.
"Be prepared to run."

Ashnod wai ted nervously as M shra crept forward. One of the
dragon engines, the smallest, saw himfirst, and let out a | ow,
bl eating cry. The other three | ooked up at once.

Al'l four converged on Mshra, the smallest reaching him
first. Ashnod held her breath as the small nmetallic dragon | eaned
forward toward the newconer, sniffing himas a dog would a
stranger.

M shra stood calmy, as if being sniffed by engi nes of mass
destruction was a conmon occurrence.

Then the dragon engi ne dropped on its haunches and laid its
head agai nst the ground. The other three did the sanme. Ashnod
could see these were not identical to the mak fawa she knew.

Their heads were blunter, shaped nore |ike shovels, and their
hi des were duller than the brass nonster they had | eft behind.

M shra waved for Ashnod to cone ahead, and she stepped into
the clearing by the | ake, her staff still at the ready.

M shra nodded grimy. "It's not the stone," he said. "I
thought it was my power stone that controlled them but it's not.
It's me. | can think what | want themto do, and they will do



it." He seenmed nore puzzled than pl eased by the discovery.

"CGood," said Ashnod, wondering for a nonent exactly how good
it was. "But these seemlarge to take back through the portal
Can you master something smaller?"

There was a gong in the distance, the deep chimng of an iron
bell. The dragon engi nes | ooked up and al nost bolted back into
the oily lake. The bell tolled again, this time close, and the
dragon engines started to waver, caught between their obedience
to Mshra and their fear of whatever was approachi ng. The bel
tolled a third tine, and Ashnod coul d now hear the tw sting,
rendi ng noi se of netallic vegetation being ripped fromits roots.
The three | arger engines panicked and spl ashed back into the
| ake. The smaller one remai ned but whined |ike an engi ne caught
bet ween gears.

Part of the forest to their left disappeared, and a true
gi ant lumbered forward. It was shaped like a | and-going ship, set
on treads, with a great maw set into its prow Wthin the mw
were spinning sets of teeth, like great scythes. They ripped
through the plants and trees of the jungle with ease. Wen it
struck a particularly large tree, the shattered bits of trunk

made t he boomi ng, bell-1like noise.
And st andi ng above the mouth on a platformwas a tall,
denonic figure. It seened to be made of netal as well, and shards

of dark bone erupted fromits leathery skin. It wore arnor that
seened al npbst a part of it. Arictus grin of exposed skin gl eaned
along it fleshless face. A pair of horns nested anong a tangle of
swayi ng, wornmike tendrils that sprang fromits head and swept
backward |ike banners made of human skin.

"Run!" shouted M shra, but Ashnod needed no encouragenent.
She foll owed the raki back up the hill toward the gl ow ng disk
that led to safety.

The vegetation tore at her robes as she ran, as if it were
trying to ensnare her, to hold her in thrall for the dark machi ne
t hat pursued them Sonething tore a |ong gash al ong one arm and
a flower fluttered in her face, nearly blinding her with its
aci d.

She | ooked back only once, to see that the smallest of the
dragon engi nes had not fled back to the |ake but was standing,
bl eating plaintively. The dermon machine with its spinning scythes
was al nost on top of it.

The machine did not slow down as it ramed the snmaller
creature. The dragon engi ne disappeared in a flurry of silver
wire and netal plates.

Ashnod turned around and ran faster. Behind them the nachine
had turned and was pursuing themup the hill.

M shra was waiting at the portal but would not go through
wi t hout her. She dived into the portal headfirst. Part of her
m nd noted that they had not truly established that the disk |ed
back to the caverns. But, she thought wily, anywhere they |anded
woul d have |l ess terror than the Phyrexian beast that foll owed
t hem

She sprawl ed across the cold stone floor of the chamber, her
staff skittering ahead of her and sl anmm ng against the far wall
She turned in place, and saw M shra ni nbly dash through the disk
as well. He turned to the book-shaped enbankment, and his hands
hesitated over the collection of glyphs. He touched one, and
not hi ng happened.

Ashnod shouted, and M shra reached out to grab the power
crystal fromits cradle anmong the mirrors. He pulled it fromits
socket and cursed as the warmcrystal burned his flesh. The stone



that coul d power the su-chi was insufficient to maintain the
great Thran nmachi ne and was overl oaded with power. M shra dropped
t he snmoking stone, and it smashed against the floor into a
hundred shards.

The gol den di sk wi nked out of sight.

Ashnod held a hand to her chest and felt her heart thundering
agai nst her ribcage. For the first time she considered the idea
that the nak fawa m ght have other masters in addition to M shra,
and that those nasters m ght object to trespassers.

To M shra she said, "The creature on the machi ne. You knew
what it was?"

M shra nodded, gasping for breath. Ashnod said, "From your
dreans?" M shra nodded again

"Remind me to pay nore attention to dreanms,"” Ashnod nuttered
quietly, half to herself.

M shra shook his head and bl ew on his burned fingers. "W got
what we cane for. Cone al ong, now. "

Wthout the su-chi's power stone in its cradle, the lights
began to flicker again. M shra headed for the nmouth of the cavern
at a rapid clip. Confused, Ashnod foll owed.

She caught up with himat the entranceway. "Wat do you
nmean," she said, "we got what we cane for? W had to | eave
everyt hing behind and sl amthe door behind us to avoid that..
that machi ne denon."

M shra held up a hand. "Shush. Watch."

There was a trenor that ran up the length of the canyon, and
Ashnod saw one of the surviving buildings along the valley floor
cave in on itself. Then, near the cavern entrance, the ground
erupted. A shovel - headed dragon's head | aunched fromthe sand
like an arrow, trailing its serpentine neck behind it. There was
anot her eruption and another dragon's head. And then a third. The
three engines fromthe | ake, transported fromthere to here. Al
three clawed their way fromthe sand and hal f-slithered, half-
rolled toward the cavern entrance.

They knelt before M shra, recognizing himas their new
nast er.

"I npressive," said Ashnod. "So what do we do now?"

M shra sniled. It was an unpl easant grimace, but it was the
first smle Ashnod had seen from himsince they entered the
canyon. "Now?" he said thoughtfully, as if turning over
possibilities in his mnd.

He | ooked at the dragon engi nes and said, "Now we cal
anot her peace conference."

* * k* * %

Back in the cavern, there was a flicker of light, and the
gol den portal opened again. This time it could only manage to
create a disk a fewinches in circunference. A leathery hand, its
flesh dotted with shards of dark netal bone, reached through the
smal |l portal and clawed at the air. Once, twice, a third tine, it
scrabbl ed about, |ooking for sonething solid to grab hold of.
Then the lights of the portal wavered again, and the hand pulled
qui ckly back, withdrawi ng seconds before the portal closed
entirely.

And everything was quiet in the Caverns of Koilos for another
few years.

Chapter 13
PEACE TALKS



The offer of peace talks came after a year of sem -regul ar
fighting al ong the northern desert borders of the Sword Marches
It caught Tawnos and the rest of Yotia by surprise.

The offer canme without warning or preanble. A Fallaji rider
appeared at one of the Yotian outposts under a flag of truce,
bearing a nessage for the Queen of Kroog fromthe Qadir of the
Suwwar di . The nmessage was rel ayed to one of the ornithopter bases
deep within Yotian territory and fromthere borne by air to the
privy council at Kroog.

The council consisted of the queen, the seneschal, the
Captain of the Guard, and Tawnos. For a brief period a year
earlier Uza had attended the neetings faithfully, but soon he
began sending his apprentice as his proxy. Wth the arrival of
the gadir's message, though, Urza appeared in the council at the
gueen's right hand. Tawnos stood behind the Chief Artificer's
chair and to one side. The apprentice noticed that Urza's eyes
did not |eave the ornately scribed scroll now spread before them

"An offer for peace," said Kayla.

"An offer of truce," corrected the seneschal, with a slight
quaver in his voice. "A cessation of hostilities, a pulling back
of forces, while peace is being discussed."”

"How bad are the hostilities?" Kayla turned to the Captain of
the Guard. The Newest Captain, as he was still thought of by
many, was a thoughtful man and paused before he responded.

"Sporadi c but serious enough,"” he said, and paused again. The
manneri sm bot hered Tawnos, but the others at the table had grown
used to the captain's habit and | et himgather his thoughts.

"They fall into two groups,” he said finally. "One seens to
be a traditional raid of the Fallaji type, a rapid push into our
territory, looting a randomtown or caravan they encounter, then
retreating before our forces can arrive. The other type of
assault is carried out by a larger, nore organi zed force that
seens intent on destroying a specific target such as a bridge, a
mll, or a fort. The dragon engi ne often acconpani es these raids.
There is less looting but nore destruction."”

"Those are organi zed attacks," said Urza softly. "The others
are just parties of desert raiders, seeking their own | oot and
glory. The attacks with the dragon engi ne are nore organi zed and
have a firmobjective in mind." Hs eyes did not |eave the
parchnent bearing the truce offer. "Those organi zed rai ds have ny
brot her's approval and show his planning."

"Approved or not," ventured the seneschal, "the effect is to
denoralize the people of the Sword Marches and all along the
Ri ver Mardun. The Fallaji regularly raid the territories on the
far side of the river, and runors swirl that they plan an attack
across it sonetine in the near future."”

"Are they indeed planning such an attack?" asked Kayl a, her
voi ce firmand her nmanner dispassionate. Tawnos noticed that in
council she usually let all sides speak, then made her decision

The seneschal | ooked at the captain, who paused, then said,
"W have no knowl edge at this time. W have fortified encanpnents
on the far sides of the river, with bonfire towers to warn of us
of any nassed nmovenents. The river is w de enough that even if
they found or built sufficient boats, we would be prepared for
any assault |long before they could launch it." Another pause.
"However, maintaining garrisons along the Mardun stretches our
resources even further."”

Kayl a thought about what the Newest Captain said, then
nodded. "We can use the ornithopters for additional patrols.”



"Those resources are stretching thin as well,"” said Uza. "W
have nearly thirty machines in six patrols of five each. If we
get the power stones from Argive for which we have asked, then we
can doubl e that nunber, but the Argivian Crown is being"-the |ean
man bit his lip-"reticent."

Kayl a nodded again. From what Urza had told her, the
Argivians were practically swnmng in power stones, nost of them
from Tocasi a's original encanpnment. However, it appeared that
prying the stones fromthe ground was sinple conmpared to prying
them fromthe Argivians' hands. |Instead she said, "Wat is the
status of the flights?"

Urza answered while the captain was pausing. "Five of the
flights are in the field, at bases throughout the northern Sword
Marches. The sixth is here at the capital. The Sword Marches
flights operate from permanent bases. | was thinking that we
could establish a series of such bases al ong the border and nove
the flights fromone to another as need be."

The captain frowned and said, "That would be taxing on the
pilots."

"W have nore capable pilots than we have craft for themto
fly," Uza replied. "The additional canps would give us
sufficient maneuverability and increase our ability to respond.
And perhaps they woul d give us the sane el enent of surprise that
the Fallaji are currently enjoying."

The captain shook his head. "The pilots need their rest."

"Shoul d the machi nes sl eep just because the nmen do?" asked
Urza. There was a brittle irony in his voice.

Tawnos had seen this battle before. Wen it canme to the
ornithopters, the Master Artificer held nore sway than the
Captain of the Guard did. The captain paused for a nmonent, then
shrugged his shoul ders in defeat.

Kayl a wat ched the interplay coolly, then said, "Urza, provide
any plans for multiple bases to the captain. In the nmeantine, it
sounds as if we are stretched thin indeed."

"W have nmore than just ornithopters,” said the captain. "W
have foot patrols, civilian riders, and cavalry patrols." He
paused for a noment, and | ooked at Urza. "But yes, the continua
rai ding has stretched us thin."

"Then we will accept the offer to talk," said Kayla. "Perhaps
toget her we can conme up with a solution."

"Unlikely," said Uza. "Their demands, made back at Korli nda,
were direct and left little roomfor negotiation. They want al
the Iand they consider 'traditional Fallaji territories.' That
i ncl udes the Sword Marches. Are you prepared to give that to
t hen®?"

Kayl a shook her head firmy. "It is part of my father's
| egacy, for good or ill. Still, we will talk, if nothing else, to
show the Yotia they deal with nowis not the one they dealt with
at Korlinda."

She rose from her seat, indicating the council was ended. The
captai n and seneschal rose as well. Urza, however, renained
seat ed.

The Chief Artificer reached out and tapped the parchnent.
"The question is," he said to Tawnos, "are they the sane Fallaji
we dealt with at Korlinda?"

* * k* K %

The offer was accepted, and word was rel ayed back to the
borders by ornithopter. Negotiators set a date at the end of the



next nonth, at Kroog itself. A route of safe passage was proposed
by the Fallaji through the heart of the Sword Marches. The
Captain of the Guard protested, and the seneschal counteroffered
a route along the Mardun River, just skirting the edges of the
contested borderl ands. The seneschal expected the Fallaji to
reject any deviation fromtheir demands but was pleasantly
surprised when they accepted the alternate route w thout change.

In the capital city of Kroog, preparations were subdued.
Anti-Fallaji graffiti was carefully washed fromthe all eyway
bricks, and a great open area was cleared before the city's thick
wal s for the expected troops. Again, the seneschal was pl eased
to discover that the Fallaji would be bringing little nore than
an honor guard. He was |ess pleased to hear they would al so bring
t he dragon engi ne.

Urza and the Newest Captain took their own precautions. The
pal ace troops were drilled to within an inch of perfection, and
the normal garrison was suppl enented by troops fromthe coasta
regi ments. They recalled a second flight of ornithopters fromthe
Sword Marches to Kroog to join the five craft already there. U za
wanted ornithopters aloft directly over the Fallaji procession as
it moved south, but the Fallaji bridled at this, making their
di spl easure known t hrough the seneschal. For several days, Tawnos
was sure that negotiations would break down over this point, but
Uza at last relented. There woul d, however, be a regular cavalry
escort while the Fallaji were in Yotian territory.

Urza also took pains to review all the pilots of the
ornithopters at the capital, in sone cases interview ng the young
men hinmsel f. Tawnos acconpani ed the Chief Artificer on several of
t hese interviews, though he was puzzled by Urza's action-nost of
the pilots were handpicked and trained by Uza in the first place
and were intensely loyal to the Prince Consort.

As Urza talked to them though, Tawnos saw what the artificer
was worried about. Loyalty was not an issue; it was assumed, and
i ndeed, Urza was considered hal fway between a | egend and a saint
by his pilots. Hi s questions focused on how the pilots felt about
the Fallaji, about the desert, about the |ong-running battles
t hey had been fighting. He was, Tawnos realized, |ooking into
their tenperanents, trying to discern if any would, accidentally
or purposefully, attenpt to finish the job the warlord had
started. He was examining themas if they were just another
conponent in a |arger device, checking themfor signs of wear and
tear.

I ndeed, there were two individuals who confessed a hatred of
the Fallaji, and one who pronised his |loyalty even when he
di sagreed with di pl omacy. Urza rel ocated these young nen to ot her
flights and replaced themw th nore even-tenpered individuals.

In considering Urza's actions, Tawnos realized the Chief
Artificer had been caught by surprise once before and did not
want to repeat the m stake a second tine. Wth a precision that
the apprentice had previously seen the Chief Artificer dedicate
to his inventions, Urza investigated every unit stationed at the
capital. He knew every nerchant who had clained injury fromthe
Fallaji. And, Tawnos knew, Urza had wal ked every inch of the
wal | s that flanked three sides of Kroog, and al ong every inch of
the shore of the Mardun, which served as the fourth protective
barrier for the city.

Still, the older man had little hope for the negotiations,
and said as nuch to Tawnos. The gadir wanted nothing | ess than
the land that Kayla's late father had conquered, he reiterated,
and she would not give it up



Then why negotiate at all, Tawnos asked.

Urza sighed deeply and said, "Sonetinmes even foes shoul d get
together to talk. Nothing may come of this talk, but if the sides
can di scuss without incident, that gives hope for the next
nmeeting."

Tawnos t hought there was nore than that. The neeting for
which the Chief Artificer was planning so carefully was not
Fallaji and Yotian, he realized, nor queen and gadir. The neeting
was between hinself and his younger brother

* * k* K %

The nessages started arriving soon after the Fallaji reached
the borders of the Sword Marches, arriving at regular intervals,
as Urza had ordered. The Fallaji contingent was smaller than that
whi ch they had presented at Korlinda, as the gadir had prom sed.
The dragon engi ne was present, but it was being used to pull a
great metal wain, alnost as big as itself, with huge, gearlike
wheels. Wiile hitched to the wain, the engi ne noved slowy,
keepi ng pace with the rest of the troops.

The Yotian council argued about the presence of the wain. The
seneschal suggested it mght be a gift. The Newest Captain
thought it mght contain additional troops. Urza told Tawnos it
was a display of power, a remi nder that Mshra had not been
merely resting since Korlinda. In the end Kayla chose not to make
an issue of the unexpected addition to the Fallaji party. U za
ordered one of the flights, grounded at the border, to return to
normmal operations, and a second to parallel the Fallaji party,
remai ning to the east and out of sight.

On the fifth day of the Fallaji journey southward, five days
before the arrival of the party in Kroog, there were new runors
of a massing of Fallaji troops on the far northern border of the
Sword Marches. The seneschal thought that, if true, it m ght be
one of the nore traditional raids, perhaps by individuals who
wanted to see the negotiations crunble. The captain argued that,
regardl ess of purpose, any Fallaji incursions would be disastrous
at this tinme and the ornithopters were needed to scout in the
desert.

Uza at first refused, only to be overrul ed by Kayl a.

Rel uctantly, the Chief Artificer allowed three flights (including
t he one shadowi ng the dragon engine) to be reassigned to the far
north. Urza did not explain to Tawnos the factors that convinced
himto change his mnd, but several of the household staff heard
a serious row in the royal quarters. Tawnos knew that Urza spent
the next few nights working late at the orniary. The Chief
Artificer claimed to be working on inprovenments to the avenger-
styl e automatons, but thereafter he attended the council only
when specifically sumoned by his w fe.

On the tenth day the Fallaji arrived before the walls of
Kroog. The battlenments had been hung with colorful banners, as if
festive bunting would conceal the strength and purpose of the
stonewor k beneath. The walls were bedecked with nost of the
popul ace of Kroog as well, as were the wi ndows of every buil ding
that commanded a view of the visitors. The nerchants had nmade a
killing selling tel escopes, an Argivian fancy consisting of two
pol i shed | enses set along the length of a netal tube. Indeed,
Kroog seenmed a city of observers as the Fallaji party neared. Her
Maj esty, the Prince Consort, Tawnos, the seneschal, and the
Newest Captain waited with other bureaucrats at the north
gat ehouse for the Fallaji to present thensel ves.



There were fewer Fallaji than there had been at Korlinda, and
the sunlight sparkled off the polished brass of their wide
hel mets and heavy shoul der ornaments. But few counted the nunber
of men, for the dragon engine captured everyone's attention

Tawnos, standing with the others at the gatehouse, was amazed
by the beast. It was as if a living thing had been transforned
into a mchine. It was a dragon whose nuscl es had been repl aced
with cables, its hide with plates of netal, its eyes with great
gens. It noved like a living thing as well, with little flinches
and nuscle tics, swinging its head slowy fromone side to
anot her, apparently curious about its surroundi ngs.

Urza had told Tawnos of the engine and had said that Mshra
found it beneath the desert. But this was no Thran creation
Tawnos thought, and it was as far renoved fromthe Chief
Artificer's avengers as a living bird differed fromthe
ornithopters. Tawnos was inpressed, and that was with a prior
warning fromUrza. He could only inmagi ne what the rest of the
popul ace were thinking.

The dragon engi ne was in harness, |ike a caravan ox, and
pul | ed the huge wagon al nbst as large as itself. The wain,

t hough, held no sense of wonder as did the mechani cal beast
harnessed to it. The wagon | ooked like a nmetallic four-story inn
t hat had been suddenly given wheels and turned | oose on the
worl d. Its sharp angles and exposed rivets marked it as
originally being of Thran design. Numerous portals and

battl ements bristled along its flanks, set with catapults and
smal | ballista. The weapons were unl oaded for the nmonent and

wr apped beneath tarps that no nore conceal ed their purpose than
t he banners did the walls of Kroog.

Kayl a had ordered the ornithopters displayed outside the
wal s, one flight to either side of the north gate. They were on
the ground, their crews standing ready next to them They were
i ntended both as reassurance and as warning, nuch as a sheat hed
sword |l aid upon a table might rem nd one's opponent that while
there was no intention of treachery, the negotiators were
prepared to fight. The pilots, in blue and white tabards, waited
patiently by their machines. The Fallaji formed a |line opposite
them a respectful distance away.

The dragon engine and its burden drew up before the gates and
cane at last to rest. As it did so, Tawnos noted something U za
had not nentioned. A dull throbbing came fromthe beast as fluids
gurgl ed through hidden tubes and hydraulic joints shifted in
pl ace. The hunming was akin to a heartbeat, and Tawnos could fee
it nore than he could hear it.

The machines cane to rest, and after a short interval, a door
opened in the side of the great wain. A staircase was |owered,
and down the stairs canme two figures. Neither was the gadir.
Instead Mshra led the way, followed by his assistant. Tawnos had
not met either, yet fromthe way M shra carried hinsel f, Tawnos
knew he nust be Urza's brother

The younger brother was shorter, heavier, and dark-haired,
with a tightly-trimed beard. But there was sonething in his
wal k, and in the face beneath that beard, that nmarked himas kin
to the Chief Artificer of Kroog, Prince Consort of Yotia. Mshra
was bedecked in the flow ng robes of a desert prince, his head
bare, and his face beaming with a great smle. He blinked in the
afternoon sun and waved to the crowmds on the battlenent. There
were catcalls anong the respondi ng cheers, but the younger
br ot her seenmed not to notice.

Yet much as the wain was dimnished by the dragon engi ne that



served it, so to was Mshra dimed by his conpanion. She was a

sl ender woman with hair the color of bl ood-stained rubies,
dressed in dark clothes, a flow ng cape billow ng behind her. She
carried a sinple, unadorned staff of black wood and seenm ngly did
not recogni ze the crowd's shouts, for she kept her gaze forward.
From Urza's description, Tawnos knew this must be Ashnod.

No gadir energed fromthe netallic wain, and in the gatehouse
the Yotian | eaders held a quick conference. If the gadir was not
present, noted the seneschal, then the queen should not appear
either for the initial welcomng. A group simlar in protoco
should respond to the Fallaji's initial delegation. Mdre m ght be
taken as a sign of weakness, less as an insult.

That meant Urza and Tawnos woul d greet the new arrivals. The
Chief Artificer nodded, his face stiffening slightly as he saw
his brother on the field. Tawnos thought the artificer would
rather speak with his brother privately, but this was not to be.
The queen would remain at the gatehouse as the artificer and his
apprentice nmet the Fallaji representatives.

Urza was stiff and formal as they crossed the open space
between the city and the Fallaji. Tawnos kept an appropriate two
paces behind and to the right, marshaling his owmn features to a
cal m deneanor.

Urza stopped before M shra and Ashnod and without preanble
rai sed his enpty hands slightly, as if he were a priest giving
benedi ction. "Welcone to Kroog, Brother," he said.

M shra flung both arnms outward, and for a nmoment, Tawnos
t hought the younger brother was going to rush his elder and hug
him Instead, M shra bowed deeply. Tawnos noted that Ashnod gave
a short bob of the head as well.

"We are honored by your invitation," said Mshra, rising
again. The smle on his face could be earnest, thought Tawnos, or
it could be the pasted-on snile of a Fallaji trader

"W are honored by your presence,"” said U za, though his

wor ds sounded to Tawnos's ears dry and bl oodl ess. "Is your qadir
with you?"
"Alas!" said Mshra, bowi ng again deeply, "I fear that his

Most Wse and Earnest Presence could not accompany us on our
m ssion of peace and nercy. Qur enpire is wide now, and there are
other matters that require his attention."

Urza was silent for a monment, and Tawnos coul d see the
muscl es tighten along his jawine. "W should have been told if
your | eader was ... otherw se occupied," he said at |ast.

"We under stand your disappointnment,"” replied M shra quickly.
"Be assured that it is shared by our nobst puissant and powerfu
master. | will not He to you, Brother. After his |ast experience
wi th your people, he wishes to be cautious. He has entrusted to
me the power to negotiate fully on his behalf. However, if we are
unwel cone because of his absence, we apologize and will hunbly
retreat the way we cane." He bowed a third tine.

Tawnos realized the younger brother was not naking his
exagger ated novenments for Urza but rather for the | arge nunber of
Yotians lining the walls. Even if the Chief Artificer had wanted
to, he could not now send the Fallaji representatives away.

Tawnos held his face in a mask of solemn indifference, as he
had back when as a lad he listened to his uncles speak. He kept
his eyes forward, |ooking past Mshra into the mddle distance.

After a few nmonents, he realized he was | ooking at Ashnod
over her master's left shoulder. She too had the inpassive | ook
on her face of a child who is expected to behave herself while
the parents tal k.



Tawnos blinked, realizing the red-haired woman mi ght think he
was staring at her, and noved his gaze a few feet to the left
toward one of the wheels of the great netal wain.

As he did so, Ashnod caught his eye and winked. It was a
flutter, acconpanied by the ghost of a smle. Tawnos started, his
eyes darting back to the scarlet-haired wonan. But by that tine
her face was an inpassive, diplomatic nask.

Al this occurred in the tine it took for Uza to respond.

"You are wel come as the representative of your people,"” he said.
"Let me present you to the queen. If you will follow ne?"

A brief bow here, and M shra added softly, "And let ne say
you are |l ooking well, Brother. | would have been heartbroken if
you had perished at Korlinda."

"It is ..." began Urza, and paused. The world seenmed to turn
around them for a nonent; then he continued, "It is good to know
you are safe as well. About Korlinda-"

M shra held up a hand. "W can speak of the matter at |ength.
Let me say that | have given it nuch thought over the past year
W will talk. But for the monent, we should not keep your queen
wai ting."

Urza's face tightened for a nonment, then rel axed, and he
nodded. "OF course." Wth that he spun on his heel and wal ked
back toward to the gate. M shra foll owed, acconpanied by the
worman. Tawnos brought up the rear

The red-haired wonan hesitated as she passed the apprentice.
She turned slightly, and said, "You nust be Tawnos." She hel d out
her hand.

Automatically, Tawnos took her fingers and bowed slightly
over them "I'msorry. Yes, |I'm Tawnos, apprentice to Urza. You
are Mshra's chief apprentice Ashnod?"

Ashnod wi t hdrew her hand, and again a small smile played over
her face. "Chief and only," she said. "It's typical of those two
that they wouldn't bother to introduce us. Brilliant, Mshra is,
but he sonetines has the social graces of an atog. It nmust run in
the famly, eh?"

Tawnos tried to forma response, but by the time he had
t hought of sonething relatively innocuous, she had turned back
and was following the two brothers toward the gate. Tawnos shook
his head slightly and brought up the rear, arriving at the gate
as Urza was presenting Kayla, rolling off her various titles |ike
a school master reading the roll

"... flower of the Mardun, Warlord's Daughter, Queen of the
Yotians and Warl ady of Kroog, ny w fe, Kayla bin-Kroog,"
concluded Urza. "M shra, the chosen representative of the
Fallaji. The gadir was unable to attend and begs our
forgiveness." Tawnos noted that Urza was | ooking at the senescha
as he said it, and that the nervous man flinched at the inplied
accusation. Kayla offered her hand to the younger brother

"Urza spoke to ne of your beauty," said Mshra, bow ng deeply
over her hand. "But | had forgotten his capacity for
understatenent. For hima majestic tree is only so many board-
feet of lumber, and a desert vista only so many mles to cross.
So, too, | see that he has seriously unval ued your charm"

A small smle played across Kayla's face. Tawnos thought the
gueen was arused, though she had | ong since becone i mune to
ful some praise. "Urza had spoken of his brother," she said, "but
I must admit that | was unprepared for one so el oquent."

"I have fewregrets inlife," said Mshra, still grasping the
gueen's hand lightly, "and one of themis that | never had a
sister. Wth you as ny brother's wife, that is now renedied."



Wth that he | oosened her hand, and she gently withdrew it.

There were other introductions: Ashnod, Tawnos, the senescha
and the Captain of the Guard, and arrangerments were made for the
Fallaji to bivouac around their dragon engine. But the part that
Tawnos renmenbered |ater, after it was all said and done, was the
stony stare with which Uza favored his younger brother as M shra
flattered Kayla, and Mshra's toothy white smle as he regarded
his brother's wife.

* * k* K %

Sounds of the fight carried all the way down the hall. Tawnos
had passed a gaggl e of chanbermai ds speedi ng away fromthe royal
quarters. Then he heard the arguing voices reverberate |ike stee
bal | s against the surrounding walls. Coser still, the air itself
gai ned wei ght and potency. He felt as if he were back on the
seacoast watching a squall wade ashore, pushing the air in front
of it. Undeterred, he pressed forward.

The door to the quarters was shut, but that did little to
bl unt the noises fromw thin. This close, Tawnos coul d make out
words, and he paused a nmonent before knocki ng.

"The answer is no!" shouted Urza.

"Its a good trade!" rejoined Kayla just as loudly. "They will
| eave the Sword Marches al one!"

"It's not yours to trade away!" thundered Urza. Tawnos had
never heard the Chief Artificer that |oud before, even when he
was baw i ng out the npbst inconpetent of apprentices.

Tawnos hesitated at the door. Wuld it be better to interrupt
and nake them aware that their fight was resoundi ng through the
pal ace, or to wait for a lull in the shouting?

Tawnos knocked. There was a testy grow of, "Wat?" fromthe
other side, coupled with a nmore fem nine, disciplined, "Enter."

Tawnos entered the room cautiously and said, "The Fallaji
delegation is waiting for the tour of the orniary, Chief
Artificer."

Urza shot his apprentice a ook as frosty as the Ronom
d acier. Yes, thought Tawnos, this was a particularly bad tine to
interrupt. Across the room Kayla was standing, hands folded in
front of her. In the privy council, that usually neant that a
particul ar subject was cl osed.

"I'f you want nme to conduct the tour
Urza al ready had his hand up

"I'I'l be there," said the Chief Artificer, as Tawnos knew he
woul d. The idea of his brother padding through his research area
wi t hout

Urza bei ng present was unt hi nkabl e.

To his wife, Uza snapped, "This discussion is not over, ny

added Tawnos, but

wife. "

Kayl a nodded curtly. "You are correct, mny husband."

Urza gave a sharp half-bow, and left the room Kayla said,
"Tawnos, renmmin a nmonent."

Tawnos | ooked at the Chief Artificer. Urza scow ed, then gave
Tawnos a nod. "Cone al ong when you can,"” he said, and then he was
gone, his formal cape billow ng behind him

Tawnos turned back to the queen. "Your Mjesty,"’
t hen added, "Ma' am"

"You heard our 'discussion' out in the hall?" she said.

Tawnos took a deep breath. "I think they heard your
"di scussion' in the donmes of Tomakul ."

Kayl a smiled and slunped into one of her chairs, a heavy,

he said,



throne-like nonster with ornately carved arns.

"I did not hear much of it," continued Tawnos quickly. "The
stonework carries the intensity but not the nature of your
wor ds. "

Kayl a | aced her hands, tenpled her fingers, and touched them
to her lips. "Wuld you say the tal ks have gone well these past
few days?"

"Very well," replied Tawnos. And indeed, they had verged on
phenonenal , considering the abortive talks in Korlinda. G fts had
been presented. Toasts had been exchanged. Pl atitudes had been
spoken, and effusive conplinments had been offered. Private
neeti ngs between Kayla and M shra had | ed to di scussi ons anong
the Fallaji and in the privy council. The good feelings between
the two sides had culmnated in Uza' s offer to show his brother
his orniary. In return Mshra had offered to let Urza and his
assistant | ook at the dragon engi ne and great wain. Things were
goi ng very well indeed.

"And Anmbassador M shra?" asked Kayla. "Your opinion of hinP"
Tawnos hesitated, unsure of what Kayla wanted to know. "He is
The apprentice searched for words. "He is like his brother

only different. More effusive. More willing to talk."

"But no | ess guarded, " said Kayl a.

Tawnos thought for a nonment. Yes, despite all the talk and
prai se and conplinments, Mshra remai ned even nore closed than his
brother. He seened earnest, but was his earnestness the truth or
only a mask?

Tawnos realized he would never think of Uza in that fashion
"I rarely know what Urza is thinking, but that is because he is
quiet. | don't know what M shra is thinking, because he is
tal ki ng. "

Kayl a gave a small snmile and said, "He is very charm ng, and
| have heard that the desert traders have the ability to talk a
snake out of its skin. Do you think he has the ability to enforce
any deal made here?"

Tawnos nodded. "He brought the dragon engine with him The
men who foll ow himapparently think well of him"

Kayl a was silent for a nmoment, then said, "Do you think we
can trust hinP"

Tawnos held up his hands. "I don't think we have given him
much chance to prove our trust so far."

"I ndeed, " said Kayla, and pressed her fingers to her I|ips.
"What if | were to tell you that Mshra was prepared to sign a
treaty recognizing Yotia's claimto the Sword Marches?"

Amazed, Tawnos said, "The gadir is willing to do this?"
Kayla held up a finger. "I said '"what if.' D plomacy is
filled with what ifs, idle ideas that are launched. If they fai

to fly, they are quickly denied and nore quickly forgotten."

"Li ke prototypes in the orniary," smled Tawnos, and he
t hought about the nature of the offer. "Wiat would be the price
for such a boon?"

Kayl a nodded. "Their declared price involves protection of
Fall aji natives anmobng our popul ace, guards for their caravans
within our |and, and a token paynent for the | and seized, but no
formal apology for seizing it. Along with a recognition of the
gadir as ruler of the united Fallaji people. In national terns,
these are very small things indeed. But there is one |ast piece,
and that is the sticking point."

Kayl a was quiet for a nmonent, and Tawnos did not interrupt
t he pause. \When she spoke again, it was in cool tones.

"What are the abilities of Uza's stone? The one he wears



around his neck?"

"His Mghtstone!" said Tawnos. Light broke over him "M shra
wants his brother's talismn!"

"What does it do?" persisted Kayla. "He is rarely without
it."

Tawnos t hought about what he had seen Urza do with the stone.
Slowy he replied, "It seens to make artifacts and creatures nore
powerful within a limted range. He uses it to heal flawed power
crystals, but it seens to work that way only in his hands. And he
holds it when he is thinking, though that may be just force of
habit."

"Coodsir M shra has his own stone, mate to his brother's,"
said Kayla. "Has he told you that?"

Tawnos was silent for a nonment, then shook his head.

"I was surprised at that as well, the nore so that it was
M shra who told ne," said Kayla, a ripple of irritation evident
in her voice. "So the stone has sone power, and M shra wants it.
M shra said his stone sang to him Does Urza's stone sing?"

"Not that | have noticed," said Tawnos.

"Nor 1," agreed Kayla. "The anbassador nmay be using sone
desert idioml amnot famliar with, so it may just be a flowery
allusion. Yet the fact remains that Mshra is willing to
guar ant ee peace, backed by his dragon engi ne and ot her devices he
has hinted at, all if Uza will give up his stone."

Tawnos shook his head. "Urza would not do this, | think."

"You think correctly,"” said Kayla gloomly. "Hence the
"di scussion' that shook the halls of this pal ace."

The queen of Yotia placed her pal ms together, fingers
ext ended, and twi sted thema quarter-turn agai nst each ot her
then back. It struck Tawnos that he had seen Urza use the sane
manneri sm when faced with a problemin design. He wondered if the
gueen had picked up the habit fromher Prince Consort, or the
Chief Artificer fromhis royal wfe

"l do not think it would do the nation harmif Mshra was to
get the other half of his stone," she said.

"But it might do Urza harm" replied Tawnos. "lIn doing so, it
could harmthe nation."

"Agreed," said Kayla, again tw sting her pal ms agai nst each
other, then setting themdown in her lap. "But can | let this
opportunity pass by? Am | condeming the Sword Marches to
continual raids and the rest of the country to a constant
mlitary footing because of an item coveted by both brothers?"

Tawnos was silent for a nmoment, then said, "Uza is right."

Kayla's face fell, but Tawnos added, "You both need to talk
nore on the subject. You and Urza. You and M shra. M shra and
Urza thensel ves. Perhaps there is some comon ground that frees
the Sword Marches. Perhaps Mshra is nmerely testing the waters,
trying the prototype of an idea to see what your reaction is.

Per haps he asks for the stone and will settle for sonething else,
somet hing you don't know he wants yet."

Kayl a sighed. "These are the problens of rulership. There are
some situations that resist all easy solutions.”

"Which is why | amtrying to avoid providing you with any,"
sai d Tawnos.

Kayl a nodded. "Your talents are wasted as Urza's apprentice,
Tawnos. You woul d make an excell ent seneschal . "

Tawnos wi nced comically. "You al ready have an excel |l ent
seneschal . And were | not Urza's apprentice, who would you talk
to about the Prince Consort?"

That sally brought a true smile to Kayla Bin-Kroog's face.



"Agreed. Now be off with you. But be sure to tell ne later how
the brothers are getting along."

Tawnos rejoined the Chief Artificer at the orniary as U za
was explaining the better control of the wing surface with a
doubl e-bend structure. Mshra was attentive and seened to ask al
the right questions, |leading Urza each tine into his next point.
Urza, for his part, was scholarly but not pedantic about his
wor k. To Tawnos there seenmed to be no friction between the
brothers, and he deened it likely that the subject of the stone
had not arisen on either side.

Tawnos | ooked around. Mst of the rest of the Fallaji seened
bored beyond human conception, and the students present had heard
nmost of Urza's expl anations before. They were staring at odd bits
of the orniary, trying to keep fromfalling asl eep

Ashnod, however, was wat chi ng Tawnos. Wen he | ooked her way,
she turned her head back to where the two brothers were
di scussing. Then, as soon as he turned away, he could feel the
pressure of her eyes on him It nade himvery unconfortable.

Tawnos had assuned from what Urza had said that Ashnod was
Mshra's lover as well as his student. Yet the two did not behave
as intimtes. And that earlier wink (if it were truly a wink) and
now t hese stares-that-were-not-stares told a different story
entirely.

The tal k | asted through nost of the early afternoon. M shra
made a nunber of small suggestions of his own concerning the
design, while Urza pointed out what other changes they woul d
necessitate. Finally it became clear they would not have tine to
tour the dragon engine as well that evening, and indeed there
woul d be much rushing-about if that evening's state dinner was to
go off as planned. M shra was effusive in his apol ogies.

"I can see that you've achieved nmuch here. Once there is

peace, | hope to be able to establish my own small foundry and
| aboratory," he said.

"When you do," responded Urza, "let me send you the notes on
nmy teaching experiences. | discovered that certain nethods work

better than others in holding the attention of young nen."

"As if we never had that problemwhen we were young," said
Mshra with a | augh, and Urza nanaged a tight snile

Yes, thought Tawnos, Urza had not entirely forgotten the
argunent with Kayla, but he was not going to let it spill out
before his brother. It would not be he who created an incident,
not he who spoiled his wife's hopes for peace.

The state dinner was held within the great courtyard, an
open-air celebration in the Fallaji style to honor the guests.
Every cushion and throw rug in the pal ace was pressed into
service, and a fine repast of roast |anb and spiced chi cken was
laid out for the attendees, who spraw ed al ongsi de | ow tabl es.
The Fallaji, after too many suppers in stiff-backed chairs, were
notably at ease, whereas the Yotians continually shifted and
nmoved to find suitable resting places. The seneschal had found a
band of Miaharin nmusicians in the city who had no qual ns about
pl aying for nmenmbers of the Suwwardi clan, and the air was filled
with their high-pitched strings and hearty shouts.

Kayla sat with Urza on one side of her, Mshra on the other
She spoke with both, though she was nostly attentive to her
husband, at one point offering hima date stuffed with cheese. He
did not let her feed himbut rather took the fruit from her hand
and smled at her, popping the treat into his nmouth. Those city
fol k who watched the royal couple were no doubt delighted by
their display of affection. To Tawnos it was a sign that perhaps



the stormin their private quarters had bl owmn over. Mshra, for
his part, when talking to Kayla, continually extolled sone virtue
or another of desert life.

The neal ran eight courses, in the Yotian tradition, but al
the courses were of Fallaji dishes. In addition to the | anmb and
chicken -there was a broiled fish done with hot peppers, sal ads
of spinach and goat cheese, and all manner of salted neats.
Everything was served with a pungent wi ne snelling of cinnanon.
The wi ne, called nabiz, was as potent as it was pungent, and
Tawnos noted that a nunber of the Yotians used it to offset the
di sconforts of sprawing across the pillows. Mst of his table
consisted of Fallaji lieutenants, who | aughed anong thensel ves,
and once, when a recogni zabl e tune appeared fromthe band, rose
to engage in a long Iine dance. M shra joined them keeping pace
with their kicks and flourishes.

A shadow noved al ong Tawnos's side. "Interesting, no?" asked
Ashnod, as she settled down next to Tawnos.

"Traditional warrior's dance," replied Tawnos. Ashnod held
out her cup, one of the gold ones fromthe warlord' s tenth
anni versary cel ebrati on. Tawnos reached for the ewer of nabiz and
refilled the goblet.

Ashnod nmade a rude noi se at Tawnos's words. "It's one nore
boys-only tradition," she said with a slight slur in her voice,
and Tawnos wondered how much wi ne she had had al ready. "The
Fallaji are typically chauvinist, and the Suwwardi the worst of
t he pack. M shra hadto practically club the qadir over the head
to agree to negotiate with a woman in the first place. Wnen
shoul d be out raising the children and baking flat bread, not
getting involved in politics, war, religion, science or any of
the rest of that 'boy's stuff.' ™"

Tawnos did not let his surprise at Ashnod's words show.

"Ti mes change for all of us," he said. "Perhaps the Fallaji will
change as well." "Not in nmy lifetine or in yours," returned
Ashnod. She pressed a slim hand agai nst her bare breastbone and
stifled a burp.

"They are here, negotiating with a woman, and things are
going well. And you, a woman, are anong their nunber," Tawnos
sai d.

"I ammerely tolerated,"” replied the red-haired woman. "I am
M shra's apprentice and assistant. The great M shra is as mnuch
the | eader of the Fallaji now as the gadir, and the chiefs trust
hi mmore than they do the fat young pup currently running things.
So they put up with ne. And the Fallaji |egends say things about
dangerous wonen with red hair." She set down her cup and ran both
hands through her |ong tresses, arching her back as she did so.
"So they fear me as well."

"Shoul d they?" asked Tawnos. He knew he was feeling the

effects of the nabiz work through his systemas well, but he
could not suppress his interest in this wonman.

"Fear me?" said Ashnod, with a devilish smle. "I'd like to
think so. But if Mshra left themtonorrow, | would be gone as
wel | before nightfall; of that | have no doubt."

Tawnos made no comment and instead | ooked at the dancers.
Most of the Fallaji had joined the dance, which had transforned
froma line into a spiral curling in on itself. Mshra led the
processi on and had enticed the spindly seneschal to acconpany
him The birdlike man tried to mimc Mshra' s steps and did an
admrable job mimng the steps, bows, and shouts. O her nenbers
of the palace staff had joined the procession, but both
unfam liarity and spiced wi ne worked agai nst them reducing them



to nere shufflers in the procession. The Fallaji did not seemto
mnd and in fact seemed to spur themto increased gyrations and
bel | ows.

"Things are going very well," said Tawnos. "Better than you
could imagine," said Ashnod softly. "Wat did you think of the
orni ary?" asked Tawnos. "Mdre inpressive than | expected,”
replied Ashnod, shaking her hair back, "Master Mshra is jeal ous,
you know. Not that he'd admit it, but he's been talking about
getting a place to set up his own work for years. | think that's
why he wants this peace treaty. He's been recruiting artisans
from Tomakul and Zegon, but he has no permanent place for them"

Tawnos nodded. Ashnod was sharing nore than she shoul d, but

he had no problens listening to her. "Still," he said, "it is a
pity we ran long at the orniary. | would have liked to have
examned ..." Tawnos stared into her stormnmy eyes and al nost | ost
his thought. "... Mshra's dragon engine," he finished |anely.

"Who's to say you can't?" asked Ashnod. "Well, there is
al ways tonorrow, " said Tawnos. Ashnod shook her head. " Not
tomorrow. Tonight." Tawnos stared at her. "There's a banquet
going on." "Later," said Ashnod. "Listen. Can you get past the
Yotian guards on our wi ng of the pal ace?"

Tawnos t hought for a monent. "They know me. | don't think
there would be a problem"”

"And | can get past the brass hats guarding the engine," said
t he woman, shaki ng her head again. "They know me and fear ne,
renmenber? | can give you a private tour. Interested?"

Tawnos stanmered for a nonent, and Ashnod added, "Cone on
W' re supposed to be students. That neans we can occasionally
pl ay hooky. You've never played hooky?"

"Never," said Tawnos, and realized he was bl ushing. "Wll,
hardly ever. You?"

Ashnod's face becane suddenly stern, nocking her conpani on
"Never," she said in a |ow, masculine tone, then smled and
wi nked. A definite wink this time. "Well, hardly ever. So, are
you interested?" Tawnos realized that it night be an opportunity
to gain additional insights into Mshra for the queen and the
Chief Artificer. "Yes," he said at last. "I think 1'd like that."

"Dandy," said Ashnod, rising snmoothly from her seat without a
sign of the effects of the al cohol she had been consuming. "After
the midnight bell, then. Come to ny quarters. And bring a
civilized, decent dry wine, will you? Al this desert wine is
like liquefied candy."

Wth that she was gone, disappearing along the edges of the
cluster of drunken Fallaji and Yotians, all bellow ng and
shuffling to the nusic, formng an ever-grow ng mael strom of
cel ebrants.

Chapter 14
NI GHT MOVES

Tawnos picked out a white wine fromthe larder's private
stock, which the pal ace cook assured hi mwas the finest vintage
the Korlis vinyards had produced in a hundred years. Still Urza's
apprentice felt nmore like a spy than a scholar with a jug of
wi ne. As an afterthought he picked up his yarrow wood serpent,
the one that had inpressed Urza years ago. He wound the toy's
spring, set the latch, and put the coil ed wooden snake in his
pocket .

Of across the city, the midnight bell was tolling. Servants
woul d be clearing the banquet by now, and those revellers not



capabl e of making it back to their quarters would be rolled to a
conveni ent corner and covered with a blanket until norning. U za
and Kayla had left armin-arm their heads bent together in
conversation. Mshra had conpl eted one | ast dance with his nen,
then bade themreturn to the encanpnent. He and Ashnod woul d be
staying at the quarters provided in the palace. At the tine
Tawnos thought that the availability of soft beds and running
wat er had something to do with that decision

After talking to Ashnod, Tawnos had stopped drinking the
nabi z. However, the other drink being offered was a thick, syrupy
coffee served in small cups. The mixture turned his stonmach
slightly, and left himfeeling nervous.

At | east Tawnos hoped that it was only the coffee and the
nabi z that had unsettled his stomach.

Tawnos paused at the hallway |leading to the guest quarters,

t hen changed direction, heading instead for the orniary at the
far end of the palace. It was only past mdnight. U za would
still be awake and could tell himwhat to ook for in particular
when inspecting the netallic beast.

The apprentice arrived to discover Kayla quietly backing out
and cl osing the door of the orniary, watching into the workshop
as she did so. She gave a small junp when she saw Tawnos st andi ng
there, then raised a finger to her lips.

"He's resting," she whispered. "It is early for him" said
Tawnos quietly. "Its been a long day," she said, "and a good one,
for him" "Yes," said Tawnos. "He and his brother seenmed to be
getting al ong."

Kayl a pushed a | oose strand of hair back, and a small snile
broke across her face. "Yes, that." she said, "anong ot her
things. In any event, | don't think you should disturb himfor a
little while."

Tawnos nodded, suddenly aware that he was carrying a bottle
of white wine with him Fortunately, Kayla did not say anything
about it. Regardless, he shifted the jug slightly behind himand
asked, "About the, uh, discussion you two had, earlier."

Kayl a shrugged, and noved away fromthe door. "W ve talked.
W had a good tal k. "

"And what did he say?" asked Tawnos. Kayla hesitated for a
nmonent, then said, "He didn't say no." Tawnos gave a sage nod.
"Well, that's a start." "A good start," agreed Kayla. "Now, I
t hi nk we both have ot her places to be at the nmonent."

Tawnos bl ushed slightly. OF course the queen had seen the
bottl e, and nmade the assunption he had some | ate-ni ght
rendezvous. Tonorrow he would tell her the truth of the matter
and the nature of the dragon engine. For the nonment, he nerely
bowed and retreated back toward the guest wi ng.

The guest quarters consisted of a separate wing of the pal ace
of Kroog, and Ashnod and her master had been placed on separate
floors, each in a huge encampment of suites. A handpi cked group
of servants, known for their open ears and shut mouths, had been
assigned to the wing, along with a nunber of |oyal guards. The
Fallaji were allowed to keep their own bodyguards, with the
under standi ng that they too would be under guard. After the
second night Mshra had dism ssed his own guards as a sign of his
trust in their hosts.

The arrangenments were very Kroogian in nature. Each offer of
benefi cence conceal ed sone inplicit nmethod of control. Tawnos
wonder ed how much of it was Urza's doing, and decided that there
was little involving his brother's visit that the chief artificer
was not aware of.



The guards raised their short pikes to | et him pass. Tawnos
knocked and the unl atched door opened beneath his knock

Ashnod was working at the table, fitting wires around an
ani mal skull, which had been affixed to her dark wooden staff.
She held up a hand as Tawnos entered, "One nonent," she said and
| ooped a small strand through the skull's nostrils. "There.
Done." She | ooked up

There was a curious fire in her eyes that Tawnos had seen
before. He had seen it in Uza' s eyes when he was working on a
new refinement of an invention, and in the mrror when he hinself
was hel ping the Chief Artificer.

Ashnod blinked and the fire banked for the nonent, but now
that Tawnos had seen it inits full glory, he could still detect
it. "Just alittle project |I've been puttering with," she said,
setting the staff aside.

Tawnos | ooked at the staff and noted that the ani mal skul
fit snugly over the end. "Anything you need hel p with?" he
of f er ed.

Ashnod shook her head. "Just a craft to keep nmy hands busy."

Then her eyes lit up. "Ah, you' ve brought the wine! 1'll get the
goblets! W'll do a toast, and then take the jug with us to the
engi ne! "

Tawnos set the wine down on the table and seated hinself at a
bench. "1 hope that this is not too late."

"Not late at all," said Ashnod, saluting the other apprentice
with a pair of brass cups, their stenms crossed and cl enched in
her small fist. "I'mused to working on Mshra's tine. He's up

early and to bed very, very late."
"The Chief Artificer is much the same,"” said Tawnos, pouring

the wine. "lI've |learned to catnap.”

Ashnod took her cup. "I never could do that. But that thick
coffee they drink in the desert, sandug, works for nme. One cup
and | can stay awake for a day and night. Then |I fall into a coma

from exhaustion."

Tawnos rubbed the back of his neck. He had had no | ess than
four of the small cups at dinner

Ashnod rai sed her goblet. "A toast! To the nadnen who are our
masters!”

Tawnos bl i nked. "Madnen?"

Ashnod | owered her cup slightly. "To Mshra and Urza?" she
suggest ed.

"To the brother artificers," responded Tawnos and returned
the toast. Both took a sip of the wine. Tawnos had never cared
for the snell or taste of white wine, but after the heavily
spi ced nmeal and pungent drinks it was a gods-send.

Ashnod took the seat opposite the tawny-haired apprentice.
"So you don't think our masters are nmad?"

"Well, divinely inspired sonmetines," said Tawnos. "But mad?"
"There is a fine line between the two," noted Ashnod. "Can we say
that the gods or nadness control then? How many tinmes has your
Urza suggested sonething conpletely irrational, only to be proven
correct?"

Tawnos shrugged. "I always assuned he had a reason for his
actions, even if he did not share it with nme."

"Hunmph!" said Ashnod. "I thought it was a tradition that
apprentices always conpl ai ned about their nasters. You were a toy
maker, | hear. Didn't you conplain about the master toy maker
t hen?"

"Well, the master toy maker of Jorilin was mnmy uncle, so
never-" said Tawnos, then stopped as Ashnod broke out in peals of



| aught er. Ashnod nust have read the di sappoi ntnment in Tawnos
face, because she quickly cut her chuckling short. "You sound
i ke a baby duck, always follow ng along behind its nother duck
Such loyalty is so sweet. So you're first naster was a rel ative
and your new naster is ...?"

Tawnos shrugged. "He is Urza. He knows nore than anyone el se
|'"ve ever nmet."

Ashnod | ooked at Tawnos, and said in a | ow voi ce, "Gods
bel ow, you're serious, aren't you?"

Tawnos shrugged again. "Sure. Wy have a nas ... a superior
who doesn't know nore than you do?"

"But, you know things he doesn't, right?" said Ashnod,
nmotioning with her now enpty cup

"Well, yes," said Tawnos, pouring the wine for her, and then
as an afterthought, topping off his own goblet. "But of the
i nportant matters, he knows nore than | do."

"And that's why we stay with them then? They know nore than
we do?" said Ashnod.

"In part," said Tawnos, |eaning back. "A snmall part. | nean
Urza is demandi ng, and precise and hard to foll ow soneti nes when
he's hot on an idea."

"M shra's the same way," said Ashnod. "And you get the idea
t hat when he explains sonmething to you, its as if he's reigning
hi nsel f in, choosing sinple words and small ideas that you can
understand. And he expects you to keep up with him"

Tawnos chuckl ed now. "That's Urza sonetines. You saw the w nd
chanmber in the orniary? Uza had it built so students could prove
their nodifications of the ornithopters would not work, saving
himthe trouble of explaining it and themthe trouble of building
a full working nodel ."

"Or nonworking nodel ," said Ashnod, and Tawnos snil ed at
that. "Like | said earlier, at the feast, Mshra really envies
the sense of place that your brother has. Big pal ace. School of
assistants. Regul ar supplies." She paused for a nonent, then
added, "Beautiful wfe."

Tawnos responded, "There are things in Mshra's life that
Urza envies. There's the dragon engine, of course.”

"He does?" said Ashnod, |ooking over her cup. "Uza said
t hat ?"

"Once you get away from machi nery, Urza doesn't say much,"
replied Tawnos, "But you understand his npods, his |ooks. What he
tal ks about, and nore inportantly, what he doesn't tal k about."

"Ditto for Master Mshra," said Ashnod. "Or rather, he talks,
but he avoids certain subjects. And you can tell what's on his
m nd by what he doesn't talk about. It appears like a genie in
the center of the whirlwi nd."

"Right," said Tawnos, "and Urza feels that M shra has a
greater sense of freedom sonetimes. Urza feels that he has to be
so responsi ble for everything, and the desert offers freedom
What's so funny?"

"Not hi ng," said Ashnod, stifling a giggle. "But it's amusing
that the Fallaji are currently in the iron grip of a petul ant
child-man. If you think the desert means freedom you've never
nmet the qadir."

"I think Urza would nmuch rather be working on artifacts than
trying to support a nation," said Tawnos.

"Agreed for Mshra as well," said Ashnod, raising her goblet
in another toast. "lIt's the love of artifacts that binds them
toget her and probably us to themas well. There's sonethi ng about

getting beneath the skin of a new device."



"Under st andi ng a new concept, "'

"Unl ocking its inner secrets.”

"Under st andi ng the desi gn phil osophy behind it."

"Feeling its power."

"Conprehending its purpose,” said Tawnos, "and expanding its
abilities."”

Ashnod | aughed again, and it was a rel axed | augh. "There are
so very few of us, you know. I'mone of the few that can talk to
M shra and understand him"

"I feel much the same way with Urza," said Tawnos. As an
afterthought, "And with you as well."

"I won't try to use small words," said Ashnod.

"Il try to keep up," said Tawnos.

agreed Tawnos.

"Its all so difficult," said Ashnod. "I nean, | feel doubly
wal | ed-away from everything. First, a powerful woman anong the
Fallaji is an exception, not a rule. And second, being an

intelligent being anbng the desert people is so-"

"Frustrating," suggested Tawnos.

"Exactly," said Ashnod. "Pour me another."

"We shoul d see the engine," said Tawnos.

"There's tinme," she said. "Tine for everything in the world."

Tawnos poured, and said, "I went back to Jorilin a few nonths
ago, and was telling ny aunts and uncles what | was doi ng. And
they were very polite and appreciative, but |I don't think they
understood ny work at all."

"At | east they were appreciative," said Ashnod. "I get
hostile stares fromthe Suwwardi. But it was the sane at Zegon
At first | thought it was because | was a woman, but then people
were di stant because | was smarter than everyone else. It's
frustrating, to be smart. It separates you fromthe rest of the
popul ace. "

"It is difficult being different," Tawnos admitted.

"And | bet the continual work keeps you away from your
fam ly. Your friends," said Ashnod. "Your wfe."

“I'm uh, not married," said Tawnos.

"It wasn't you | was tal king about," said Ashnod. "But you

t even have a regular young lady, 1'll bet."

"Well, | have been busy," said Tawnos defensively.

"I rest my case," said Ashnod, slapping the tabletop with the
fleshy part of her palm "Just |ike Mdther Duck Urza. You're

wor ki ng for the nost powerful man in Yotia and you don't have the
girls flocking to you?"

Tawnos shrugged. "Wat about you?"

"Anmong the Fallaji? Hah!" She sl apped the table again. "I
really think they have to have a breeding programto produce such
oaf s!" "Wwhat about M shra?" asked Tawnos.

Ashnod' s chuckl e died. "M shra," she said, and her eyes grew
a bit msted. "Early on, yes. But it wasn't as nuch a
relationship as it was a power thing. Sort of who-can-control-
who. And it got old fast, and soon he was back to worryi ng about
his precious engines. | don't |like playing second to nmachi nery."

Tawnos nodded. So there had been a rel ati onshi p between
M shra and his pupil, but that was apparently in the past. But
there was sonething else in her words that he al nost m ssed.

"Engi nes?" asked Tawnos.

"Pardon?" Ashnod bl i nked.

"You said he worries about his engines,’
"Plural ."

Ashnod pulled up short. "There's the dragon engine. And the
great wain its pulling. The Fallaji call that engine a war

don

sai d Tawnos.



machi ne, but M shra told everyone to not refer to it as such
during the talks. It might make the Yotians nervous."

"Uh- huh," said Tawnos, filing away that bit of information
for later. Perhaps a tour of the war machine was in order as
wel I .

Tawnos decided to push a little further. They obviously
weren't going to get to the dragon engine until the w ne was
gone, and perhaps not even then. "So does M shra have the power
to enforce a peace?"

"I'f he wants it, yes." said Ashnod. "The gadir will whine and
nmoan, but nost of the | esser sheiks already back M shra. The
tribal chieftains want it all one way or another. Either the
glories of war or the bliss of peace, wi thout a mddle ground.
They're like machines that way. Easy to command and control."

"So what does Mshra truly want?" said Tawnos. "I nean, Urza
can help with himestablishing his own school, if that's his
goal . "

Ashnod shook her head. "The Fallaji way is not to accept aid,
or gifts, or charity. It is to take what they want, though trade,
or force of arms or guile or whatever else is required. The old
warlord figured that out, but | don't think good Queen Kayl a has
a clue.”

Tawnos frowned. "M shra is not Fallaji. He is Argivian, like
U za."

Ashnod countered, "M shra has lived anong the Fallaji, and
cone to |l ead them He understands their ways better than U za
understands the Yotians. No, Mshra at his heart is jeal ous of
his brother, and wants what belongs to him"

Tawnos t hought of his discussion with Kayla earlier in the
day. "The stone."

Ashnod nodded. "The stone. Mshra told ne the one he carried
was once a larger stone, split in tw through his brother's
actions. Did Uza tell you the sanme?"

Tawnos worked his nouth, but no sound cane out. "W never
tal ked about it, and | never thought to ask."

"Baby duck!" spat Ashnod, "M shra envies his brother his soft
life and | aboratory and beautiful wife. That's true. But what he
really wants is the stone.™

"I's it worth trading away the Sword Marches for it?" asked
Tawnos.

"I'ts worth tal king about trading the Suwwardi Marches for
it," laughed Ashnod. "The Fallaji get what they want, by war or
guile. And if everything' s gone well enough, he's already
succeeded. "

Ashnod realized at once that she had said too nuch, and put a
hand over her mouth. At last she said, "I shouldn't say anything
el se about that. Diplomatic secrets and all that. W should go
see the dragon engine."

Tawnos rose, his mnd running through the events of the past
day. Meeting Kayla outside the orniary. The fact she was doting
on Urza at the banquet, where earlier they were going at it
hamrer and tongs. The fact that she was insistent Tawnos get
al ong and not bother Urza. They both had places to be, she had
sai d.

He didn't say no, she had said.

"l have to go," Tawnos said.

Ashnod rose across fromhim "W have all night."

"I think I need to talk to Urza." he said.

"It's late, even for Urza," said Ashnod. "Perhaps if |
acconpani ed you. "



"Hopefully not too late," nuttered Tawnos, and paused by the
door. He turned and said, "You'll have to stay here, |I'mafraid.
This has been a very interesting evening, and | hope that |I'm
wrong about what |'mthinking, because | would like to talk to
you again, later."

And with that he was gone, and the short pikes of the guards
were visible as the door swung shut. Ashnod shook her head behi nd
him cradling her brass goblet in one hand. Qutside, Tawnos was
shouting for the guards to find Arbassador M shra.

Sai d too much, she thought. And too soon. She shook her head
and drained the goblet of the |last of the wine.

Then she went to her jewelry box and renoved a pair of
earrings. She pried the iridescent stones fromthem and put the
skul | - headed staff back on the table. Slowy but with practiced
skill, she started to fit the small power stones into the skull's
eyes.

* * k* K %

Tawnos had to shake Urza awake. The Chief Artificer did not
rouse when his apprentice burst into the orniary, nor when he
called his name. There was an overturned ewer of the pungent w ne
on the floor, but only a thin streamissued fromits w de nouth.
Simlarly, a pair of half-enpty goblets left sweating circles on
the plans on the work desk. Urza was curled up tightly in a
bl anket, snoring softly, on the day cot he woul d use when worKki ng
late or when fighting with Kayl a.

Tawnos shook Urza's shoul der, hard, and the artificer was
awake in a nonment, sitting bolt upright, his eyelids beating
rapidly to blink back the sleep. "Tawnos? What? Is there a fire?
What's wrong?" Beneath the bl anket, Urza was hal f-dressed, and
t hose cl othes he was wearing were bunched together in odd shapes.

Tawnos | ooked at Urza, and said, "Sir, your stone."

Instinctively Uza's fingers went to his chest, where the
stone normally hung. They closed on enpty air. |Imediately he
rai sed the hand to touch his neck, but the chain that hung there
was m ssing.

"The stone!" he said, the |ast dregs of sleep banished from
his eyes, replaced by a hot fire. "Wiere is it?" He immediately
began tearing up the bedcl ot hes and bl anket s.

"Sir," said Tawnos, "I ran into your wife as she was | eaving
here...."

"Kayl a?" said Urza, |ooking up. Then his face turned stern
"Kayl a," he said again, a dagger's edge in his voice.

Urza becane a flurry of action, gathering his banquet regalia
i nto sone senbl ance of order. He grabbed the cape, |ooking for
the | oops, then abandoned it entirely, cursing and flinging it
across the room Then he was at the door, bellow ng for Tawnos to
fol | ow.

Tawnos was taller than U za, and shoul d have been able to
catch up to the smaller man easily. But U za noved as if he was
an ornithopter incarnate, gliding through the halls at inhuman
speed, passing the guards |like they were no nore than ghosts.
Tawnos was hi nsel f stopped by guards fromthe guest wi ng, who
informed himthat Mshra was not in his quarters. A full search
of the wi ng reveal ed nothing, they added. Wuld Tawnos want them
to seal the palace and send a runner to the Fallaji encampnent to
determine if Mshra had returned there? Tawnos hastily agreed,
but by the tine he concluded this brief conversation, U za had
vani shed ahead of him



There were shouts again fromthe royal quarters as Tawnos
approached, but this tine both of the voices were nale, and
boom ng. In addition, this tine the door was open, nearly ripped
fromits hinges, and Tawnos thought it opened with a sharp kick
as opposed to a twist of the latch. Fromthe doorway issued an
ever - changi ng spectrum of 1ight.

Tawnos paused in the doorway and raised a hand to peer past
the light. It issued fromUza's Mghtstone, and fromMshra's
gemas well, formng the poles of a magnet, with the light itself
acting like netal filings stretched between them Urza had
regai ned his stone, and now was snarling at his brother across
the room M shra was shouting sonething el se i nconprehensi bl e
back at him the warmsmle of the Fallaji anbassador replaced
with a feral snarl. Their words were lost in an angry humm ng of
energy between the two stones. Between them against the far
wal |, was Kayl a bin-Kroog.

Tawnos noticed that Urza was not the only one who had dressed
in arush. Mshra's clothes were in an equal disarray, and the
gueen had a sheet wrapped around her torso, clutched at her
chest. She saw Tawnos and her face shone with relief. She said
somet hing that Tawnos coul d not hear over the throbbing pul ses of
the battling stones. She took a step forward, toward him

Tawnos threw up his hands and shouted for her to stay back.
What ever was happeni ng between the stones, and between the
brot hers, involved energies he neither recognized nor trusted.

It could have been Tawnos's shout, or his wave of his arns.
O it could have been seeing Kayla, stepping alnost into the
energi es between the two stones. Or it could have been a nonent
of weakness on Urza's part.

But Urza dropped his stone. Only for an instant, and he stil
gripped it in his hand. But he dropped his stone, and it was
enough.

A viol ent rai nbow of energy spewed forth from M shra's stone,
and slanmed into Urza. The |lanky Chief Artificer was bodily
lifted up by the force of the blow and flung backward, agai nst
the arnoire, breaking the doors of that cabinet inward fromthe
i mpact .

Then suddenly the energy fromMshra's stone went out, and it
was as if those within the roomwere suddenly plunged into the
dark, so great was the nagnitude of difference in the light.
Tawnos blinked and started toward where he knew Urza |lay. Soneone
heavy and burly, Mshra, he realized later, slamed into him
brushi ng past himand out the door.

Kayl a was at Urza's side already, crying as she knelt next to
his prostrate form Urza's eyes were open, but showed only the
whites, and his breath was shallow and frothy. Still clenched in
his hand was his M ghtstone, a rai nbow of col ors |eaking between
his fingers.

"The tenple amulets,’
made. Do you have one here? Perhaps we can ..

Kayl a was noddi ng but neither had time to finish their
t houghts. The stone clenched in Urza's hand began to pul se nore,
to flash through the spectrum and into ranges that Tawnos felt
nore than saw. Slowy, Urza's other hand raised, and grasped the
stone, and his breathing became nore regular. H s eyes cl osed,
and when they opened again, they were nornmal.

No, they were not normal, Tawnos realized. They were filled
with enotion. Filled with rage

Urza got up. Kayla tried to restrain him to tell himthat he
should rest until the tenple priests arrived, but he brought up

sai d Tawnos to Kayla. "The ones Urza



an armto ward her off. He brought it up too hard and too fast,
for he knocked Kayla with it. She sprawl ed backward, and Tawnos
rose with his superior, putting a hand out to Urza's shoul der

Urza batted the offered hand away. "Wiere is he?" he snarl ed.
Hs hair was a tangle, and Urza | ooked nore |ike a madman than an
artificer.

Tawnos said nothing, but |ooked at the door. Urza was
striding toward it at once. Kayla shouted after him but he did
not | ook back.

Kayl a was sobbi ng now, her tears staining the sheet gathered
in front of her. "I tried,"” she said, then took a deep breath, "I
tried to do the best thing for ny country, Tawnos."

Tawnos coul d not think of anything to say, but there were
nmore shouts in the hallway. Tawnos hel ped Kayla to her feet. "Get
somet hing on, and bring guards,"” he said, and was out of the
doorway as well.

There was a great clanmor toward the guest wi ng, and Tawnos
t hought that Urza had found his brother all too quickly. There
were shouts and screanms and an unearthly flickering of light. He
ran for the wing, hoping to prevent any fatalities.

Instead of Urza and M shra he found Ashnod. She was w el di ng
the staff that she had been working on earlier. Nowits eyes
glowed with the eldritch nature of power stones, and |ightning
coursed along the wires that had been spun along the skull. There
were several of the guards down al ong the hallway, nost of them
clutching their heads and noani ng.

Ashnod was swi nging the staff back and forth, the gold-lit
skull trailing a shadow of color. She was unharnmed as yet, but
sweat cascaded down her neck and shoul ders.

The | eader of the guards was preparing a massed attack, but
Tawnos put a hand on his shoul der, and indicated that he wanted
to try to disarmthe wonan first.

Tawnos stepped into full view, hands raised and enpty. Ashnod
paused for a nonent, then barked, "I want to | eave now. Is there
a probl en?"

Tawnos tried to smile, conscious that he | ooked as insincere
as he felt. "There has been a bit of an incident,"” he said. "I'm
afraid you're going to have to stay for a while."

"I"'mafraid not," said Ashnod, and brought her staff up, the
skul | - head oozi ng gol den fire.

The bl ow hit Tawnos square in the stomach, and he could fee
the pain rush fromthat center to the extremties. H s stonmach
heaved and he felt the bilious rise of vomt in his throat. Stil
he remai ned on his feet, and grasped at his cloak, trying to find
somet hing that woul d break the effect of the staff's energies.

H s hand cl osed around the coil ed wooden snake that he had in
his pocket. He pulled it out, thumbing the winding | atch open as
he did so. Stars danced in front of his eyes, but he had a good
enough idea of Ashnod's position to throw the snake at her

The wooden serpent flew through the air, uncoiling, rattling,
and hissing as it did so. Ashnod shouted sonet hing and raised the
staff hi gher against this new attack

Tawnos was novi ng the nonment that Ashnod spared her attention
fromhim Charging forward, he tackled her, hard, in the md-
section. The staff pinwheeled away in one direction while the
wooden shake scuttered in the other. Ashnod went down in a heap
and the guards were there i medi ately, their short pikes pointed
at her.

Tawnos kept his footing, and towered over her, gasping for
breath. Ashnod rai sed her now enpty hands in surrender



"Well, it turns out the baby duck has teeth," she said,
slowy getting to her feet, the guards surrounding her. "There
are new surprises every day."

Chapter 15
PARRY AND THRUST

Tawnos felt that entire weight of the Kingdom of Yotia now
rested on his shoulders, and he did not like it one bit.

Four nont hs had passed since the fateful argunent, and in
that time there was no sign of Mshra. He had vani shed fromthe
pal ace, and the Fallaji, the dragon engine, and his war nachine
had vani shed fromthe gates soon after m dnight.

The Fall aji had been prepared for their departure; of that
Tawnos had no doubt. Mbunted scouts were di spatched that evening
up and down the river, but there was no sign of them Urza had to
wait for morning to dispatch the ornithopters, and that was when
the scouts had discovered that a ferry barge upriver had been
sei zed and sunk on the far bank

The assunption was that M shra and his engi nes had fled west
into the trans-Mardun territories that bordered on Fallaji
territory. Then fromthe east canme a report that a collection of
brass helmets and Fallaji gear had been found by a farner,
indicating that Mshra's forcers were making i nstead for the Kher
Ri dges. Soon after a horseman arrived fromthe Sword Marches,
declaring that a great netallic beast had been spotted, there,
nmovi ng only at night and headi ng north.

Mlitary units were shunted first one way, then another in
response to each new runor. To make matters worse, Urza took to
the field with one of the ornithopter flights and noved
continually fromone sighting to the next.

It had been four nonths, and Urza had still not returned to
Kroog nor sent any nessage to his wife the queen. Tawnos received
nunerous orders for new devel opnments and changes to the
orni thopter design and instructions for coordinating the
production of a line of avenger-style automatons. But these
nmessages were always technical in nature, wi thout a hint of
curiosity about Tawnos's own well-being, nor that of Uza's wife,
nor the situation in the capital.

The | ast was deteriorating quickly. A runmor had spread that
the Chief Artificer's evil brother was hiding anong the Fallaji
traders still in the city, plotting an insurrection. The
resulting riots killed seventeen Fallaji, including, Tawnos had
heard, one of the nusicians who had played at the banquet. Those
with ties to the desert fled the city and other Yotian cities as
qui ckly as possible. This created another runor that the first
runor had been planted by M shra so he and his men coul d escape
in the confusion.

The resulting viol ence overmatched the capabilities of the
tenples to cope, as resources earmarked for study and supplies
were suddenly diverted to the honel ess and the wounded. The
priests clanmored for nore of the mmgical talismns U za had
created early in his career there, but the artificer was not
present to create them

Tawnos heard that people were now beginning to doubt their
| eaders. If Urza was so wise, ran the conmon tale, why could he
not find his owm brother in his wife's own |and? Either U za was
not as smart as the people had thought, which was unsettling, or
M shra was nuch smarter, which was even nore troubling. Now
runors of invasion of the Swmord Marches or of the trans-Mardun



territories were regular fare in the inns and taverns, and many
of the nerchants spoke of relocating to the coastal provinces for
the duration of the hostilities.

I ndeed, there was some confusion anong the comon fol k about
what exactly had happened at the end of the conference. The
general story was that Urza and his brother canme to bl ows, but
the nature of the argunent was not clear. Sone said it was about
the Sword Marches. Another story was that Urza had accused M shra
of stealing his ideas and naking his dragon engines. No, it was
the other way around, others said; Uza had stolen the idea of
the ornithopters fromhis brother. There were a few coments
about Kayla herself, but those were only voiced by | ow
i ndi vidual s in shadowy bars and were given no credence. O at
| east Tawnos hoped that was the case.

The confused nood of the city was matched by that in the
pal ace. The Captain of the Guard was frantic, as his orders were
regul arly countermanded by those of Urza fromthe field. The
seneschal , who had warmy wel coned the Fallaji, was now
frantically trying to prove he was as tough as the old warlord
hi msel f had been

The queen kept to her quarters, and would see a sel ect nunber
of people, using the matron as a last line of defense agai nst
i ntruders. She woul d speak to the seneschal, the Captain of the
Guard and Tawnos, and not to anyone el se. Unfortunately for the
remmants of the privy council, nmost of her conmmands were al ong
the Iines of, "Do as you see fit," superseded only by, "Wat
woul d Urza want ?"

And to make matters worse, the matron had i nforned Tawnos
(through numerous al |l usions and euphemni sns) that Her Majesty was
"in the fanmly way." I|ndeed, when Tawnos spoke with the queen
she seemed nore haggard and tired than usual. Tawnos sent Urza a
gently worded dispatch detailing Kayla's condition but received
inreturn only a list of corrections to the armature of the
avengers.

Tawnos coul d not understand the col dness of Urza's response
until he did the math. G ven the phases of the M st Muon and the
advancenent of Kayla's pregnancy, she would have had to have
concei ved sonetinme during the week of the neetings with the
Fallaji, probably toward the end of that week, before Urza |eft
the city.

Urza had departed hot on the heels of M shra. Tawnos did not
like to consider what that night mean, but he had no doubt Urza
realized it at once

And | ast there was the problem of Ashnod, still held as a
hostage in the guest wing of the palace. Al attenpts to contact
the Fallaji to negotiate her release had failed. A nunmber of
peopl e wanted her executed for crimes that remained as fuzzy as
t he expl anation of what happened between Urza and M shra. The
staff with its sickening energies had been a surprise to Tawnos,
and the guards had stripped her room of anything with which she
nm ght be able to nmake a weapon. The staff remmined in Tawnos's
care. The device itself was a beautiful creation, and he sought
perm ssion fromthe queen to speak with Ashnod about it. At
| east, that was the excuse that he gave Kayl a.

"Where did you get the knowl edge that hel ped you build the
staf f?" he asked at one point. "WAs it an old text? A scholar? A
wander er from anot her | and?"

Ashnod remai ned perched on the wi ndow sill, the norning sun
shi ning resplendently on her hair. She said nothing.

"It will be easier if you talk," said Tawnos. "Keeping



silence isn't going to get you anywhere."

Ashnod' s head snapped around to regard Tawnos. Then she
smled and said, "lI've got a joke. Care to hear it?"

Tawnos | ooked puzzl ed.

"Matron and the queen are tal king. Matron says, 'Whatever
el se you say about that M shra, at |east he dresses well.' And
t he queen says, 'Yes, and quickly, too.' Whatayathink?"

"That's not funny!" sputtered Tawnos. "You know, there are
tenpl e i nqui sitors who have put thensel ves at our disposal just
to wing your secrets out of you."

"But you're keeping themat bay," said Ashnod, sliding off
her perch. "And why is that, Baby Duck?"

Tawnos bristled but kept his voice cal m "Because they
mght... damage ... you. Any know edge you have m ght be lost."

"I mght choose to die with ny secrets rather than betray
Master M shra," sighed Ashnod. "You are so naive, and so kind. No
wonder you're the queen's favorite."

"What do you know" said Tawnos, defensive again. Ashnod
waved her hand. "There's not a lot to do here, so | listen: to
t he guards, the chanmbernmaids, the people outside the wi ndow |
t hi nk you' re keeping me around because you need soneone to talk
to. Mama Duck Urza is gone, and poor Kayla is wapped up in
bl ami ng hersel f. That's why you're here."

Tawnos did not reply but kept his head on his chest,
regarding the table. A long silence spread out between the two.
Finally Ashnod sat down at the table across from Urza's
apprentice. "The way | see it, it's a question of approach," she
said at last. Her tone was calm al nost conversational. "Wat

i s?" Tawnos responded.

Ashnod si ghed and shook her head. "The staff! Wasn't that
what we were tal king about?"

"Anong other things," said Tawnos, the hurt still in his
voice. "Don't be like that," snapped Ashnod. "Look. Have you
wor ked in a sl aughterhouse?"

Tawnos blinked, "I worked as a fisherman once." "Conpletely
different," said Ashnod. "Fish are | ow creatures, barely worth
the spine they have. If you work at sawi ng up carcasses, you
notice how the joints fit, how the nerves are arrayed, and how
t he skin peels back."

"I"ve dissected creatures,"” said Tawnos. "Birds, for exanple,
to study their wings for the ornithopters.”

"But never one that was still alive when you cut into it,
correct?" asked Ashnod. Tawnos did not respond, but his face gave
away his answer. Ashnod continued, "As | said, there's a
di fference of approach. You and Mana Duck Urza don't want to get
your hands dirty, to deal with the bl ood and skin and nuscle and
nerves and fl uids.

You' d never have stunbled on the idea of frying an opponent's
nerves with something like ny staff.”

"I don't know if that's a responsible goal," said Tawnos.

"Beside the point," said Ashnod sharply, slapping the
tabletop with her palm Tawnos saw the fire in her eyes again,
the inventing fire. "You' re looking at the bird wing and thinking
about how to duplicate it. I'mlooking at the bird wi ng and
t hi nki ng about how to incorporate it, howto make it function
again. If | were building ornithopters, | would have used roc
wi ngs. |'d have kept themalive with their own bl ood and
nutrients and tethered themto the housing."

"That's inmpossiblel" said Tawnos.

"Agirl can dream" said Ashnod and sniled again. "But |



think that's what they did with the dragon engi ne. The origina
builders, |I nmean. They didn't try to duplicate a dragon with
nmetal and cable, like the old Thran woul d. Rather they started
with a dragon and built outward until the machinery replaced the
dragon entirely."

The fire blazed in the scarlet wonman's eyes again. "You can't
be afraid of living things, or dead things for that matter," she
said. "Living tissue is one nore set of tools we can use. If we
only get past our backward concept that it's sonehow inviol ate,
we can truly make progress.”

She | ooked at Tawnos and shrugged. "That's what | think, at
| east. Mshra might disagree. | think the answer is within the
body, not outside it."

The di scussion had taken a disturbing turn for Tawnos. In an
effort to divert it into other channels, he said, "Were do you
think Mshra is now? Is there a special hiding place he has?"

Ashnod shook her head. "He doesn't need to hide right now He
has his brother right where he wants him running all over the
pl ace | ooking for him"

"WAas that his plan?" asked Tawnos.

Ashnod paused a nonent, then shook her head. "I don't
particularly know that Mshra had a plan. He is very good at
setting things up, but then he throws caution to the wi nds and
spi ns the wheel of fate."

"Madness, " nuttered Tawnos.

"Or divine inspiration,” countered Ashnod.

"So he didn't let you in on his plans,"” continued Tawnos.

"I'f he did, would I be here, living in all this |uxury?"
Ashnod waved her hands at the bare walls of her quarters. "No.
And it's not that he's secretive, though he is. | really don't

t hi nk he had an exact plan when he came to Kroog, but | do know
he'd be happy with the result.”

Tawnos sighed. "I wish I could believe you."

Ashnod frowned, then spread her hands. "Look, 1'll give you
this one free of charge. Mshra is not one to |l et an opportunity
pass, and with Urza '"thoptering all over creation, this is an
opportunity for Msh to hurt his brother and hurt himbad. And
the gadir is such a hothead that he'll declare a full jihad at
the drop of a brass hat. So something is comng."

"But you don't know what or where," said Tawnos. Ashnod
shrugged.

"One nore thing, then," she said. "You wondered how | got the
staff in here?"

Tawnos said, "I assuned our guards were |lax during the
festivities."

Ashnod smiled; it was a dazzling smle. "The bl ack
t hunderwood staff | walked in with. You saw it on the first day;
who could deny a wonan her wal ki ng staff? The skull was snuggl ed
in. But the gold wire was sewn into the hemof ny bodice, and the
power stones were brought in anong ny jewelry."

Tawnos | ooked at the tabletop. He had watched her assenble
t he weapon without realizing it. "There's a point to this?"

"Only this," said Ashnod. "All the conponents cane together
at the right nmonent to produce the staff. That's what's going to
happen, regardless of what it is. Everything will come together
at once, and ..." She notioned with her hands. "Boom"

Tawnos stood up. "You've given nme sonething to think about.
Several things, in fact."

Ashnod rose with him "Yes, and one of the things wll
probably be, 'Can | trust her?" The answer is, 'No you can't, but



you should at least listen.' Okay?"

Tawnos nodded and turned toward the door. Ashnod cal |l ed out
hi s name, and he turned back toward her

Ashnod | eaned forward and ki ssed the apprentice. Tawnos
started as if prodded by a dagger thrust.

Ashnod ignored the reaction. "That's thanks. Thanks for not
turning me over to the tenples. And thanks for com ng and tal ki ng
to me. You're a good duck." And she sniled.

Qutside, in the hall, Tawnos rubbed his cheek where Ashnod
had ki ssed him The skin was still warm

"Urza," muttered his apprentice, "wherever you are, you'd
better get back here soon.™

* * k* K %

Li eut enant Sharanman had the privilege of delivering the
report to Chief Artificer U za. He and another pilot had
di scovered M shra's war machine at the center of a large
encanprent three hours' flight to the west. It was the first
sighting of one of Mshra's engines since the troops had begun
this wild goose chase, and Sharaman was delighted to finally see
sone results fromtheir work.

The Yotian fliers were at their third base canp, each one
pressing deeper into the eneny territory of the G eat Desert. The
Sword Marches were weeks away by foot, and everything at the canp
had to be flown in. Sharaman | onged for the relative |uxuries of
the hone base: hot neals, attentive wonmen, and nost of all, hot
water to bathe in. However, mentioning such desires was a quick
way to | ose one's wings, and Sharaman woul d rather fly than have
the attentions of the nost attractive wonen in Yotia.

Urza was seated beneath his tarp, hunched over a makeshift
table. At the table was a hand-drawn map of the desert. In
addition to pursuing his brother, the Chief Artificer was
conducting the first true survey of this area. Evenings were
filled with reports of hills, ridges, dry washes, and a nunber of
curious rock piles that the Prince Consort referred to as Thran
sites.

Sharaman st epped beneath the tarp, clicked his heels, and
saluted. "Sire, we have a sighting of the great war nachine."

Urza did not look up fromthe map. "Report," he said.

"A large encanpnent of tents with the war nachine at the
center."

"Where?" snapped Urza

"A quarter-day's flight fromhere, fifteen degrees south of
due west."

Urza traced the |ine Sharaman had defined. "Yes. That woul d
make perfect sense. If we had continued on our present line of
attack we nmight have mssed it. My brother did not take into
account wide lateral patrols, it seens."

To the lieutenant he said, "Wre you spotted?" "No signs,"
sai d Sharaman. "They tend to hide fromus, now " "Indeed," said
Urza, raising one eyebrow "Best to assune they know we've
spotted them and they are likely to be al ready packing canp.
Ready all the ornithopters. Take all the goblin bonbs." "Sire?"
asked Sharaman. "Is there a problem Lieutenant?" The Chief
Artificer | ooked up

for the first time. Hs face was |lined and drawn, nore so
than woul d be accounted for by the continual desert w nd.

"It is late in the day, Sire," said Sharaman, choosing his
words careful ly.



"l am aware of the time, Lieutenant," said Uza. H s voice
was icy. "But if we wait for the morrow, Mshra will be gone."

"I't will be dusk before we arrive," protested the ornithopter
pilot. "And it will be mdnight if we keep tal king about it,"
snarled Urza, "Now get to it. | want the entire patrol in the air
in fifteen m nutes!" Sharaman stiffened, saluted smartly, and
retreated. As the pilot left the tent he was al ready bel |l owi ng
orders to the other fliers and support staff. There was an
i medi ate eruption of activity as the various artifice students
beetl ed over the machines, nmaking final preparations. Those
pilots who had flown with U za before had begun checking their
machi nes as soon as they saw Sharaman head for the Prince
Consort's tent.

Sharaman did not like it. An evening attack was dangerous and
nmeant either setting down in eneny territory for the night or
ri sking treacherous night w nds and cool spots on the flight
back. Still the Chief Artificer was not to be denied,
particularly in the matter of his brother.

They were ready in ten mnutes: five ornithopters plus Urza's
own craft. Al were the doubl e-bend wi ng design now, of the type
in which Uza had flown to Korlinda. U za's craft remined the
best of the lot and was the best maintained. It had a w ngspan
hal f-again as long as the others and carried twice as many of the
dangerous goblin bonmbs. The latter had been flown all the way
fromthe Sword Marches and were kept cool and w apped in danp
cl ot hs.

The flight toward the eneny was uneventful, though Sharaman
was aware of the | engthening shadows of the hills and the
sil houettes of their craft fleeing ahead of them over the rough
ground.

VWen they crested the last rise, the canp was still there,
the tents of white cloth shining red in the light of the dying
sun. In the center, glowing |like an ingot, brooded the hul k of
M shra's war machi ne.

Sonet hi ng struck Sharaman as w ong, but he could not put his
finger on it immediately. He had little tinme to think of it, for
Urza waved his wings in the attack signal

The six ornithopters broke into two groups of three. Sharanman
| ed one, while Urza commanded the other. Urza's half of the
flight activated their wings and beat to gain altitude, while
Sharaman' s banked and began a | ow bormbi ng run over the canp.

Sharaman | ocked his wings in gliding position and reached
around for the goblin bonmbs. Wthout |ooking down, he heaved one
after another over the edge of the ornithopter's canopy. These
attacks were intended to frighten and disorient the canp natives.
Real accuracy woul d be needed at the end of the bombing run, when
the target would be the great war hul k.

There was no i nmedi ate response fromthe ground, and Sharanan
| ooked ahead. The great netallic wain, some fifty feet in height,
was | oom ng ahead. They were dropping faster than Sharaman had
antici pated, and Sharaman consi dered re-engagi ng the engi ne and
gaining a bit nore altitude before reaching the hul k.

Then the war machi ne opened fire, and his exact el evation was
the [ east of Sharaman's probl ens.

The war machi ne canme alive as they neared. Wndows slid open
and cupol as rotated to reveal ballistae, catapults, and other
devi ces that Sharaman did not recognize. Something rose fromthe
center of the war machine that |ooked like a great water punp,
but instead of water this |ast device spat fire.

The air was filled with all manner of shot: stones, arrows,



and huge ballista bolts. Sharaman sl ammed open the w ng | ocks and
engaged the engine, hoping to rise above the torrent of incom ng
m ssiles. He avoided the bul k of them but one great ballista
bolt, an arrow the size of a small tree, drove into his right

wi ng. Wrse yet, the bolt had a barbed head and did not pass
through the wing entirely. Suddenly the craft was pierced, like a
butterfly on a pin, and wei ghted down. Sharaman was unable to
stay al oft.

The lieutenant cursed and hit the emergency di sconnect |ever
to di sengage the wing entirely. The | ever was jamed by the force
of the bolt's blow and woul d not budge. Sharanman | ooked around
for sonething with which to pry it |oose, aware that he was
already |l osing altitude quickly.

Then he saw t he box of goblin bonbs and cursed | ouder. The
bonbs woul d expl ode on contact, and if they were on board when he
hit the ground ...

Sharaman ignored the rel ease nechani sm having determ ned he
was going to crash but equally determ ned to not |eave a huge
crater in the process. He picked up the entire crate of bonbs
fromits cradle and shoved it over the side of the craft's
housi ng.

He was horribly [ow now, for the bonbs detonated al npst
i medi ately, striking the ground and sendi ng up a wave of
bill owi ng bl ack and red force. The force of the blow flipped the
orni thopter upside down, and it crashed that way, sliding into
one of the sunlit-red tents.

Shar aman guessed he coul d not have been out for more than a
nmonent; the snell of flanes brought himto. Breathing hurt his
chest, and there was a nunbness along his left leg. Still he knew
he had to get out before the flanes reached him

Sharaman pulled hinself fromthe weckage slowy. H s left
| eg could not take any weight. He pulled a small knife fromhis
vest, ready for any of the Fallaji who might suddenly attack now
that his wings were clipped.

But there were no Fallaji. The tent he had slamred into was
enpty. The only flames were those created by his own goblin
bonbs.

That was what had bot hered Sharaman when he was flying, he
now realized. It was evening, but there had been no cooking
fires. The canp was abandoned al r eady.

They left the war engine, he thought. He hal f-stunbl ed, half
hopped, to a broken pole fromthe tent and used it as a support.

Hs initial attack had been a disaster. The only sign of his
two fellow pilots were twin plunes of billow ng snoke where their
racks of goblin bonbs had expl oded upon crashing. He hoped the
pilots had had the presence of nmind to jettison before they
struck.

Al ready the second wave, led by Uza's white ornithopter, was
pulling into position.

Sharaman | ooked at the war machi ne. Why were there no people
comng out to fight hin? Wre they all at their posts?

Then he realized there was no one in the canp at all,

i ncluding at the war nmachi ne. The weapons were firing
automatically, responding to sone device the Chief Artificer's
brother had crafted to detect and assault trespassers.

They were fighting ghosts. And they were dying for it.

Sharaman tried to wave off the attacking wing of three craft,
but Urza and the other pilots either ignored himor assuned he
was one of the Fallaji. As soon as they neared the war machi ne,
the great wain rel eased another volley of bolts. Both Urza and



one other pilot pulled their machines up in time to avoid the
onsl aught, but the third was not so lucky. It flewinto a flurry
of small arrowshot. The arrows were not enough to damage the
craft, but they pierced the housing and killed its operator. The
ornithopter pulled into a spiral to the right, a slow, deadly
glide that was punctuated at the end with an expl osi on.

The other two craft were still making for their target, the
smal ler craft in the |lead. Sharaman tried to understand why the
Fallaji would | eave behind the m ghty war machi ne unguarded, the
engi ne that M shra had brought to Kroog as a denonstration of his
abilities.

Unless it was a trap, he realized. Al this was a stylized
and ornate trap.

Sharaman shouted, but the lead craft was already dropping its
| oad of goblin powder over the side. The first bomb struck the
war machi ne. .

...And the entire device detonated. The |ead ornithopter was
envel oped in flame, disintegrating in md-flight. Sharaman fl ung
hinself to the ground as bits of flamng nmetal rained down around
hi m

VWen he | ooked up, Urza's was the only craft left in the sky.
Its white wings were on fire now, and it trailed a banner of
snoke. It nade a beeline for the oversized rear wheel of the now
rui ned war hul k.

The ornithopter struck the wain's wheel and evaporated in a
great explosion as its double cargo of goblin bonbs expl oded. The
great wain rocked, then slowy tunbled over on its side, its
burni ng wreckage slamm ng into the desert sands.

Among t he snoki ng weckage, framed by the fires of the great
wai n, a figure noved. Sharanman hobbled toward it, unsure if he
shoul d greet or battle the figure.

It was Urza. His flying cloak was singed and burning in
several spots, and there were numerous cuts along the right side
of his face. He clutched something to his chest, something that
gl owed as brightly as an enber. Urza coughed into the burning
sl eeve of his other armand then started to beat the sleeve
agai nst his |eg, extinguishing the snoldering bl aze.

"Trap," he said as Sharanman reached him

"Yes, Sire," said Sharaman.

"Shoul d have"- another |ong, snoke-filled cough-"should have
seen it com ng." He shook his head. "Any others?"

Sharaman | ooked at the smoking plunes around the canmp. "I
don't think so."

"W should go, then," said Uza. "Long wal k back to canp.
Longer wal k back to Yotia."

"Sire?"

"What ?"

"I"'mafraid ny leg' s broken," said Sharaman. Despite
everything he felt enbarrassed to nention it.

Uza's face twitched, as if Sharanman had nentioned sone

smal I, niggling problem Then his eyes cleared, and the Chief
Artificer said,

"OfF course. So it is. You rest here. I'lIl get sone splints
made. We'll check the other craft to see if there are any

supplies or perhaps a tenple anulet anong the weckage. Then
we' Il wal k back."

"As you wish, Sire."

Urza turned and regarded the smoking hul k of the war nachi ne.
He shook his head, and Sharaman heard hi m say, "Brother why did
you do this? Wiy the el aborate and costly ruse?"



Sharaman wondered that as well. Wen they finally reached the
Yotian border weeks later, they would both know t he answer.

* * k* K %

The attack cane at dawn and was totally unexpected. Wb rd had
cone that Uza's flight had failed to report in, and,
reluctantly, Tawnos had di spatched the home flight to the north
to aid in the search. That left only a single |large training
machine in the capital itself. Later Tawnos woul d wonder if
di spatching the | ast organized flight had been the signal for the
attack, if Urza's disappearance in the desert had enheartened the
gadir's troops for the assault, or if it had been Mshra's plan
to attack regardl ess of what happened to Urza.

Kroog was bounded on three sides by stout walls and on the
fourth by the Mardun itself, and it was across that great river
that the desert-dwelling Fallaji came. Urza (and Tawnos, and nost
of the rest of Kroog) had felt that any assault of the trans-
Mardun territories would be sufficient warning for the capital
To ensure their own safety, the Yotians had established a set of
beacon towers along the far bank to gi ve warning.

It had not been enough. By strength or by trickery, the
Fal l aji had overpowered the beacon tower guards in the dead of
ni ght, and by nmorning they were ready with their assault.

The norning was a foggy and wet one, the m sts pooling over
the Mardun itself. The river fishers, anmpobng the first ones up in
the city, had the first and only warning. Beneath the |ightening
sky, as they were loading their nets into their boats and making
ready to get under way, one of the crew shouted and pointed
toward the center of the river

There were other craft already on the river drifting toward
the city docks. There were barges, rowboats, and hastily built
rafts and ferries stolen from upriver

They were | oaded with nen: armed nen with flow ng robes
beneath their arnor, curved bl ades, and wi de brass hats.

The river fishers were alone in their discovery only for a
nmonent, for the next instant the warning beacons across the river
cane to life, billowing great jets of flame into the sky,
heral ding the dawn. But the beacons were not set as warnings but
rather as declarations of war.

Sone of the fishers fled their boats, but other remained |ong
enough to see the great serpentine heads of the dragon engi nes
burst fromthe gray waters of the Mardun and tower oyer Kroog's
docks. Grasping the shore with their front claws and churning the
soft mud of the river bank beneath the treads, the dragon engi nes
waded into the city. There was the sound of a great machi ne
i nhaling, and the | eadi ng beast exhaled a torrent of |iquefied
flame. Behind it, the first wave of Fallaji |anded, bellow ng war
cries as they clanbered onto the docks.

The city of Kroog was under assault.

Tawnos had been sleeping at the orniary, as he did often in
these | ater days, when the runner cane. The nessenger was no nore
than a young girl and was frightened beyond belief. Tawnos sent
her to round up what students she could find fromthe barracks
and to tell themto ready every avail abl e avenger and the
remai ning ornithopter. And if he did not return before the pal ace
was assaulted, the students were to use these devices in their
own def ense.

Tawnos dressed as he ran toward the royal quarters. The
seneschal and the Captain of the Guard were already there,



arguing with the queen

"I am staying," she said. Already she was begi nning to show
her pregnancy.

"Your Mpjesty, for your own safety ..." begged the captain.

"As a temporary relocation ..." added the seneschal at the
same nonent.

"I amstaying," said Kayla firmy. "This is nmy hone." She
| ooked at Tawnos. "I want to stay."

"That may not be wise," said Tawnos. "Best prepare for flight
now and feel foolish about it later." To the captain he asked,
"What is the situation?”

"There was no warning," said the captain. "Rafts of Fallaji
devils are com ng downstream NMbore are pouring into the river
wards all the time. The naval station and the fishernmen's docks
were hit first. And there are dragon engi nes; three at |east,
maybe four. They seemto be |eading the assault, spreading
destructi on ahead of them W' ve regrouped all the troops in the
capital, but the people are blocking the streets."

"Open the gates," ordered Kayla. "Let the people escape the
city."

"But the eneny," objected the captain.

"I's already within our walls," snapped Kayla. "Do we need to
sacrifice the people as wel |l ?"

The captai n nodded. Tawnos asked, "How | ong before they reach
her e?"

The seneschal stuttered and spat, "Th-there is no indication
that they are-"

"These are M shra's engines," snapped Tawnos, a new steel in
his voice, "Were else would they be headi ng?"

The captain thought for a monent, then said, "An hour. Two if
we're fortunate. Is there anything you have on hand to hel p?"

"I"mworking on it now," said Tawnos. To Kayla he said, "Pack
what you can carry. If it comes to this, we will need to flee."
Kayla started to conplain, and Tawnos added, "Take ny advice this
time, please. Prepare for the worst, hope for the best. Have the
matron help you." He | ooked around, suddenly noticing that the
matron's inpressive bul k was m ssing. "Were is she?"

There was a silence for a noment, then the seneschal
stamrered, "Sh-she has a sister in the River Wards. S-said she
was worried about her."

Tawnos's lips made a thin, grimline. "Pack," he said. "I'Il
be back."

The students were already at the orniary when the chief
apprentice returned. Five avengers were in working order, though
each required an operator to stand cl ose and gi ve comands.
Tawnos assigned five of the ol dest boys to take them and report
to the captain. He scribbled a hasty note to the captain that the
boys shoul d be kept together and used to fight the dragon
engi nes. He added that if the avengers fell, the boys were to
flee the city as quickly as they coul d.

There was only a single ornithopter ready, but it was a huge
craft capable of carrying a fully arnored avenger easily. Tawnos
ordered the remai ning boys to pack this craft full of Uza's
notes and prototypes. One | ad hesitated; he was one of the young
ones, in his first year of studies. "Sir, aren't we going to
fight?" he asked.

Tawnos nodded. "Yes, but we need to protect our know edge.
Get it to safety first."

"But," said the youth, sputtering, "we can use the
ornithopter to fight, can't we?"



Tawnos | ooked down on the young man. "Fight? How? We coul d
drop bonbs on them But they are in our city, and we woul d be
bonb' ing our people. The avengers will buy us time, but probably
they can't defeat the dragon engines by thensel ves. Do you
under st and?"

The boy | ooked at his feet. "I suppose. | would rather
fight."

Tawnos | ooked at himgrimy. "And | would rather win the
fight," he said. "Do you understand the difference?"

Anot her pause, then, "I suppose so."
"CGood," said Tawnos. "Because you're going to fly the
ornithopter. If you have to fight, you will. But remenber that

the inportant thing is to get the ornithopter, and particularly
t he books, away to one of the nore renote bases farther east. If
they have fallen, then head to Korlis, or even Argive. Do you
under st and?"

The boy nodded, and Tawnos hel ped the youths | oad the
ornithopter. In the distance there cane the sound of expl osions
and, once or twi ce, of shouting. Finally the huge ornithopter was
| oaded, and Tawnos gave the lad the Jalum Tonme. As he took it,
the boy said, "My brother, he's another student here. Sanwell."

Tawnos hesitated. "Do you want ne to send himw th you?"

"He's one of the older students," said the boy.

Tawnos nodded slowy. He had sent the ol der students with the
avengers into battle.

The boy said, "If you see him tell himl left. And tell him
not to worry."

"Your name is Rendall, right?"

"Rendal | ," agreed the boy, setting the great book on his |ap

“I"1l tell himwhen | see him Rendall, and the gods speed
you," said Tawnos. And gods help us all, he added to hinself as

t he boy engaged the power stone and the great craft cane to life.

The great ornithopter strained at its pulleys and | eaped into
the sky in a single bounce. It did not nake the | ow, clinbing
circle coomon in training flights. Instead it flew arrow- straight
to the east. Behind it, there was the screeching of the dragon
engine that witnessed its departure. That nmade Tawnos fee
slightly better. If Mshra was going to take Urza's city, he was
not going to take Urza's know edge.

He dismi ssed the rest of the students, telling themto take
what they could carry and head east as quickly as possible,
regroupi ng at the caravan town of Hench. And if that had fallen
he said, make for the coast or Korlis. He |ooked at their faces
and knew that a few would go for weapons and join the nel ee, but
enough woul d have the comon sense to |let the school survive.

Tawnos took Ashnod's staff fromits holder and left the
orniary for the last tine, making for the guest wi ng. The guards
were still at their positions outside Ashnod's door. Tawnos
di sm ssed them ordering themto help protect the pal ace.

"Hel luva of a party," said Ashnod as he entered. "Pity we're
mssing it." Her words were light, but her face was drawn and

concerned. "I need your help," said Tawnos. "W need to get out
of the city." "We?" asked Ashnod. "Does that include ne? | nean,
these are my people conming to call.”

"These are the Fallaji!" shouted Tawnos. "Do you think they

can tell the difference between you and any other non-Fallaji
woman in the middle of the battle?"

“I'f I have ny staff, they will," replied Ashnod calmy. "G ve
it tome." "Promise to help," said Tawnos. "Promise to help ne
get the queen to safety. O, if we're captured, guarantee her



safety.”

"Why should | hel p your precious queen?" snapped Ashnod
harshly.

"She's pregnant, sai d Tawnos.

"I hope you don't think you're appealing to ny notherly
instincts-" began Ashnod.

"M shra may be the father," interrupted Tawnos. "Do you want
to tell himhis child died in the taking of the city?"

Ashnod sat down. "Whoo," she said. Qutside the wi ndow there
was an expl osion. Too close for Tawnos's nind. "Never even heard
that runor. Are you sure?"

Tawnos | ooked at his hands. "No."

Ashnod shook her head and chuckled. "Wll, that's good enough
for me. | promise to help get your precious queen away from here,
or if you're captured to guarantee fair treatnent. Can | have ny
staff now?"

Tawnos hesitated for a nmonent and then gave her the staff.
She ran her fingers over it and said, "I expected you to
dismantle it."

"I did," said Tawnos, heading for the door. "And | rebuilt
it. Let's go."

The hal | ways were enmpty now, and through the wi ndows of the
promenade Tawnos and Ashnod coul d see the rising plumes of snoke.
Through it, far off in the city, Tawnos saw a dragon engi ne.
"There was nore than one," he said bitterly. "Yep," said Ashnod.
"I told you, but you weren't paying enough attention."

"Maybe | shoul d have given you to the priests,” snarled
Tawnos. "Then who woul d hel p you now?"

They ran into the queen and the seneschal at the entrance to
the royal quarters. The seneshal was carrying a | arge carpetbag
filled with the queen's personal effects.

Ashnod | ooked at the queen's swelling belly. "You have |et
yoursel f go!" she said.

Tawnos asked, "Status?"

The seneschal stanmered and said, "B-bad. The avengers sl owed
the | ead dragon engine, b-but it just pulled back and | et
tri besnmen overwhel mthe avengers and their operators. Sonme people
thi nk the queen has already left the city in an ornithopter.”

Tawnos nental |y kicked hinself. It had not occurred himto
use the ornithopter to rescue the queen and not Urza's notes. O
hinmsel f, for that matter

"W need to nmake haste," said the seneschal. "The engines
will be here any nonent."

The earth shook, and a deep, fiery roar proved the senescha
wrong. The dragon engi nes had already arrived at the pal ace of
Kroog and were slamm ng their great shovellike nmuzzles as
battering rams agai nst the walls.

The hal Il way rocked, and half of it slid away, breaking apart
under the assault of the engine. Stonework and furnishings
suddenly collapsed as if a great blade had cut through the pal ace
itself. In the wake of the cave-in, nore of the hallway slid into
a churning dust cloud.

Tawnos grabbed Kayla and pulled her close to himonto nore
solid ground. The seneschal was not so fortunate. The ground
beneath himbroke like brittle ice in the spring, and with a
scream he toppled forward into the abyss. Kayla shouted as the
seneschal vani shed in the churning debris, still clutching
Kayl a' s carpet bag.

Ashnod | ashed out an arm and grabbed Tawnos's shoul der.
"Let's go. Her Majesty can get new |luggage later."



Tawnos's brows furrowed in anger, but there was no time for
argunent. The entire royal wing was slowy conmi ng apart beneath
the treads of the dragon engi ne. The beast screeched again, and
the three, Ashnod, Tawnos, and Kayla, fled down the hallway, away
fromthe assault.

They nmade it to the main entranceway before they ran into
Fallaji troops. An honor guard, noted Tawnos briefly, fromthe
| ook of their hats and carved gold epaulets. The three refugees
wer e descendi ng the main staircase when the desert tribesnen
spilled into the hall beneath them

For a monent both parties froze. Then Ashnod took a step
forward down the stairs and shouted, "These people are under ny
protection!"

A large figure separated fromthe rest of the Fallaji. This
one was dressed in resplendent arnmor of tooled | eather and was
fat to the point of obesity.

"You are a woman. You cannot offer such protection."

Ashnod stiffened, and Tawnos realized that the two knew each
other. "I amthe apprentice of your raki, oh powerful one," she
said, venomin her voice. "I can do as | please."

"Apity," said the fat Fallaji, "since in all the confusion
of the battle, ny nmen killed you before we knew who you were. |
amafraid Mshra will have to understand, later."

Ashnod | ooked shocked. "Why are you doing this?"

The fat one snmiled. "M shra depends you, as a man | eans on a
crutch. My father once said that it is a bad thing for a man to
have a crutch. | do this to make M shra stronger."” To his men he
said, "Kill themall."

Tawnos shouted and pulled his blade, pushing Kayla behind
him Ashnod screaned an obscenity and brought up her staff. The
gol den-wi red skull hunmmred and spat sparKks.

The Fallaji soldiers did not make it farther than the bottom
two steps. They went down, clutching their necks and bellies from
t he painful force of Ashnod's attack. Even behind her, Tawnos
could feel the intensity of the assault. Kayla huddl ed agai nst
him The queen was nuttering to herself, and Tawnos realized that
the words were prayers to one god after another

The sol diers collapsed in gasping piles, but Ashnod did not
I et up her attack. Instead she turned her staff on the fat one
who had threatened her. The staff's tip glowed a brighter shade,
and the wires incandesced, glowing fromtheir own heat. The fat
one clutched at his throat and spun around in place like a
puppet, but Ashnod did not relent. Tawnos coul d see bl ood
spurting fromthe man's ears, nose, and eyes. \Wen Ashnod finally
| owered her staff, the fat one collapsed in a heap, dead anong
hi s unconsci ous soldiers, a puppet with his strings cut.

Ashnod sl unped as well, and Tawnos reached out to steady her
She was bathed in cold sweat, and a thin trickle of blood
streamed from her nose

"I really," she said, rubbing the blood off on her sleeve, "I
really have to fix the glitch in this staff's design."

Tawnos hel ped both women down the stairs, past the dead and
unconsci ous men. He paused only slightly at the fat one, |aying
with his ruined face oozing bl ood. "You knew this one?"

Ashnod | ooked at the face of the dead qgadir of the Fallaji.
"Some desert nobody," she said bitterly. "Mshra is better off
wi th himgone." Kayla wanted to head east, joining the refugees
fleeing the city, but Ashnod took them westward instead, toward
t he docks. They were stopped by two Fallaji patrols, but each
time these soldiers recogni zed Ashnod's claimthat the two



Yotians were under her protection. That was fortunate, thought
Tawnos, for Ashnod was nearly dead on her feet fromthe first
battle and coul d not sustain another.

They had passed through the front of the fighting now, and
all that was |l eft behind the advanci ng arnmy was bl ackened
devast ati on. What houses were not crushed by the engi nes had been
set alight, and flanmes guttered at every wi ndow. There was no one
in the streets but the dead. Tawnos found one of the avengers,
its legs removed by the Fallaji, still flailing around in circles
in the mddle of one of the plazas. Taking a noment, Tawnos
deactivated it and renmpved the power stone. There was no sign of
t he device's operator.

At | ast they reached the docks. The quays were abandoned,
like the rest of the city. Ashnod chose one of the smaller of the
attacking boats, still nopored at a wharf. "Here," she said, "Get
in." "We should go east," said Kayla weakly.

Ashnod shook her head. "M shra's troops are going to be
chasi ng refugees east for the next two weeks |ooking for you,"
she said to Kayla, and turned to Tawnos. "And you. And anyone
el se connected with Urza. Head south to the coast, then go east
fromthere."

Tawnos hel ped Kayl a over the gunwal es of the rowboat. The
gqueen of Kroog fled to the far end of the vessel and pulled her
cape tightly around her. Tawnos turned to Ashnod.

"You knew this attack was com ng?" he asked. "I nean, now?"
Ashnod shook her head. "If | did know, and if | had told you
woul d you have believed ne? |'ve given you what you want. |'m
goi ng now." She clutched her staff as if Tawnos might try to take
it fromher. "They mght still kill you," the apprentice said.
"Less of a danger now. Trust ne on that one," she said. "If |
find Mshra, everything will be fine. You take care of Her
Maj esty. You really think she's carrying M shra's whel p?"

"I don't know," said Tawnos softly. "I'mnot sure she knows
either."”

Ashnod shook her head. "Still playing the baby duck, even
when the monmy ducks are heading for the abattoir. Your loyalty

will put you in a spot someday where even | can't help you. Best
of | uck,
Duck! "

She ki ssed himquickly, but |Iong enough for Kayla to observe.
Then with a wink and a wave the scarl et-haired wonan di sappeared
back into the burning city.

Tawnos wat ched until Ashnod vani shed anong the snmoke and
burni ng ash. Then he took the | ong pol e and pushed the boat away
fromthe docks, into the main current of the river

The apprentice and the queen watched the city burn as they
floated away fromit and watched the snmoke that marked its pyre
long after the flanking hills hid the devastation fromdirect
view The rest of the journey for that day, and for the next few
days, was in silence, as they noved sluggishly down the river
The sense of loss, and their responsibility for it, weighed
heavily on the tiny craft.

Chapter 16
AFTERMATHS

It had taken Urza nearly a nonth to return to the weckage of
Kroog, first walking out of the desert with the wounded
Li eut enant Sharanman, then regrouping the enbattled Yotian forces
in the Sword Marches and organi zing an orderly retreat south. The



Sword Marches fell behind them and nost of northern Yotia as
well. But there was nothing left there to fight for and nothing
to sustain an arny.

The Fallaji harried their flanks but left themal one. Urza's
forces got within two days' flight of Kroog, which was still in
eneny territory. The Prince Consort (and de facto ruler, in the
conti nued absence of the queen), took a trio of ornithopters to
t he wr eckage.

M shra, now known to Yotians as the Butcher of Kroog, had
abandoned the city, and his dragon engines left little standing.
The massive walls thensel ves had been | eft untouched, though
their m ghty gates had been worked fromtheir hinges and
splintered. Everything within the walls had been burned, and that
whi ch resisted burning had been crushed beneath the dragon
engi nes' treads. A gray rain of ashes and dust fell on the city
for three days after the razing. There was little looting
afterward because there was little to loot. Al that was |eft
were the walls and a slope of gray rubble |eading down to the
Mardun River, and beyond the walls a scattering of |ean-tos
bel ongi ng to refugees too stubborn or stupid to nove el sewhere.

Three ornithopters alit on the Iow hillock where the pal ace
woul d have been. Urza and Sharaman clinbed fromtheir machines,
but the third pilot remained with his craft, ready to take off at
the first sign of trouble.

There was nothing to do except watch and nothing to see
except the ash-covered rubble. Urza stood in one spot, then noved
a few feet over, then noved to a third | ocation. Cccasionally he
pi cked up a bit of rock or let a handful of soot sift between his
fingers. It seemed to Sharaman that the ruler was trying to
i magi ne what building stood there and where he would be within
t hat buil di ng.

There was a great pile of rubble that had been burned,
bl asted, and then cleared. At first Sharaman thought it had been
a great court, but he soon realized that it was the site of
Uza's orniary and that it had been scraped down to bedrock. Urza
stood in the dead center of the cleared circle and knelt down,
putting his hands over his eyes. There was not even any rubble
left for himto touch.

Peopl e began to drift in fromthe gates. Sharaman tensed for
a noment, but he realized these were little nore than Yotian
refugees fromthe canps outside. Leaving Urza to his revelry,
Sharaman went to nmeet them

Sharaman had been in Kroog a handful of tines, the first when
he received his flight training. It had been an amazing city to a
boy fromthe eastern provinces, a boy who had been given a ride
in an ornithopter when Urza flew to Korlinda. Now that was a
lifetime ago, and m ghty Kroog was a dead ruin.

Sharaman went and tal ked to the refugees then returned to
where Urza stood, a young boy in tow.

"Sire," he said gently.

"And | always accused ny brother of not finishing anything,"
said Urza softly. Then his eyes focused and he turned to
Shar aman, once nore the Chief Artificer. "Wat?"

"There are people here," said Sharaman. ' They want to know
what to do."

"Do?" said Urza, his voice sounding strangled. "Wat can they
do? Tell themto head south, or east, or west, or wherever they
think they can find safety. Tell themthat there is nothing for
them here.”

"Perhaps it would be better if they heard it fromyou," said



Shar aman.

Urza | ooked at Sharaman. "And say what? That |'msorry
failed then? That |'msorry that | wasn't here for then? That |'m
sorry that ny brother fooled me? That I'msorry that ny wife and
nmy apprentice and nmy work are all gone?"

Urza's voice rose as he spoke, and Sharanman wondered if the
Chief Artificer would weep. Instead the ol der man shook his head
and said, "No, | have failed them They should go find someone
who has not failed and follow him" For the first time he noticed
the youth. "And this is?"

"He says he's one of your students," said Sharaman.

Urza peered at the youth. "Perhaps. Your nane is Rendal | ?"
"Sanwell, Sire," said the youth. "Rendall is ny younger
brother. He's the one Master Tawnos chose to fly the ornithopter

away. "

Urza | ooked at Sharaman, and there was a new light in his
eyes. "Ornithopter? Then someone escaped this with an
orni t hopt er ?"

Slowmy, Sanwell told the story, which he had heard from
anot her student after the battle. Hi s younger brother had taken
nost of the inportant papers and designs and fl ew them east. No,
no one else went with him Yes, with orders to go to Argive if
need be to escape the Fallaji. No, he didn't know what had
happened to Master Tawnos and the queen. Sanwel|'s avenger had
been overwhel ned by a nunber of desert fighters. It had taken out
a nunber of them but there were too nany of them

When he was done, Urza rose, and there was a new fire in his
eyes. "So, ny brother," he said, "you didn't finish this, either
Shar aman! "

"Yes, Sire!"

"I want you to take our remaining forces south. Regroup what
you can and fortify the ports.”

"Yes, Sire. And what of you?"

"I amgoing to find the know edge that Tawnos saved for ne.

Rendal | !'"
"Sanwell, Sire,"
"Are there any other fromthe school here?"
Sanwel | | ooked around at the desolation. "No, Sire."
"Then you'll cone with ne," said Urza sharply. "W have to

find out where your brother went with nmy work and begin again."

"And this tine," said the Chief Artificer among the w eckage
of Kroog, "this tine, | will not stay nmy hand or feel mercy for
you, brother. This time there will be a reckoning. | swear it!"

And as if in response to his words, a cold wind blew up from
the river, scattering ashes around his feet.

The Caverns of Koilos had visitors. Non-Argivian visitors.

They were from a nonastery along the northern shores of the
continent, a theocracy that celebrated the power and the majesty
of the Thran, and nore inportantly, their devices. They clained a
large territory, but they had been relatively reclusive. They
found that other cultures did not share their respect for the
machi ne' s worki ngs, that others sought to barter them like the
Fallaji, or to nmake pal e shadows of the Thran creations, |ike the
Argivians. So they remai ned a quiet people, venturing out only
rarely beyond their borders.

Until the dreams cane. They began over a year ago, first one
brother, then another, then a third, all consumed by the sane
vision: a world of nachines far beyond the abilities of the
Thran; living engines of steel and cable, of indestructible
hearts punping vital oils through the body; steel |eaves and saw



toot hed grasses; a world that rained oil and bl oomed with
mechani sm I n short, paradise.

And the dreams enraptured the dreanmers with its siren call,
urging themto leave their lands, to come to the center of the
dream and to work miracles there at the center

Under the urgings of the dream the Brotherhood of G x
responded. Two dozen of the nost trusted brothers, those who had
served the cause of the machine nost devotedly, left their homes
and headed sout h.

They avoided the Malpiri tribesnmen who regularly raided their
| ands, but a few fell to the dangers of the desert itself-
exposure, heat, and bandits. Only a dozen arrived at Koilos a
year later, and they were an enaciated |ot, dressed in w ndbl own
rags and possessing a w de-eyed, fanatical expression

As they travel ed, the dreans grew stronger in them The
dreans showed themthe canyon that would lead themto their goal
and the cavern that they would find there. They pulled out
anci ent stones that glowed of their own Iight and journeyed
within the cave, stepping around the weckage of ancient nmachines
that had been tested and found insufficient in the eyes of their
great machi ne god

At | ast they stood before the great machine. They took their
gathered |ight stones and placed themw thin the machi ne as they
had been instructed by their dreanms and passed their hands over
t he nysterious book of glyphs. The fact that they could not read
t he gl yphs bothered them not. The only thing that mattered was
the dream and the dreamtold themwhat to do.

The nonks of the Brotherhood of G x were not surprised when
the lights of the cavern flickered to life around them nor when
t he machi nes thensel ves began to sing, communing with each ot her
and singing praises to their god. Delight flickered on the faces
of the G xians, knowi ng that their dreans were about to becone
reality.

A great disk fornmed in the mddle of the air, |like an oi
puddl e that had been turned on its side. It shimered with a
rai nbow of colors not found on this earth, for these were rather
the colors of dreams. The pool wi dened to the height and w dth of
a tall man, and sonething stepped through it.

It was tall and humanoid. It seened to be wearing an arnor of
bl ack metallic snakes, but to the nonks' delight, they recognized
that it was the skin of the being, a skin of metal and coils. Its
face was skeleton-white and it sprouted nore tendrils fromits
head, great bl ood-col ored serpents.

As one, the nmonks fell to their knees in worship.

The godly being, servant of the machine god, stood before its
glowing portal. It sniffed the air, as if experiencing it for the
first time. It stretched its sinewy cable-muscles and turned its
head fromside to side, testing the extent of its body.

One of the nonks, the | eader anong the survivors, slowy rose
and spoke. "Wl come, nobst holy creation. Wiat may we call you
that we rmay better serve you?"

The machi ne being | ooked at each of them and there was a
soft nmental caress as its mind touched theirs. It had been the
one to send the dreans, they realized. It had been the one to
call themto this place.

The machine being's lips whirred as they forned thensel ves
into asnmle. "Gx," it said at last, in a voice only Mshra and
Ashnod had heard before. "You may call me ... Gx."

PART 3



CONVERG NG TRAJECTOR! ES
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Chapter 17
M SHRA' S WORKSHOP

The inperial court had changed whil e Ashnod had been away,
whi ch was no surprise to the apprentice. In the year since the
fall of Kroog, she had left and returned a hal f-dozen tines, and
upon each return she di scovered sone new wing or pit or chanber
had been added to the court of the new gadir of the Fallaji.

M shra had selected a site on the northwest tip of the Kher
Ri dges, with a domi nating view of the arid |lands to the west.
Through a trick of the weather patterns, this area was well -
wat ered and was swathed in trees so large that they night have
been planted by the Thran thensel ves. They were sonme type of oak
wi th thick, heavy trunks and |ong, horizontal branches. Already
some of the quarters and | aboratories were being nestled anong
t hose branches. Wien M shra becane qgadir, Ashnod refl ected, he
wi shed to set down roots. Perhaps, anong the great trees, this
was what he meant, literally. The first time she had seen the
site, she had trouble believing that such huge growths had
bl ossomed in a |l and that was el sewhere bone-dry and arid.

Surroundi ng the grove of great trees, nost of the smaller
timbers (still great, towering oaks and younger mapl es) downsl ope
had been cleared. Part of the clearing was for cultivation, but
nmore of it was for smaller foundries and forges. Already the
resi due of those forges spilled slag, the unusable renains of
their industry, down the slopes and into the streans at the foot
of the hills.

The latest addition was a great barn that dom nated an area
at one end of the encanmpment. It was constructed of half-hoops of
metal with fabric stretched between them Already slave |aborers
were | aying stonework for permanent walls al ong the base.

Ashnod | et a sl ave-stabl ehand take her horse and entered the
wor kshop proper. One of the great trees had di ed eons ago,
| eavi ng a nmassive stunp over sixty feet high and twice that in
di ameter. M shra had the stunp hol |l owed out and converted into
his own private workshop to rival the crushed orniary in now dead
Kroog. Now t hat workshop towered above her, the wi ndows carved
through its outer bark Iit by fires within. The w ndows were
oddly shaped, fornmed nore by the twists of the once-living bark
than by Mshra's own needs. To Ashnod, the w ndows | ooked I|ike
mal i ghant, wi nki ng eyes.

The roonms within were sinilar-odd, strange shapes that
resenbl ed teardrops or spirals or nmulti-planed solids. Roonms rose
slightly fromone end to the other or were constructed of
nunerous terraces, each with different machinery. Ashnod had no
doubt that there were additional roons within the structure that
had not been there when she had | ast been present. Such was the
spraw i ng nature of the new qadir's domains.

One thing that had not changed was the treasure piled in the
hal | ways, the remains of the initial |ooting of Kroog. There was
gold platterware and cracked crystal, genms spilling out of wooden
boxes split by rough handling, and rare vases of blue and white
glazing with | ongitudinal cracks running fromrimto base. Al of
it was gathered to celebrate the power of the Raqgi of the
Suwwar di, their new Qadir-by-Acclamation of the Fallaji Enmpire,
the mighty M shra.

One wall had been cleared to allow di pl omats, supplicants,



courtiers, and other parasites to wait at Mshra's whim Ashnod
did not have to wait, of course, and breezed past these poor
wretches. She felt the pressure of their eyes as she passed and
sm | ed. That was one of the good things about returning to

M shra's wor kshop.

The wor kshop proper was two parts library, two parts
wor kshop, and two parts throne room A great dark oak throne had
been pushed agai nst one wall, piled high with pillows and resting
on a carpet of pure, regal purple, pulled fromthe weckage of
t he pal ace of Kroog.

The throne was flanked on both sides by piles of books. There
were books | ooted from Yotia and shi pped from Zegon and Tomakul
huge folios and small personal diaries, scrolls and tablets and
all manner of journals, bound in | eather of beasts both comon
and forgotten. Ashnod noted, not for the first time, that nany of
the volumes had gathered a thin patina of dust and had not been
di sturbed since their initial placenent.

Ashnod t hought of the Urza's orniary. Even cl eaned and
organi zed for their visit, it had a cluttered | ook. But it was a
busy clutter, an organi zed chaos, one that was continually in
nmotion, continually evolving. The books in Mshra's workshop
m ght as well be blank for the anpbunt of use they saw

M shra was not on his throne. Wile the others cooled their
heel s outside, he was at a great slate board, another prize of
the war, that had been hung al ong one curved wall. M shra had
been working in nulticolored chal k, and out of the rainbow snears
of his witings and frequent erasures, there arose the portrait
of a dragon engine's head, bedecked with arcane letters and
illegible scribbles.

Haj ar, ever-faithful Hajar, stood by the throne and announced
Ashnod' s presence, which was fortunate, for Ashnod felt that
M shra woul d not bother to | ook up otherw se.

M shra regarded Ashnod, and the apprentice could sense a
tenseness, a coiled-spring nervousness, in the master. He tapped
the chal k against the slate a few nore tines, then tossed the
chalk into its box, and padded toward his throne.

"Report," he grunted as he retook his place anong the
pillows. Wth each her visits Mshra had becone nore brusque,
nore abrupt with her. Elevated to the suprene position and with
t he added responsibilities of running the far-flung enpire, he
had no longer any time to be polite, even if he had the
i nclination.

"Plunder fromthe Yotian provinces," said Ashnod, proffering
an inventory list that Hajar took. She fol ded her hands before
her for a dry recitation. "Four thousand pounds of gold, six
t housand of silver, including two thousand bouillon, seventeen
vases in good condition filled with genstones worth..."

M shra waved away Ashnod's words, and said, "Books?" Ashnod
si ghed. Master M shra had becone nore inpatient of late. "Five
new vol unes on al chenmy not in your collection. Three vol unmes on
optics. Two on hydraulics that nay be of vital interest, and one
volume on netallurgy in the Yotian style, which may prove
i nval uabl e. One on cl ocks which sings the praises of its author
Records of gemcutting, tinsmthing, and architecture. The
standard collection of journals and diaries that will have to be
read to determine if they contain anything useful. A |arge nunber
of maps, nost of Korlisian trading routes.”

M shra nodded, fol ded hands before him and patted his
fingers together. "Usable resources."

"Three new nmi nes have been seized, bringing the total to



seventeen, " said Ashnod. "There were eighteen, but Yotian rebels
pul l ed the main support frames out from one, choosing to sea

t henmsel ves inside rather than surrender. Four foundries have been
di smantl ed and are being rel ocated here, and they should be
operational within two nonths. Smaller forges are being set up in
t he Suwwardi Marches. Lunbering continues in northern Yotia, but
under arned protection."”

M shra nodded agai n, and said, "News."

"More of the sane," said Ashnod. "The surviving Yotian towns
along the coast are willing to pay tribute and swear fealty, at
| east on the surface. However, raids and rebellions are connon
fromthe Suwwardi Marches south. As a result, any tinetable
i nvol ving Yotian resources is questionable at best. There is no
shortage of slaves from anong the captured revol utionaries and
fallen towns."

Ashnod was gilding the truth at best. For the first tine the
Fallaji were controlling a population not of Fallaji blood and
with it the traditional ties to the gadir. A nore heavily arned
presence was needed in Yotia to control the people and guard the
pl under. That tied down manpower, and the Fallaji hated to be
tied down.

M shra did not pursue the nature of the unrest in his new
conquests. Instead he sinmply said, "And ny brother?"

"Still beyond the Kher Ridges," said Ashnod. The report
al ways devol ved down to this sinple question and Ashnod's sinple
response. The plunder, the resources, the know edge were al
secondary to the activities of Mshra's brother

"As far as you know," said M shra.

Ashnod sighed, trying to hide her inpatience. Since taking
the mantl e of command, M shra had changed, and not for the
better. "As far as we currently know. O nithopters have been
sighted along all the major passes eastward. But there has been
no organi zed Yotian resistance. Uza is said to have established
an encanpnment in Argive, near the Korlis border, but Korlis
swears neutrality in the matter in exchange for access to Fallaji
mar kets. "

Haj ar made a huffing noise. Mdst of the Fallaji considered
the Korlisians as bad as the Yotians, spreading honeyed |lies of
friendship while driving the hardest of bargains. Wre the Korlis
nmerchants truly interested in pleasing the Fallaji, they would
have captured Urza and turned himover when M shra's brother had
crossed into their territory.

"What is he waiting for?" said Mshra, patting his fingers
together. "lIt's been a year."

"The | oss of Kroog and nost of the northern Yotia has struck
himhard," said Ashnod. "He may sinply be in hiding."

"He never hides," said Mshra hotly. "He plots. He plans. He
is still in communication with the Yotian towns, | amsure of it,
and the rebels act on his command. He is waiting for the right
nonment. For the nonment of weakness. O inattentiveness. And then
. ," Mshra raised both hands to indicate the magnitude of his
brot her's i magi ned revenge.

Ashnod bit her lip, then said, "If that is the case, perhaps
we should lay siege to the remaining Yotian towns and pl under
them as well, denying himany further resources. Qur dragon
engi nes have been quiet for surprisingly long."

M shra made a grunting noise and slid off his throne. He
noti oned for Ashnod to follow as he headed for a side door to his
throne room Ashnod foll owed, and the rear of the procession was
brought up by Haj ar.



The side door led to a spiral stairway that corkscrewed
t hrough the once-living wod of the workshop. That in turn led to
a postern gate al ongsi de the massive stunp. M shra wal ked through
the new barn, a curious Ashnod and an inpassive Hajar in tow. A
few of the slaves building the walls paused to watch them pass
and earned a beating fromthe slavemasters for their effrontery.

The interior of the new building was a single room dom nat ed
by two great nachines. Small figures, scholars sent by Zegon and
Tomakul , and students from anong the brightest of the Fallaji,
clinbed over the machines |ike ants over a carcass.

The first of the nachi nes | ooked very much like a carcass. It
was one of the dragon engines, laying on its side. Its |ower
treads had been renoved, and the plates along its belly had been
pried | oose to reveal the network of cables beneath. These had
been uncoiled, like entrails, to reveal punps and servos wthin
the heart of the beast. Several snall gens glittered weakly
within the great wounds of the creation, but for the nost part it
was an inert thing, a dead creature.

Al ongside it was a second dragon engi ne, which resenbled the
first as a child' s drawing of a horse resenbles the rea
creature. It was all hanmered angl es and sharp edges, and | acked
the graceful fluid styling of the partially dismantled creature
beside it. Its face was simlar, but frozen in a parody of the
original dragon engine. Its nuscles were not fluid cables, but
roughly hewn sl abs of metal held together by rivets and wel ds.

The second dragon engi ne was under construction, and as
Ashnod wat ched, the scholars and students managed to get it to
raise a foreleg. It was functional, but it [ooked less a living
thing than the danmaged beast next to it.

"I't was injured in Kroog," said Mshra, regarding the fallen
dragon engine, his face al nbost pained by the sight, "Against one
of my brother's accursed avengers. It survived the battle, but
one by one its systens began to fail. It faltered, it was
paral yzed al ong one side, and then it went blind. There was
nothing for it but to slowmy nonitor its decay. None beyond this
encanprent know this."

Ashnod shrugged, "You have the other dragon engines."

"And the sanme may happen to them" said Mshra hotly. "I
don't know what tricks ny brother has planned, and with each day,
he may have nore of them Can you imagi ne what woul d happen if
one of these engines collapsed on the battlefield? Wat if the
eneny saw that ny creations were defeatabl e?"

Ashnod t hought about it, then nodded slowy.

"And ny brother is capable of defeating them This | know, "
said Mshra. "If only I had remai ned al ongside it, but no,
instead | chose to take an engine in a fruitless pursuit of one
of Urza's ornithopters, thinking it held possible hostages. A
small error on my part, but a fatal one for this engine. If | had
remai ned in Kroog, this one would still be functional."

If you had remai ned in Kroog, thought Ashnod, you woul d
likely not be gadir now. But M shra knew not hing of that, nor of
her involvenment with Tawnos and the queen. She only nodded.

M shra waved at the other construct. "And this is but a
shadow. A puppet crafted to resenble the original. It has npost of
t he power, and none of the grace of the original. None of the
sentience. None of the Iife. There are secrets |ocked within the
dyi ng body, terrible secrets that are beyond our power to
duplicate. Perhaps Uza ... ," Mshra' s voice trailed off, then
returned with iron behind the tone. "Urza could, which is why we
nmust ready these new engi nes, new devices, to keep himat bay."



Ashnod said, "Master Mshra, | think | can help."

M shra turned to her. "You can rebuild the dying engi ne?"

Ashnod | ooked at the carcass of the original dragon engine.

It |ooked like carrion, picked apart by beetles. She shook her
head. "Your own plans proceed apace. Allow ne to return to ny own
studies, and | can give you weapons to defeat your brother."

"I need you to oversee the plundering of Yotia," said M shra.
"Only you know what is valuable and what is dross.”

Ashnod shook her head. "Mich of what is valuable from Yotia
has al ready been taken, or can be demanded as tribute, or has
been pirated away to Korlis. You don't need me to scavenge,
mlord. You need nme to think. To help you build."

M shra thought a nmonent, and Ashnod continued, "I have had
time to think of matters, both in nmy forced rest as a guest of
Kroog and | ater, seeking books and information for you. | believe
that | can wap a machine around a spark of life. | believe | can
nmerge the living and unliving together. | can give you the arny
to defeat Urza."

M shra rocked slightly back and forth, then shook his head.

"I need you to be ny eyes, nmy ears beyond these walls. There is
much | need to have done, and so few, |ike you and Hajar here,
who | trust to do it."

Ashnod tilted her head to one side and said, "A pity. U za
woul d trust Tawnos with such a matter. Indeed, it was Tawnos the
Student who distracted you with that fleeing ornithopter, for
Urza the Master had trained himwell. Are you saying that Urza is
a better master than you are?"

A red stormof rage formed on Mshra's face, and for a nonent
Ashnod wondered if she had pressed too far. But Mshra took a
deep breath, and the anger subsided slightly. Sharply, he said,
"What do you need to produce such an arny?"

Ashnod kept her gaze level, as if she had anticipated this
request. "My own | ab, away from prying eyes." She nodded in nock-
reverence to Hajar. "Mst of the books on biol ogy and anat ony
fromthe plundered libraries. A portion of the resources sent as
tribute. Surgical tools from Zegon. And slaves. Both skilled
ones-smths and gl ass-bl owers-and ones that no one will care if
they are lost."

M shra was silent for a noment. "WII| crimnals do?" he said.

Ashnod nodded sternly. "Crimnals, traitors, revolutionaries,
deserters, those whose di sappearance will not be rmourned. \Wat |
am t hi nki ng woul d be distasteful to sonme," she nodded at Haj ar
again, "but necessary for us to build an army to defeat your
brother. That is one reason | would want to keep the encanpnent a
secret."

M shra paused for a nmonent, then said, "Do it."

"I cannot promnise results today," said Ashnod quickly,
tomorrow or the next. But with ny research and your rebuilt
dragon engi nes, we can hunt down your brother and destroy him
wher ever he hides."

"My brother does not-" M shra stopped hinsel f, then nodded.
"Take what you need. Send ne reports. | want to know what you're
doi ng. And meke it quick. My brother will not lay waiting for his
chance forever."

Ashnod added, "You should know what | propose to do. It is
not a gentle process."”

M shra said, "These are not gentle tines. And we are not a
gentl e people. Do what you nust, but give ne the weapons that |
need. Do what you nust."

Ashnod bowed | ow, and M shra spun on his heels, retreating

or



back up the hillside to his warped workshop. Hajar, his silent
ghost, followed in his wake. After they returned to cl osed doors,
Ashnod thought, the Fallaji assistant would council his qadir
agai nst trusting the scarlet-haired woman. O he woul d commend
the gadir on his wi sdom and be relieved that the woman woul d no

| onger be a regular participant in Mshra's court.

It mattered not to Ashnod. She waited until both figures were
out of sight, then she allowed a slow snile to spread across her
face. She had gotten what she wanted-her own shop and the freedom
to pursue her own studies.

And she had | earned sonething el se. Whatever el se M shra was,
he was afraid. Afraid of his brother. Afraid of being punished
for stealing his brother's woman, for destroying his brother's
house, for breaking his brother's toys. It was a useful tool to
use in dealing with the new gadir, but one she had to be carefu
not to blunt with overuse.

"Speak the magic word and the gates to the treasure sw ng
open," she said to herself, thinking of an old Fallaji |egend,
"And the secret word is Urza"

She watched the ants scuttle over the two dragon engine
carcasses, stripping one to provide life for the other. Then she
returned to her own quarters to finalize her plans for the
future.

Chapter 18
URZA' S TOAER

It was three years after the fall of Kroog that Tawnos
finally rejoined Uza in the nost southwesterly of the Argivian
provi nces. They were hard years, and their toll showed on the
apprentice's face: years of running and hiding, of flight and
pati ence, of work and abandoned worKk.

Kayl a was with him and Harbin, her son, born in the m dst of
a nonsoon outside Jorilin and now two and a half. They were al so
acconpani ed by two ani mated statues Tawnos had created during
that horrible, second winter, when Fallaji slave-taking patrols
had forced themto flee into the Kher Ridges.

They had finally nade their way into Korlis itself, but even
then they did not believe they were safe. The Korlisians were
still trading with the Fallaji, and though they were negotiating
with the Argivians on a pact of nutual protection fromthe desert
rai ders, Kayla was unsure the fugitives would not be turned over
to Mshra's representatives as a sign of the merchants' good
will.

They traveled in secret, and nostly at night. They did not
give their real nanes, though there were enough who recogni zed
Kayla's profile, particularly in the Yotian coastal towns, to
provi de needed aid. It was that very recognition, and the threat
of exposure it brought, that convinced the former queen to head
north and east, toward Argive and sanctuary. Wen word finally
reached themthat, yes, Urza was in Argive near the Korlisian
border, the three-acconpanied by their two artificial protectors-
made their way to Urza's Tower.

This was nore easily proposed than acconplished. Urza had
selected a site far fromtowns or villages, hard on the fl anks of
t he Kher

Ri dges thensel ves. The vale of his tower was cloaked in a
continual fog, fed by nountain streams cascading to the valley
floor around it. To a casual observer, it was a shadowed nountain
glen, simlar to hundreds of others along the western borders of



Korlis and Argive. But this vale curved and extended slightly to
the north, and in that northern pocket, hidden by the mists, U za
built his sanctuary.

Qut of those nmists cane five nurky figures, a man on
hor seback, a woman and a boy on a sturdy pony, and two sil ent
statues tirel essly keeping pace.

The tower itself was made of white stone and topped by a
gol den cupola. It |ooked slender and lonely, flanked by the
val l ey walls thensel ves. Kayla noted that there was no sign of
activity about the place. She comrented that it |ooked as if it
had been abandoned.

Tawnos agreed. In the old days, in Yotia, there would have
been ornithopter patrols continually in the air over such an
i mportant site. Indeed, were it not for a loyal Yotian expatriate
found in a nearby town two days previous, they would have m ssed
the tower entirely.

The child, Harbin, squealed and twisted in his place in front
of his nother. The misty air was a delight for the child, and he
kept trying to reach out and grab a handful of it. Tawnos tried
explaining that air could not be caught, at least not with one's
hands. The boy listened, stern-faced, nodded in agreenent, and
attenpted to grapple with the air the noment Tawnos's back was
t ur ned.

Tawnos pulled up his nmount a hundred paces fromthe tower.
The place was silent as a tonbstone. Where were the protections?
Had Urza truly abandoned this tower, or had they already been
spotted? But if the latter, why was there no wel cone?

There was a novenent to Tawnos's right, and he suddenly
wheel ed the horse in place. Qut of the mountain shadows came the
reflection of light on metal and a curious, |ow, chirping sound.

A figure stepped into view, followed by a second, and a
third. They were a cross between nen and netallic insects, their
I ong, antlike heads perched on spindly necks. They |ooked as if
they were wearing nmetallic arnmor pitted by flecks of rust. Then
Tawnos realized this armor was their body. Beneath the plates the
apprentice could see the nmechanisnms and | evers clatter, forcing
the creatures to nove forward. Their knees bent backward, |ike
t he avengers, though these constructs were barely as tall as a
man' s shoul der.

They were arned with heavy cl eavers nounted on pol es, which
t hey brandi shed at the travelers. The machines were silent; the
chirping was nothing nore than the wear of netal on netal, of
pul I eys hissing from cabl es running through their |oops, and of
brass trip switches setting and re-setting.

Tawnos heard a strangled cry and | ooked toward Kayla. There
were another three on her side of the road, simlarly armed and
arnored. The two groups were convergi ng on the travelers.

Tawnos barked a command at the statues, one of the five they
under st ood, and spurred his mount forward, shouting for Kayla to
follow. The horse, a weathered ol d beast, whickered a conpl ai nt
and noved forward slowy.

Equally slowy the two clay statues turned toward their
assail ants. Each had been taught to recognize weapons and to
attack those bearing them The nunber of targets confused the
statues for a noment. Then each statue chose a wing of the
assail ants.

What followed was a silent battle, one w thout shouts or
cries. The clay statues were arned only with their fists, but
they were huge, ham handed fists, with a great deal of power
behi nd them The netal automatons were quick, and with their



weapons had a reach the statues | acked. A deadly ballet ensued,
punctuated by the ring of hard blows | anded on arnor and the soft
choppi ng noi se of blades digging into earthen flesh

The two | ead aut omatons of each wing got too close to the
statues and were rewarded with hanmrer blows to the face. One
dodged, but the other caught the bl ow head-on. Its spindly neck

snapped, and the head fell across the creature's back, still held
by a tangle of loose wires. The rest of the body did not
recogni ze the loss but still flailed at the clay opponent with

its choppi ng bl ade.

The bl ades dug deep, but the clay closed up as soon as the
bl ades cut through it, like soft dough incised by a bread knife.
One of the chopping bl ades got hopelessly mred in the clay
creature, and the statue reached out and grasped the automaton's
head. It squeezed, and bits of autonmaton becane pernanently
| odged in the statue's huge hand as it shattered the creature's
skul I'.

Two of the automatons fell back, then counterattacked as one.
The clay statue raised an armto ward off the blow, and both
attenpted to chop at the same arm The first blade cut deep, and
t he second deeper still. There was the dull ring of netal on
nmetal and a snapping noi se as the second aut omaton cut through a
nmetal bone at the heart of the clay statue's arm The statue
rai sed that arm but nost of the clay was sloughing off of it
now, revealing a thin netal framework beneath.

VWil e the automatons and statues battled, Tawnos and Kayl a
rode for the tower. If Urza was there, then these would be his
creations, and he could call themoff. If he was absent, the
tower m ght provide sone sanctuary until the clay statues had
defeated their foes.

Tawnos shouted at the tower and saw novenent al ong the upper
battlement. Atall, famliar figure raised a whistle to his lips.

There was the short piping of three notes, and Tawnos turned
in his saddle to see the automatons had ceased their attacks.

Unfortunately, the clay statues still saw themas threats, and
one snapped off another neck before Tawnos shouted the word for
themto stand down. The clay statues halted as well, one in nid-
punch.

Tawnos | ooked up, but the figure was gone fromthe
battl ements. The front door opened and a second figure energed.

This was not Urza, but he had the | eanness of the Chief
Artificer, and Tawnos wondered if he had been ni staken about the
figure seen above. This man was dressed in the uniformof a
Yotian officer-a flier, by the | ooks of the shadows where patches
and insignia once hung. He was a lieutenant, or had been, back
when the Yotians had an arned force.

The figure dropped to one knee before the mounted figures.
"Your majesty," he said to the queen. "Goodsir Tawnos. The
Artificer bids you welcone to his tower. If he had known you were
com ng, he would have deactivated the guards. | am Sharanan.

Pl ease enter and nmake yourself wel cone.™

He went to Kayla's horse to help her disnobunt and instead
recei ved a handful of young Harbin. The forner |ieutenant |ooked
as if he had been handed a bag of |ive snakes and quickly (but
gently) put the sandy-haired child down while Kayla di snount ed.

The lad ignored his brusque treatnent but instead craned his
head up toward the battlements. Tawnos | ooked up and saw t he
flicker of the fanmiliar figure of the Chief Artificer as U za
nmoved back into the shadows of the bal cony doorway. Then the
sl ender figure was gone entirely.



Tawnos di smounted as Sharaman said, "If you will follow nme. |
amto make you wel cone and to escort you to the artificer.”

Kayla said, "That will be fine."

Sharaman paused and then said, "Your Mjesty, | apol ogize.
was instructed to make both of you wel conme but to bring Goodsir
Tawnos to Master Urza. | hope this is not a problem"”

Kayl a and Tawnos | ooked at each other. Tawnos had been sure
Urza would wish to see his wife first, after all these years. Now
there was a tightness to the queen's lips, and she nodded her
agreenent .

Sharaman put the queen and Harbin in an austere waiting room
on the lower floor, inform ng themhe would return with drinks,
and, if the nother permitted, sugar wafers. This endeared him
i medi ately to Harbin, who squeal ed as Kayl a gave her assent. The
former lieutenant took Tawnos up several sets of stairs. "Howis
he?" asked Tawnos at one landing. "He is," said Sharaman briefly.
"He's been through a lot." As have we all, thought Tawnos, but he
sai d not hing as Sharaman pushed open the final door and stood
aside for Tawnos to enter

The apprentice stepped into U za's study, and Sharaman cl osed
t he door softly behind him The roomwas tasteful and tidy,
verging on severe. Athin rug partially covered the wooden fl oor
and several tilted drawi ng boards stood near the w ndows, al
covered with plans in various stages of devel opnent. A ball-and-
socket joint, carved of yarrow wood, lay on a snmall worktable,
next to an open book

Urza hinmself was at the bal cony, his back to Tawnos, | ooking
out over the foggy vale and the remains of the earlier battle.

H s hands were cl asped behind him Tawnos waited. At |last Urza
let out a great sigh and turned toward Tawnos.

"I had expected a nessage, first," the older man sai d. Tawnos
saw the lines on Uza's face, a small collection at the corner of
each eye. His eyes seened deeper as well, nore sunken in their
sockets, and his hair was turning fully to the shade of spun
white gold. He wore his work snock, but it was clean and well -
pressed.

Tawnos said, "Messages can be intercepted, sir. And we were
not sure of your location until we passed the Argivian border."

Urza nodded of f handedl y and took another deep breath. Then he
forced a smle. "It is good to see that you are alive. | worried
when there was no news."

"W spent |onger than we should have in Yotia," said Tawnos.
"Yes," said Urza, pressing his pal ns together and tw sting them
slowy. "I suppose you had to. Look on nmy desk, would you? On the
book hol der there."

Tawnos wal ked over to the desk. "The Jalum Tome," he said at
last. "The Jalum Tone," repeated Urza. "You succeeded, Tawnos.

Al the know edge you | oaded into that ornithopter. Young Rendal
made it to Argive, and everything was waiting for nme when |
finally got to Penregon. Mst of ny work, and our papers. There
was sone | oss, but nothing that could not be recouped. One
student packed a list of laundry to be picked up, thinking it was
an inportant paper, but under the circunstances it was a
brilliant nove." Urza | ooked at Tawnos. "Thank you."

"It was my responsibility," said Tawnos bowi ng slightly.

"And nore than adequately discharged," said Urza. "Those
statues you brought with you. Very inpressive."

"Clay over a framework of wi cker and netal," replied Tawnos.

"That is nmore than just clay," said Uza. "It seenmed to shrug
of f the blows of ny own soldiers.™



"Yes, sir," said Tawnos, wondering why they were speaking of
such matters while Kayla was still waiting. "It was froma
deposit we found when we-when Her Majesty and |-were hiding in
the mountains. It had the property of flowi ng and rejoining when
cut. At first | thought it might contain something sinilar to the
Thran Stones, but now | amnot sure. If | could |locate the primal
nature of this earth, we could make wonderful creations."”

"Yes," said Urza, and suddenly pointed toward a corner of his
wor kshop. "That chest. Look inside."

Tawnos | ooked quizzically at the older artificer, but did as
he asked. When Tawnos opened the coffer, he was nearly blinded by
the Iight of the stones wthin.

"Power stones," he said.

"Aye," said Urza, pride in his voice.

"I"ve never seen this many in one place," remarked the
apprentice.

"Aye," repeated Urza. "Wile we were doing the best we could
wi th what we had in Kroog, the Argivian nobl es have been
collecting themfor over forty years. There's much nore than
that, nore than enough to power any nunber of devices. That's
what the Yotian soldiers operate off of."

"Yotian?" said Tawnos, a small stab of pain in his voice.

Urza held up his hands. "A small conceit. My guards. They're
smal l er than the avengers and easier to produce. | call them
Yotian sol di ers because they will, | hope, prevent Yotia's fate
fromvisiting Argive and Korlis. An old friend once told ne there
was power in names. And perhaps ..." Urza let his voice trai
of f.

"Perhaps that will take back Yotia for the queen," said
Tawnos.

"For the Yotian people," said Urza quickly. "For the people
who trusted me and whom | delivered into ny brother's hands."

"Your brother has his hands full of themat the noment,"” said
Tawnos. Urza did not reply. "I understand he | eads the Fallaji,
now. "

Urza nodded. "The universe changes. Yotia falls. My brother
| eads the Fallaji. In Argive the crown has | ost alnost all of its
power, for it let Yotia worry about the desert tribes, and now
Yotia is gone. The nobles hold nost of the power in Penregon, and
they are very, very concerned about the Fallaji crossing the
ri dges and attacking."

"Are you?" asked Tawnos. "Wbrried, that is."

Urza opened his arns to include the room "This is the result
of that worry, Tawnos!" he said. "I can duplicate this tower in
five days, given sufficient materials. | amwrking on a way to
have the Yotian soldiers thenselves build it. Imagine a |line of
these forts, manned by unsl eeping soldiers, protecting Argive and
Korlis fromthe Fallaji. Protecting themfromny brother."

Tawnos nodded. "I was surprised not to see any ornithopters.”

Urza shook his head. "They're needed to the north, patrolling
t he passes. Besides, sending an ornithopter aloft is sending a
flare for the eneny, show ng himwhere you are. That's anot her
| esson |l earned at great price." Urza stood there for a noment,
grinding his palms. "Did | tell you we have anot her school, in
Penregon this tine? Rendall is there, and his brother Sanwell. He
survived, along with a handful of others. The school is being
overseen by an old friend, Richlau. Did | ever nmention Richlau
bef or e?"

"Urza," said Tawnos softly.

"I don't think I did," continued Urza. "Anyway, there is a



whol e raft of young nobles-well, not young anynore, but
i ndi vi dual s who once worked with Tocasia and who know about

artifacts, who value themand are willing to help ne in ny
research.”

"Urza," said Tawnos agai n.

"More than just power stones. | nean nmanpower, training, and

resources. Argive is a rich country."

"Urza!" said Tawnos a third time, sharply.

"What is it?" asked Urza testily.

"Kayla is here," said Tawnos.

"I know," the artificer said, and there was a | ong pause.
Then he said, "I know' again, and there was a | onger pause.
"You should go down to neet her," said Tawnos. "And your
son. "

"I's he really ... ?" started Urza, hotly, but letting the
guestion die.

"He has your hair," said Tawnos.

"He has my father's hair," said Uza, and turned to | ook out
the wi ndow again. "I w sh you hadn't brought them" he said after
a tine.

"By all the Gods of Yotia!" shouted Tawnos, and Urza j unped
at the sound of the younger man's voice. "W have been running

and hiding for three years now | delivered your son, yes your
son in the mddle of a thunderstorm | bring themall the way

here, and you don't want to see then? Do you still hate her so
much?"

Urza turned pale, and Tawnos was afraid the ol der man was
going to flinch, to flee, to pull back further wi thin hinself.

"No," he said at last, "It's not that. Not entirely. It's just
that | failed. | failed to see what was coming. | failed to
anticipate ny brother's plans. |I failed her, and | failed her
nation."

"And | failed," said Tawnos grimy. "And she failed. W've
had to live with that failure every step of the way from Kroog.
Is that what it is, Uza? Are you ashaned that you're just as
fallible as the rest of us?"

A long silence between them for a nonent. Then Urza sighed

and said, "I'ma stormcrow, Tawnos. A bird of ill onen. Disaster

follows in ny wake, and | don't want to hurt her anynore. | don't

want to hurt anyone anynore. Only a fool would be at ny side."
"Then call me a fool, for one," said Tawnos. "I would like to

go back to being your apprentice. Kayla would like to go back to
bei ng your wife."

Urza turned away again, and Tawnos saw himraise his hand to
his face, perhaps to wi pe away a tear. Yet when Urza turned back
his face was patient and calm and his eyes were clear. The
artificer smled. "I have no need of an apprentice. And your
skills with those statues prove that you are a naster artificer
in your own right."

"Well, if you don't need an apprentice, you need someone who
will get behind you and give a good thwack fromtinme to tine,"
said Tawnos. "That's a job | can do as well."

"And do well," said Uza. "I need a friend, and you've been

one to ne. And to the queen. You have not failed either of us."

"You're wong," said Tawnos, "but we can tal k about that sone
other tine."

"I ndeed, we can," said Urza, then nodded his head. "Let's go
down and see ny wife. And ny son."

Slow y they descended the stairs fromthe tower. Tawnos
wondered if sound carried as well in the tower as it did in the



ol d pal ace of Kroog. Urza stopped once to point out some feature
of the tower to Tawnos, then shook his head and pressed on. He
realized, Tawnos thought, that he was del aying the inevitable.

They reached the waiting room Tawnos waited at the door
Sharaman set down the tray of sugar wafers and retreated to the
hal lway as well. Neither man | eft, but neither remained in the
room

Kayl a rose, and Urza wal ked over to her. They enbraced, but
it was a polite enbrace, each resting their hands on the other's
el bows. Still, they did not part, and Tawnos coul d see tears
welling in Kayla's eyes.

"It is good-" rasped Urza, his throat tight. He cleared his
throat and said, "It is good to see you again."

Kayl a' s nout h nmoved, but Tawnos did not hear the words.

"Hey!" said Harbin, at their feet. He pulled on Urza's snock
and the artificer |ooked down at the |ad.

Harbin | ooked at Urza, and with all the power that a two and
a half year old can nuster, said, "Unca Tawnos says you're ny
daddy. Are you?"

Urza | ooked at Kayla, then down at the small child. He knelt
and took the lad's small hand in his own.

"I suppose | am" he said. "And |I'mvery pleased to neet you
after all these years."

Chapter 19
EXCHANGE OF | NFORMATI ON

G x the denon received the report fromone of his nonks, but
no words were spoken. Instead the nmonk knelt beside the denon's
makeshi ft throne, and the denon's el ongated finger clasped the
top of the nonk's skull. The nonk |l et out a | ow noan as the
talons dug slightly into the skin and denon's cl aws connect ed
with the nerves beneath the flesh.

It was a heady nmonent for G x, slightly intoxicating. These
fleshy creatures were filled with sensation. Even the nonks, whom
G x had | earned possessed an exi stence that was renoved fromthe
experi ences of others of their race, were a cornucopia of
enotions, a pit of conflicting desires, a rich, breeding tidal
pool of feelings. The electric thrill of touching those feelings,
even vicariously, rushed through himlike a shot.

The denon would be |oathe to admit it, but he found the
experi ence unlike any at home in Phyrexia. Delicious. That was
the word for it. The touch of the nonk's nerves was delicious.

The enotions subsi ded-fear, anger, passion, concern, bliss-
and G x began to scan the nonk's mind. The nonks prided
t hensel ves on their machinelike organization, but G x found their
mnds a tangle of clutter, a jungle of conflicting thoughts nore
i npenetrabl e than his honeland's jungles. Slowy G x extended his
own consci ousness, taming the wilderness and pulling the answers
he needed fromthe living skull of his worshiper

There had been those who had protested agai nst his tender
probi ngs; they were buried in the sands outside, buried next to
t he weak, who collapsed in on thenselves at the first gentle
mental touch. Only the strong and the willing remained in the
denon's service, which was as he thought it shoul d be.

He had | earned much of the world through the nonks, mnuch
about a world so different fromhis own, as organized as a goblin
parade and as structured as an overturned anthill. Even those
words were |ooted fromthe nonks' minds, for the pure chaos of
the world did not connect in any way with his old Iife beneath



the oily skies of Phyrexia.

This was a world filled with rogue units w thout coherent
masters of any type. Perhaps this world had had nmasters once, but
they died or went away, |eaving brawling children in their place.
There was an ol d, dead race called the Thran. Perhaps they had
been the masters. But they were gone and left their toys behind-
si mpl e, uneducat ed machines without a glint of true sentience,
and now sone of these squalling children had unearthed those toys
and were playi ng danger ous ganes.

One of the children had found the way into Phyrexia and
stolen toys fromhis betters. He'd stolen fromthose who woul d
cone | ooking for his devices. He'd stolen from G x

The child was called Mshra, the nonk's nmind said. He was the
master of the Fallaji, a crude and brutal people who lived in the
dry regions. But to say he was their nmaster was giving himtoo
much credit, for all he was doing was riding a wave of their
bestial organic nature. The tribesnmen he | ed woul d sl am agai nst
ot her bands of creatures like a randommarble in a nmaze. This
M shra provided no nore true gui dance than an ornamental spur on
a diabolic machine.

There was another, Mshra's subordinate, but the red-haired
one did not shine in Gx's mnd as did Mshra. He was the thief.
M shra was the one whose nind had brushed his all those years
ago. Mshra cane to himin dreans. (Had he dreaned before he
encountered M shra? G x wondered. He had no menory of doing so.)
M shra i nvaded Phyrexia and took the dragon engi nes, the nmak
fawa, the creatures of the first sphere.

M shra nmust be puni shed.

But M shra was not alone, for there had been another in that
initial mnd touch, years ago, a shadowy figure al ongside M shra.
At first he thought it was another subordinate, simlar to the
Ashnod- subordinate. But G x soon realized that this other was
instead a simlar unit, issuing fromthe sane basic conponents
and manufacture. A brother, the monk's mnd said, though the word
carried different flavors and sensations than when referring to
ot her priests.

The brother, Urza: another nmaster of another crude, bruta
peopl e. There seenmed no end to such barbarians, the children of
unknown, abandoned masters. Once G x sensed Urza's existence he
could see himclearly-cut fromthe same cloth as his brother, no
nore and no | ess than M shra was. Their minds seened ordered, or
at least nore ordered than nost he had encountered.

Each brother carried a | egacy of the old ones, of the Thran
It was a stone split in twd, each half containing the summation
of the earlier stone yet altered to fit the organic unit they had
bonded with. G x could feel the crystalline |onging of these
hal ves, of the attraction they held for each other, and of their
repul si on.

The stones stood |ike beacons to G x, and even without the
nmonk' s surrogate senses the demon could feel their power. The
beacons had noved little in the past few years. One lay to the
west, across a patch of uneven nountains. The other was in the
sout h, anmong another barrier of titantically broken ground. They
called to him They pleaded with himto take them back to
Phyrexia, back to where they would be truly used.

VWen he had first come into this fleshy world, G x thought he
woul d nerely slay the thief and return with the recovered dragon
engines. He could feel their calls as well, though one becane
weak and flickered out of existence a few years previously. He
nmour ned for that one and al nbost sought vengeance.



But now there was nore to his mission. He could touch the
dreans of the thief when he was in Phyrexia, but in this world he
could touch neither Mshra's dreanms nor Urza's. Now they seened
proof against his blandi shnents. Was this part of the power of
their stones or of the world itself? The stones seemed inportant.
Shoul d he recover themas well? And were these two organic
children a danger to Phyrexia? If they had broken through the
barriers, would not others?

Faced with questions, G x was |ogical and precise. He sent
his monks out to gather information. Once the information was
garnered, he sucked it deliciously fromtheir mnds and
formul ated a pl an.

Gx willed his orders into the mind of the nonk. There was
anot her | ow noan as old informati on was pushed out of the nonk's
m nd and organic circuitry rewired to conprehend the new orders.
G x had | earned, through fatal trial and error, which parts of
hi s worshi pers' ninds they needed for basic functions, and he
| eft those untouched.

Gx lifted his hand, and his talons slid |oose fromthe flesh
and nerves of his servant. The nonk pitched forward, into the
waiting arms of his brothers (brothers to a | esser extent than
M shra and Urza). The nonk woul d be tended and cared for, and
when his mnd heal ed he woul d pass on the nessage of the god.

They were to gather their brethren and go to this Urza and to
this Mshra. They woul d becone part of their brutal and crude
organi zational units, part of their tribal courts. They were to
wat ch, and they were to report. And when the time was right, they
were to call Gx fromhis throne in the caverns of Koilos, and he
woul d puni sh the brothers for their crimes against the machines.
For their crimes against Phyrexia.

And he woul d take the stones fromthem thought G x, flexing
his fingers before him Droplets of the nonk's bl ood spattered
agai nst the denon's chest, hissing and bubbling as they struck.

Yes, thought the denmon. The stones were his by right of
conquest. He woul d take them back to Phyrexia.

Chapter 20
TRANSMOGRANTS

Ashnod's reports to Mshra over the foll owi ng nonths were
regular, if not fully detailed. A few words on progress to date.
A revised schedul e of deadlines. A list of new supplies needed:
sand for a particular type for glass; netal froma particular
forge; fabric of a particular weave. And sl aves-al ways nore
sl aves.

The last were plentiful, but the remaining resources were
begi nning to wear thin. Mdst of Yotia had been plundered, and
entire villages were now being inmpressed to work the nines that
had not yet been stripped clean. The caravans from Tonmakul and
Zegon were | ess frequent than they should have been, and the
quality of their tribute had fallen off. A nunber of
representatives of those cities were dispatched to Ashnod as an
exanple to the others. The Korlisians, still hiding behind a
gauzy mask of neutrality, were increasingly troublesone. Mshra
was convinced their caravans were havens for Argivian spies who
reported everything back to his hated brother

M shra found that Ashnod's experiments served to increase
| oyalty and discipline anbng his own troops. It was soon reported
that thieves and deserters were sent to Ashnod's canp and never
ret ur ned.



Finally, after many nonths, Ashnod appeared before M shra
with a working prototype. It listed heavily to the left. It
drooled. It shuffled on two feet. It had oversized pins through
its wists, ankles, elbows, and knees, and netal plates
strengthening its neck. It was hairless. It lacked teeth and had
dar k smudges where there once had been eyes. Its skin resenbl ed
bl ui sh, cracked plaster, and it looked as if it had been cooked
in wax. It could not speak, but nade soft, nmewling noises. It
st ank.

VWen Ashnod gave it the command, it disarned and al nost
killed three of Mshra's elite guard and ignored the pain as a
fourth guard finally pinned it to the floor with his spear. It
tried to fight its way up the inpaling pole to claw at its
attacker before its organs failed and it died at |ast.

M shra was pl eased and gave Ashnod perm ssion and resources
to build an arny of her "transnogrants"” of these things that were
once living beings but now were little nore than organic
aut omat ons, controlled by Ashnod's word.

I f Ashnod noticed the fearful and di sgusted faces of the
Fallaji as her prototype was hauled fromthe roomfeet first, she
sai d nothing. Nor did she notice the dark-robed northern priests
anong the assenbl age, who whi spered to each other in excited
t ones.

* * k* K %

Despite the relative success of the first prototype, it took
nearly a year for Ashnod to refine the process and guarantee a
success rate of nore than fifty percent. She spent another year
organi zing the transnogrified beings into something nore than a
shanbl i ng hor de

The red-haired wonan's nethods were sinple and ruthl ess. She
bl eached out the minds and wills of her captives as she pickled
their skins, making themtough, resilient, and nostly m ndl ess.
The rudi ments of intelligence remnai ned-enough to follow sinple
orders. But any trace of personality was gone. It was good that
t he process warped the body as well as the soul, Ashnod
reflected. It would do little good for a Fallaji warrior to
recogni ze a crimnal cousin anmong her ranks.

Finally the unit was ready for Mshra's use. The tining was
excellent. The Korlisians were traitors, the new gadir had
deci ded, and needed to be nade into an exanple before they grew
nmore powerful. Argive was protecting the northern passes, but if
the gadir's arm es broke through in the south, near Korlinda
itself, the Fallaji would have a foothold on the far side of the
nount ai n chai n.

M shra sent Ashnod a nessage to ready her warriors for
battle. The artificer replied that she wished to | ead the attack
herself. In his workshop, the other captains conplained to the
gadir. How could a wonman | ead? they asked. Wat real nan woul d
follow a woman? Particularly a woman with ill-onened hair?

M shra t hought about their conplaints and sent another query
to Ashnod, detailing his desire for her to contribute to the
attack, though he nmade no nention of leading it. Ashnod took note
of the exclusion and returned a second letter, the heart of which
was that unless she controlled the entire arny, she could not
guarantee the performance of her forces.

There was a lull in comunications, until Mshra issued a
formal decl arati on maki ng Ashnod a brevet general for the
duration of the canpaign into Korlis and commandi ng t he ot her war



captains to defer to her

M shra hinsel f decanped from his workshop for the Suwward
Marches, where the arnmy was gathering, to review the troops and
confer with the war captains one last tinme. Several, including
old Jarin of the Chestos clan, expressed one last time their
concern about Ashnod's | eadership.

"She is a woman, " Jarin repeated at his final nmeeting with
the gadir. Ashnod was not present, for she was readying her
transnmogrants for the long march. "An uncaring woman at that,"
the old man added.

"She is nmy assistant," said Mshra. "I trust her in al
things." "Do you trust your war captains |ess, Mdst Wse of the
W se?" asked Jarin.

"I trust all to do their duty toward the Fallaji people,"
replied M shra.

"She is not Fallaji!" shouted Jarin, and several of the other
war captai ns whispered to each other heatedly. "She traffics in
t he unspeakabl e! Her abominations frighten the horses and disturb
t he nmen. She uses outl ander w zardry!"

M shra's face cl ouded and he snapped, "I amnot Fallaji,
either, hunble servant! Do you want to do wi thout ny outl ander
w zardry as wel | ?"

Jarin's voice stuttered, then finally fell silent. A long,
tense noment passed, but no other voice came to Jarin's defense.
Even Haj ar was a stone-faced enigna at his master's side.

At last the war captain of the Ghestos clan knelt before his
gadir and said, "I appreciate the opportunity to voice ny
concerns, Most M ghty One, and understand the w sdom of your
pui ssant decisions." The talk moved to other matters, but Jarin
did not raise his voice again. The other war captains, though
they agreed with the old nman, did not broach the subject.

In the norning there was a grand review. Mshra and his
ai des, including Hajar, gathered beneath their pavilion as the
troops passed in review There were Fallaji in the crowds, and
Yotians as well, nervous and uncertain anmong the desert dwellers.

The troops were dressed in their best finery, arnmor and robes
that woul d be packed away in the baggage train and only renoved
again when and if they reached Korlis's capital. Three units of
cavalry trotted past, bedecked in flow ng red robes that
flickered like flames. Despite his earlier outburst, Jarin was
allowed to retain control of the CGhestos cavalry, and he rode,
expressionless, at the head of his unit.

The sun shone off the wi de brass helnets of the foot
sol diers, nmoving in precision review past their gadir. Then cane
t he skirm shers, younger and a bit |ess organi zed, nost of them
younger sons just entering the mlitary. Then the scouts rode
past on their ninble horses, cantering in ornate patterns back
and forth before the pavilion. And with each the Fallaji cheered,
and even the Yotians present remarked on the grandeur of the
warriors and their relief that the troops were headi ng sonewhere
ot her than Yoti a.

Ashnod arrived with her horde of transnogrants. There were
nearly three hundred of the creatures lined up in orderly rows.
They noved not with the precision of trained troops but rather
with an eerie | ockstep, for they were controlled by the sane
mnd. Not a trace of individuality showed itself anong them as
if they had been cast fromthe same nold. They | ooked as if they
woul d toppl e over as they shanbled forward, but they marched as a
single unit. The beasts were clad only in rough tabards of
browni sh Yotian cloth, and those garnments | ooked |ike an



af t ert hought .

Ashnod rode at their head, astride a great black charger. Her
cape matched her scarlet hair, and she wore an ornate set of
bl ack and red arnor-custom nmade, it was said, in Zegon. The arnor
bristled with spi kes and was polished to snare the sun and blind
t he onl ookers.

The cheers died as she passed before the stand, and the
appl ause was sporadic at best. Mshra' s aides sat i mobile as
rocks next to the qadir and did not respond. The gadir raised his
hand i n benediction to Ashnod, and she returned the salute.
Neither paid attention to the | ack of enthusiasm anmong the
ot hers.

Last canme the dragon engines, four new ones, operated by
crews working within their bellies punping the bell ows and
keepi ng the steam pressure high to drive them forward. There were
renewed shouts of encouragenent as they towered over the
popul ace. Only two of the engines would be sent east with Ashnod.
The other two would be sent south along the Kher Ridges, to be
"spotted" by the Korlisians, drawing troops away fromthe Fallaji
mai n attack

The crowd's spirits rose with the passing of the dragon
engines, and the after the reviewthe gadir treated the popul ace
to a feast. At the banquet Ashnod sat at Mshra's right hand, and
there was no doubt about the trust he placed in his general
Jarin was seated at the far end of the platform but many of the
other Fallaji, including Hajar, stopped to offer words of
encour agenment to the ol d Ghestos.

Wth the coming of the nmorning the arnmy was gone, east into
t he nountains, into Korlis beyond.

The path they trod was simlar to that Ashnod and M shra had
used to reach Korlinda many years ago. The journey was |ess
snoot h than hoped. In the first place, the new dragon engi nes
were not as ninble as the originals; they nmoved slowy and
required a great deal of space in which to turn. In addition
they were noisy, venting steamand clattering |like sacks of old
nails. This bothered the cavalry troops and made Ashnod realize
that any el enent of surprise would be |ost.

Then there were the transnogrants thensel ves: slower than the
ot her troops, slower than the dragon engi nes thensel ves. Yet they
were tirel ess. Each day the regular foot soldiers and cavalry
out di stanced the shanbling, demliving creatures. And each day,
around the midnight bell, the living automatons |urched into
canp. Ashnod renmained with them and spoke little to the other war
chiefs during the journey.

At the end of the tenth slow day in the nmountains, the
advance scouts spotted an ornithopter. It sighted themas well
and retreated back down the pass, flapping its oversized wings in
pani c.

That evening, after midnight, the generals held council. It
woul d take two days to free thensel ves fromthe nountains
entirely and to reach the relatively open | and of the upper Kor
val l ey. The Korlisians, probably with Argivian support, would be
waiting for Mshra's forces before they could extricate
t hensel ves fully fromthe highlands. Atight battle would be
di sastrous for the normally nobile Fallaji cavalry.

"Alas and al ack!" said Jarin, turning his pal ns upward, "we
seemto be undone. For the nerchant nation's mercenaries will be
rushing for the pass, seeking to hold it against us! And we
cannot turn back in good faith without so nuch as a single drop
of blood being spilt. To press on is folly, and to turn back



smacks of di shonor!"

"There nust be another way," nuttered Ashnod, alnost to
hersel f.

"I'f there is," said Jarin, "I have no doubt you will find it.
It was for exactly this reason that our qgadir, mghty may he be
in his wisdom chose you to | ead us."

Ashnod | ooked into Jarin's face for the slightest hint of
insincerity, but there seened to be none. She thought for a
nonment, then said,

"W nust get out of the passes before the Korlisian troops
arrive."

"Aye, but we are too slow, " conplained Jarin. "Wuld that out
engi nes had wi ngs, so that we mght arrive there sooner, but they
do not."

Ashnod pressed her fingertips together, and said, "Then we
| eave the dragon engi nes behind."

Faces fell around the table, and the arguments began. The
engi nes thensel ves were useful tools said one war captain,

i nvaluable in battle. They were nobile forts, said another, a
solid center about which nmen could cluster for defense. Athird
of ficer noted they provided protection for the arny fromthe
orni thopters, whose pilots had | earned the dangers of straying
too cl ose.

Asmle flitted across Jarin's face, but he said nothing.

"The engines are too slow," said Ashnod finally. "W have the
transnmogrants to provide a solid center to the line."

"Your abomi nations are slow as well," noted Jarin.

"Then they will |eave now, " stated Ashnod. "They will be
waiting for you at the entrance of the pass." She turned to
Jarin. "Unless you have a better plan?" she asked silkily.

No one did. The neeting was over, and Ashnod was gone agai n,
| eadi ng her shanbling creations ahead of the armnmy and | eaving the
mak fawa to catch up as best they coul d.

The arny reached the vale of the upper Kor before the
Korlisians could respond fully. Still, word reached Ashnod of a
| arge force of Korlisian troops comng up the valley. Scouts had
spotted ornithopters in the skies above the Korlisian troop
colum, proof-if there still were any doubt-of that nation's
conplicity with Uza's Argivians. The Korlisians would be within
striking range the next norning.

That was nore than enough tine for Ashnod to lay a trap

The plan was sinple. The foot troops were drawn up in the
center of the plain, flanked on one side by all three units of
cavalry. The transnogrants stood in the center of the line,
serving as an anchor, hidden behind a thin line of foot soldiers.
The skirm shers woul d engage the eneny van, drawing it to attack
the Iine. The transnogrants woul d be reveal ed, and on Ashnod's
signal the cavalry would sweep in along the flank, destroying the
Korlisians utterly between the swift noving horses and the
unyi el di ng transnogrants.

Jarin was politely uninpressed. Fallaji cavalry was nade for
qui ck strikes, he observed, not for running down entire units of
t he eneny.

"New uses for old tools,"” said Ashnod, who was thoroughly
tired of the ol der CGhestos war chief.

"And if the Korlisians do not take your offered bait?" asked
Jarin. "If they encanp and wait for reinforcenments?"

"Then the dragon engi nes catch up, and we fight a nore
traditional battle," snapped Ashnod. "Tell me, Captain, would you
qguestion Mshra's orders so often and so heartily?"



The ol der war captain stiffened, then replied through
clenched teeth, "I have my orders, which are to follow you. W
will deploy along the flank and await your signal."

In the norning the Korlisians arrived, a force equal in
nunber to the Fallaji forces. Two ornithopters were present,

t hough one darted east at the first sight of the Fallaji troops.
Reporting back to Urza and Tawnos, thought Ashnod. Surely neither
artificer would be present here. There was no sign of war

machi nes anong the troops, nor did she see additiona
orni t hopters.

The skirm shers engaged the | eadi ng edge of the Korlisian
troops, firing slings and |ight bows. Several units of the
Korlisians charged forward but were mastered by their captains
and brought back, and the eneny formed into regular units. The
Korlisians nmade extensive use of mercenaries, Ashnod recalled, so
they woul d be better disciplined than nost of the Yotian rabble.
Then again, there were likely Yotian sell swrds anong the
Korlisians, and that m ght cause themto charge prematurely.

The eneny force as a body heaved forward slowy. Its center
hel d through tight discipline, but the units along its fl anks
were al ready ahead of the main van. They were in a perfect
position to be cut off and def eated.

Ashnod snmiled as the eneny neared. The transmogrants were in
pl ace behind a thin line of swordsnen. To her right, the cavalry
rode into view, waiting only for her signal to charge.

The two armies collided |like prehistoric beasts, and nen
began to die. Brass hats with spears kept a number of mercenaries
at bay, while swordsnen engaged in a deadly close conbat.

Ashnod shouted an order, and the swordsnen at the center of
the Iine parted. She gave another cry, and her transnogrants
rai sed their weapons and began to | unber forward.

Sonet hi ng happened on the opposing side. The center of the
mai n van, where the commander normally would have his own elite
guard, parted to reveal a new set of creatures. There were two
types among the Korlisians: humans in beetlelike arnor, and
hul ki ng brutes | ooking like soft, msshapen ogres.

Ashnod suddenly realized that the beetlelike arnor was the
outer coverings of humanoi d devices, and the soft flesh of the
ogres was sone type of nud. Automatons, she thought, like U za's
avengers. The Korlisians had prepared their own surprise at the
center of their line.

Ashnod cursed as the two centers collided. The transnogrants
woul d have broken a line of normal humans, but these were no
ordinary warriors. The beetle nmen worked with cl ockwork
precision, raising and lowering their razor-tipped bl ades |ike
farmers threshing their wheat. Al ongside them the huge earthen
statues waded into the transnogrants, crushing soft skulls with
their great hands.

The transnogrants woul d neither retreat nor regroup. Ashnod
had not given themthe capacity to understand such orders.
However, it was clear to the red-haired general that they were
overmatched, a fact equally clear to the other Fallaji footnen
and skirm shers. Already they were |l osing ground, only a few
steps away froma full retreat. Ashnod' s position was a bubble
extending into the Korlisian Iines, surrounded on three sides by
nmercenari es and aut ormat ons.

Ashnod gave the order, and heral ds gave the signal for the
cavalry. A sudden assault on the flank would still break the
Korlisian army and all ow her own hunman troops to recover, she
told herself. The signal man unfurled a great crimnmson banner and



waved it to the cavalry.

The cavalry did not nove. Ashnod stared in disbelief, but her
eyes had not deceived her: the cavalry had not abandoned its
position. A unit of mercenary archers fromKorlis had taken up
position opposite it, but the three units of cavalry did not
char ge.

Ashnod cursed again, and shouted at the signal man. He waved
hi s banner again frantically.

Still the cavalry did not nove

Ashnod | ooked around. The left flank, farthest fromthe
cavalry, was already crunmbling, the Fallaji footnen abandoning
their spears, and in sone cases their helnets, and falling back
Ahead of her the blades of the beetle nen were ripping the
transnmogrants to shreds. As she watched, an earthen statue picked
up a transnogrant, lifted the creature over its head, and pulled
it apart by the legs and arns. The rotted remai ns cascaded down
on the statue, but the clay automaton suffered no damage. |ndeed,
the cuts inflicted on the statues seened to heal as Ashnod
wat ched. The transnogrants had better success against the beetle
warriors, and along the ground |lay scattered remains of both dead
human fl esh and di smant| ed mechani sns.

Ashnod | ooked to her right to the cavalry. Now it was finally
novi ng.

Then she cursed. It was noving backward. An orderly retreat
in the face of mere archers. It was pulling away.

The sight of the cavalry's retreat destroyed the remaining
right flank. The troops wavered and then broke into a run. Both
flanks were in full rout, and the only thing holding the center
was the remai ns of Ashnod's unit of transnogrants.

Ashnod wheel ed her own horse, a pained | ook on her face. To
abandon her creations felt to her as if the very heart was ripped
fromher flesh. Nonethel ess, they would be destroyed. There was
no one el se to save them

She spurred her black charger and | eft the devastation behind
her, hoping that the transnogrants woul d do enough damage to at
| east slow their pursuers until the Fallaji were once nore under
the safe protection of the dragon engines.

* * k* * %

The transnogrants had done that part of the job well, for
after repelling the Fallaji invasion force the Korlisian advance
halted entirely. The eneny night have been nore hurt than Ashnod
had t hought, or they were waiting for resupply. Possibly the
nmercenaries had clauses in their contracts excusing themfrom
pursuing enemes into the nountains. Perhaps their own commanders
were afraid of ambush, thought Ashnod.

Regardl ess, there was no pursuit, save for the |one
ornithopter that trailed themwest for a day until they reached
t he dragon engines. Their surprise shattered, their forces
denol i shed, their transnogrants slain or lost to the |ast being,
the troops gathered around the engines, reversed their course,
and began the slow craw back to Fallaji territory.

Hal f a month later, Ashnod stood in Mshra's workshop before
his dark oak throne. She was sputtering in rage.

"Treason!" she shouted. "I gave a direct order, and Jarin
here ignored it! Because of that we were routed!"

"Mbst Revered One," said Jarin calmy, "we did not see the
signal flag for the assault. W had been told by our nost revered
war general not to attack until we saw the flag. When we saw the



battl e was goi ng agai nst our forces, we pulled back to provide a
screen to protect our retreating troops. More woul d have perished
if we had not done so."

"W were defeated because he ignored the signal flag!"
shout ed Ashnod.

"I did not see the signal flag," said Jarin, his face
i npassive. "Nor did the other war captains.”

M shra patted the tips of his fingers together. "Do you say
that ny trusted assistant is |ying?"

"No, Most Wse Among Us," said Jarin, quickly, "only that we
did not see it. Such are the fortunes of war. A daring plan often
cones to naught because of a sinple thing." He | ooked at Ashnod
and added, "Or because of a sinple mstake in judgnment."

Ashnod | ooked daggers at the Chestos chief but said nothing.
Jarin added, "W did retreat in good order. Mst of the cavalry
was unharmed, and the dragon engi nes were undanaged. There were,
however, heavy |osses anong the footnmen, and the brevet general's
own ... special forces ... were lost."

"What a surprise," muttered Ashnod. M shra ignored the
comment and di sm ssed the war captain.

"Can you believe his lies?" the red-haired wonan shouted as
t he door was still closing behind Jarin.

M shra's face was tense and concerned. "I had hoped your
endeavor woul d prove successful. Success ennobl es nany an
experiment. If you had pressed into Korlis, if your creations had
secured us a beachhead, then the war chiefs would be Iining up to
tell me how they knew you could do it all along. Needless to say,
they are not doing so."

"It's all lies," replied Ashnod. "They're afraid of me. O
us. O what we can do. O our creations. The battlefield does not
bel ong to human warriors. The dragon engi nes proved that. The
transnogrants proved that."

"The battlefield is still theirs,"” said Mshra. H s voice
hel d no expression. "Their swords succeeded where your mindl ess
creations did not. But you |l eave me with another problem Sone of
the chieftains think that | |listened to you too much in this
matter, that | showed weakness by dependi ng on you."

"Weakness!" shouted Ashnod. "Let themtry to run an armny in
the field."

"I will," said Mshra. "Because | am sending you to Sarinth."

There was a | ong pause.

"Sarinth is on the other side of the enpire," said Ashnod at
| ast.

"Hard on the shores of Lake Ronom" agreed M shra. "A nation
rich in nmetals and wood, material that we need here. | want you
to secure the fealty of their |eaders."

"You want ne out of the way," accused Ashnod.

M shra held his hands open. "You are the nmpbst trusted of ny
lieutenants. | fear for your safety anong the other chiefs.”

"You should fear for their safety instead," spat Ashnod.

"I do," said Mshra. "Wich is another reason to send you to
Sarinth. Take a small force of nen you trust with you. Gain their
fealty."

"And if Sarinth doesn't want to swear fealty to us?" inquired
Ashnod bitterly.

"Then | will send a larger force," said Mshra, "under a rea
conmander . "

Ashnod bristled but said nothing.

M shra's eyebrows arched, and a kindly | ook passed over his
face. It was an expression Ashnod had not seen in a long tine.



"My student,"” he said, "you do many things better than any
man, better than any individual, in ny enpire. But you are part
of that enpire, and you must go as your gadir conmands."

Ashnod bowed formally. "I respect your w shes, Mst Wse
Among Us," she said woodenly. "Let ne nake ny preparations for
departure.”

M shra snmiled and said, "One nore thing."

Ashnod turned at the door

"Leave Jarin alive," said the gadir. "It would be ..
difficult... to explain it if he something horrible happened to
himso soon after this conversation."”

Ashnod's brow furrowed, but she nodded.

The door cl osed behind her, and Mshra let out a deep sigh
Then he rose fromthe throne, padded over to his great slate
board, and began to reconfigure the |legs of his new dragon
engi nes.

Chapter 21
| VORY TOWERS

Loran, Scholar of Argive, arrived at Terisia Gty in the
early summrer of the fifth year after Yotia's fall. It had been a
| ong journey, from Penregon down to Korlis, then west by a coast-
huggi ng boat across the stormtossed Shiel ded Sea, north to
Tomakul , and finally west over the wastes of the desert by canel
to the borders of the city-state itself.

Loran wondered if, had she known the true distance of Terisia
City from Argive, she would have |l eft her hone at all. Indeed,
many of her fellow nobles had tried to dissuade her fromthe
journey. But she could not remain in Penregon. War fever had
seized the nobility, a disease that apparently clouded the mi nd
and convinced those infected by it that Uza, who had failed to
save Yotia, was nonetheless their salvation fromhis brother's
hor des.

Loran was | ess than convinced. Yet in the draw ng roons and
councils of Penregon her doubts were net by indifference at best
and scorn at worst. She had opened correspondence with the
archimandrite years before, and when the Terisian schol ar
extended an invitation to her she knew she woul d take it. Now,
after long nonths, she stood at the gates of the great ivory
nmet ropol i s.

Terisia City rose above the neatly cultivated fields that
surrounded it and was visible frommles away. The city was a gem
set in a great ring of white stone. Its roofs were glass and
crystal, and they scattered the sunlight like prisns, surrounding
the streets below with rai nbows. Wien the hard winter rains
struck, Loran was assured by her guide, the entire metropolis
woul d rattle and resound |ike a shaken tanbouri ne.

The city walls were of white stone, hauled fromthe distant
Col ekgan Mountains to the north by dwarves and their giantish
slaves. Great towers of simlar white stone ringed the city. They
rem nded Loran of chess pieces |left behind by sone idl e god. Even
these towers were works of art, for they were |ovingly decorated
wi th bas-reliefs of mythol ogi cal beasts, wi nged lions, and
el ephant s.

It was within one of these ivory towers that Loran was to
neet the supposed "M stress of the Order of the Ivory Towers,"
the archimandrite of Terisia City, first ampng equals of the
tower scholars. Loran had no idea which tower belonged to the
archimandrite, but she inquired at the city's main gate. She



hoped to send word of her arrival, then to settle in sonme inn
within the city.

Standi ng by the main gate was a broad-shoul dered, bearded nman
with a wi de-brimed hat and a wal king stick. As she spoke to the
guards, the nman renoved the hat and nopped his brow with a rough
handkerchief. He turned at the sound of her voice.

"You seek the Mstress of the Towers?" he asked. "Cone. |'m
headi ng there nysel f."

He turned away and wal ked a few paces, and Loran noticed he
was |lanme in one | eg. He hobbl ed al ong, resting heavily on a short
netal stave. The man stopped and turned and | ooked back at the
worman. "Argivian, by your accent," he noted.

Loran nodded, puzzl ed.

"“You woul d not be Loran, the scholar from Penregon?"

"I would be," replied Loran. "But you have the advantage of
ne."

The man turned and |inped back toward her. Loran met him
hal fway. "Feldon," he said, bow ng over her offered hand.

"Anot her schol ar |ike yourself. You understand how | realized it
was you?"

Loran paused for a nonent. "I don't suppose there are nany
Argivians this far west."

Fel don nodded, and Loran noticed he wore his |long hair swept
back over his ears, without a braid. In the warmh of the region
it was no surprise that the man was sweating profusely.

Fel don said, "Your arrival has been expected. Cone, let's see
the archimandrite together."

Loran motioned toward her guide, still standing by his canel.
"I have still to find | odging."

"Ah. Allow ne," said Feldon. He hobbled forward two paces and
ejacul ated a rapid string of Fallaji words, accented in a dial ect
that Loran did not know. The guide responded in kind, and Fel don
fished a coin fromhis heavy coat. He tossed the coin to the
gui de, who caught it with a deft notion, smled, and bowed.

"You're staying at the same inn | am" said Fel don, turning
back to the Argivian scholar. "Don't worry. |If your guide had
been | ess than an honorabl e man, you would not have gotten this
far. Come along." And with that he linped forward again.

He rem nded Loran of a bear. O a great bear, she thought,
that had accidentally wandered out of the mpuntains and been
m st aken for a human. She sniled at the thought and quickly
caught up with him The | ast was easy, since he paused every few
steps to nop his brow and to conplain of the heat.

"You are not from T Terisia City either," said Loran. "Northern
upl ands, near the glacier," answered Fel don. "Cane down here to
check the libraries. Useless things, the libraries. Couldn't find

any runes that matched." "Matched?" asked Loran

"This," said Feldon, holding up his metal wal king stick. The
head had been twisted into an ornate curve. "It's a staff," Loran
sai d.

"More of a cane," returned Feldon. "But | ook al ong the
shaft."” Loran reached out and steadi ed the proffered object.
Along the length of it were markings-little nore than scratches,
but definitely organized in a recogni zable pattern. "They aren't
Thran," she said at |ast.

"Nor are they dwarven or goblin. O anything el se that anyone
around here recogni zes," said Feldon, "Found it in the glacier
|'ve been studying it."

"The cane?" asked Loran

"The glacier!" said Feldon with a broad smle. "The big one



that pours into Ronom Lake. d aciers are frozen rivers, you know,
and they nove, glaciers do. Not that you'd notice, but they
slowy cone down the nmountain, scraping clean the land in the
their path. Found this one at the base of the glacier, and |'ve
seen others buried within its heart." Feldon continued his

| ecture as they continued around the perineter of the walled
city. They passed the first tower and canme to a stop at the
second. Fel don bell owed another string of words at the fenale
guard before the door, this time in a | anguage Loran did not even
recogni ze. The guard bowed and stood aside for Loran and Fel don
to enter.

"Sumi fan," he said by way of explanation. "They have a tona
quality to their |anguage that nakes di scussion quite rmaddeni ng
sometines. The sane word has several different neanings if you
vary the pitch."

"You study | anguages?" asked Loran.

"When | amnot studying glaciers,” replied Feldon, with a
private smile. "Actually | ended up knowi ng so nuch about
| anguage because | needed to know nore information about gl aciers
and could not read the old scrolls or hear the old tales in their
original tongues. So | |earned | anguage as a matter of course.
Your specialty is artifacts, correct?"

"dd Thran devices," Loran specified.

"Li ke the two brothers," grunted Fel don. "M shra and \Wat si s-

nane.

"Urza," said Loran

"Dangerous things, artifacts," said Feldon, and there was
something in his voice that nade Loran wary. By this tine they
were past the reception hall and in the main room

The chanber was | arger than Loran had expected and was
dom nated by a heavy table of |acquered oak. The walls were |ined
wi th gl ass-fronted bookshel ves, within which were | ocked al
manner of folios, scrolls, librans, and curios. Al ready the
keeper of the tower, the archimandrite herself, was noving toward
t hem

@ iding would have been a better term for the archimandrite,
a sliver of a woman with a pale and narrow face, did not seemto
wal k as nuch as she hovered above the stonework floor. Her |ong
bl ack hair spilled down her back in a single fall. Loran thought
of the way she had worn her hair as a girl, back in Tocasia's
canp. That seemed a lifetinme ago.

"Cood Fel don,"” said the archimandrite. Her voice was soft but
firm Loran could sense at once that she was used to others
quieting in order to hear her

The sweating schol ar managed anot her | ow bow, then turned his
entire upper body toward Loran. "G acious Archinmandrite, my |
present Loran the Argivian, scholar of Thran Artifacts. Also a
worman ki nd enough not to interrupt while | go on about ny

glaciers.”
The archinmandrite curtsied gracefully, and Loran returned the
courtesy. "It is good you have arrived," the wonan said. "Let ne

i ntroduce you to the others."

"The others" consisted of a bald couple, man and wonan,
seated at the far end of the table. The man, a rotund little
fellow, rose as they approached. Loran extended a hand, but the
man i nstead sl apped both hands across his chest, his fingers
touching his breastbone. Loran took this as a greeting and
| owered her hand accordingly. Feldon smled at the exchange, and
the archimandrite made no nention of it.

"Drafna, founder of the college of Lat-Nam" said the bald



nman.

The seated worman nade a snall coughing noise. It was little
nmore than a clearing of the throat, but Loran and Drafna noticed
it.

Drafna cleared his throat and said, "Co-founder of the
Col | ege of Lat-Nam" That brought another small cough, and Drafna
began a third tinme, "Co-founder of the present incarnation of the
Col l ege of Lat-Nam" He turned and | ooked at the woman, who said
nothing but nmerely smled. "My wife and co-founder, Hurkyl"

Loran curtseyed, and Hurkyl made the same breastbone-touchi ng
greeting as her husband. Hers was both nore graceful and nore
tentative. Loran stared at the bald wonman. She had al nond- shaped
eyes, and ornate designs had been tattooed into the bare flesh of
her shoul ders.

The archimandrite notioned for Loran to take a seat, while
Fel don pulled out a great, dark, oak chair for hinself, hung his
hat on one of the posts jutting fromthe headpi ece, and | owered
hi nsel f down, gripping his cane as he did so.

"I thank you for the invitation, Mstress of the Towers,"
said Loran, "and | should tell you at the outset that | come with
t he know edge of the Chief Artificer of Argive, though not as his
representative."”

"That woul d be Whatsi snane," said Fel don

"Urza," said the archimandrite levelly and raised her hand to
signal the servants. The archimandrite seemed young to Loran at
first blush, but now she realized the woman was ol der than she.
The grace of her novenments had been honed by years of practice.

A servant, another Sumifan, arrived with coffee. It snelled
of honey and was not as thick and syrupy as the Fallaji mnixtures
with which Loran was famliar.

"Despite this lack of official authorization," continued
Loran, "I have brought along the notes on Thran artifacts that
t he Argivians have coll ected over the years, culminating in
Tocasia's notes fromher digs." She turned to Feldon. "Tocasia
taught me what | know about artifacts, and she al so taught Urza
and Mshra." To the archimandrite she said, "Unfortunately, Urza
would not allow ne to bring any information about his own work. |
had to travel through innunerable mles of Iand held by his
brother, and he feared any data sent might fall into the wong
hands. "

"Understood," said the archimandrite, and in that word nade
sure that Loran knew there woul d be no questions concerning
Uza's work-at least not at this meeting. "But you do carry other
know edge that is valuable to us," the archimandrite continued.
"You knew t he

Brother Artificers as children.”

"Yes," said Loran, "though | was very young at the tine
nmysel f."

"Did they hate each other even then?" asked the M stress of
the Ivory Towers.

Loran paused and thought for a nmonment. "No. They were rivals,
| suppose. Al brothers are. Urza was smarter, or rather was nore
studious. M shra was nicer. He got along better with others.”

"This would be the sane M shra that |eveled Kroog?" inquired
Fel don, his voice dripping with irony.

The archinmandrite ignored him instead saying, "But they did
not hate each other when you knew t hem "

"No." Loran turned to Feldon. "But they have changed. | have
not seen M shra since Tocasia, our nentor, died, but he is said
to be a cruel desert warlord, a demon to Argivians and Korlisians



alike."

"I's he?" said Drafna.

Loran shook her head. "I cannot say what he is now, or why.
But it is difficult for ne to equate the young man | remenber
telling stories by the fire with the Butcher of Kroog."

"Time changes us all," said the archinmandrite. "But what of
hi s brother? What of U za?"

Loran shook her head again. "Urza has been hurt very, very
badly. He seens to have pulled back into hinself. | talked to him
just once, to tell himl was naking this journey. He was ... not
cold, but detached, as if everything was a cryptic message that
could be solved only if one had the right cipher."

The archinmandrite | eaned forward in her chair. "So you do not

think there will be a resolution between the two without further
conflict?"

"No," said Loran flatly. "I don't think there will be. In
Argive, when | left, they were building a string of towers al ong

the borders, filled with cl ockwork soldiers of U za' s design
There are new nmines across the hinterlands, and nost of the
streans have been danmed to provide additional power. When |
passed t hrough Tomakul and Zegon, portraits of M shra hung
everywhere, and people felt he would Iead themto a great and
powerful future. No, there will be no resolution wthout war."

"Told you," said Feldon. The archinmandrite frowned

"What does it matter what two screaming brats do on the far
side of the continent?" said Drafna sharply. "It does not involve
us at all. Let thembraw and | eave us to our own work. If they
woul d rather fight than study, is it our responsibility?"

"It's nmore than that," said Feldon. "Things like this have a
tendency to spread. First it's the Fallaji against the Yotians.
Now it's against the Argivians and the Korlisians. How | ong
bef ore we get dragged into things on one side or another?"

"This gadir of the Fallaji is facing eastward with his
forces. W are to the west. W are not his worry," said Drafna.
"Real | y?" snapped Fel don at the bald man. "I was talking to a

Sarinthian merchant this nmorning. Apparently Mshra's devil-gir
apprentice, Ashnod the Uncaring, was in Sarinth, 'negotiating'

for the tinmberland and m neral resources of the state. Apparently
t he negoti ations consist of Mshra giving Sarinth the choice of
ei t her handi ng over the goods or having the Fallaji come and take
them™

"I"'d like to see themtry," offered Drafna.

"That's what the Zegoni said," nuttered Feldon. "And they're
being bled dry as a vassal state of the Fallaji domains. The
Yotians, too, for that matter."

"The gadir's representatives have approached Terisia Gty's
council as well,"” said the archimandrite softly. "They have been
politely refused. What will happen when they arrive with their
dragon engi nes at our gates?"

"Or at yours, Drafna?" asked Fel don.

The co-founder of the college at Lat-Nam nade a harrunphi ng
noi se but sai d not hing.

"Terisia City is an ancient place," said the archinmandrite,
speaking to Loran but for Drafna's benefit. "It has many
defenses. The great white towers that ring the central city are
but one of them But these defenses are old and m ght not be
sufficient to withstand an assault fromw thout. Qur people have
been at peace for |onger than any renenber, and they have no | ove
for war."

"It doesn't matter if you |ove war or not,'

said Drafna, "if



one is comng your way."

"Exactly!" thundered Fel don. "That's what we need to prepare
for! Otherw se the various western nations and their know edge
and scholars will be picked off one at a tine."

"You could ally with Urza," said Loran. "Since Mshra is your
cl osest fear."

The archimandrite and Fel don | ooked at each other, then at
Lor an.

"What si snane may be as bad as M shra," said Feldon. "The
exanpl e of his defense of Yotia is not encouraging."

"W do not want to avoid one naster nmerely to accept
another," said the archimandrite, softly but clearly.

Loran thought about the Mstress's words. "That's true," she
said. "I'mafraid Korlis has becone little nore than a province
of Argive. Mire and nore of its decisions cone from Penregon in
t he nane of coordinating the war effort."

"Exactly," said Feldon again. "W have to find a third path."

The archimandrite | eaned forward, and Loran felt herself
drawn forward as well. "W have many scholars within our walls
and know of nore scattered through the western part of the
continent. | propose we gather themhere to forma union, a
concl ave, a gathering of know edge that is able to stand up to
ei ther of the brothers' nachines."

"I know several Sarinthian scholars who started packing the
monent Ashnod arrived in their capital," said Feldon. "And there
are some shamans and witch wonen from up near the gl aci er who
could aid as well."

"The reputed song nages of Sumifa night cooperate, as well as
astrol ogers and di vi ners who have fled Zegon," added the
archi mandrite.

"No," said Drafna. The others | ooked at the bald man. "No,"
he repeated firmy. "This is not for us. Lat-Namis far enough
away that we do not have to worry about desert tribes. W are not
interested.”

There was the shadow of a cough, so quiet none would normally
hear it. Drafna | ooked at his wife, who cleared her throat again.
Fel don rai sed an eyebrow, and the archimandrite kept her face a
passi onl ess mask. Drafna scow ed.

"I meant to say, we shall see," said Drafna, shooting a glare
at the other scholar of Lat-Nam "I have reservations, but we
will make all our resources and know edge available." He took a
deep breath and | aced his pudgy fingers together. "After all, we
m ght | earn sonething as well."

The archinmandrite turned to Loran. "And you, Loran of
Penregon. WIIl you join our union?"

Loran sat silent for a noment. She had come seeking
know edge, but was it know edge that m ght be used agai nst either
of the brothers? Didn't she owe U za and M shra nore than that?
Coul d she turn over copies of Tocasia' s notes to people who, even
with the intention of defending thenselves, would search them for
a way to defeat the brothers?

She thought of the ever-growi ng m nes and factories that
filled her honel and, and of the other noble fanmilies that seened
determ ned to declare Urza their patron saint. O the Fallaji who
seenmed to have deified Mshra. Wuld Tocasia want either man to
use the know edge she had taught themin that fashion?

Loran took a deep breath, like a diver about to plunge off
the pier. "Yes," she said at last. "I will join you."

Chapter 22



URZA' S M TER

"How can you stand these collars?" asked Tawnos, tugging at
the starched fabric around his neck

"I can't," replied Uza. "Wen | was a child, | hated any
cerenony that forced nme to dress up. | think it's one reason
religion fell out of favor anong the nobility: it was too
unconfortable to dress for."

Both men wore stiff cotton shirts with even stiffer wool en
j acket s acconpani ed by heavy wool en pants. Each garnent was
ironed with knife-edge folds. Leather boots, new and shined to an
i ncandescent gl ow, were equally unw eldy. To Tawnos they felt
nore |ike | ead weights than footwear. The cerenpni al gear was
mandat ed by the nost august of cerenopnies in which they were
about to take part. Tawnos wondered if they could just send the
outfits and stay honme themnsel ves.

Refl ecti ng, Tawnos thought the pair had gotten off | ucky.
There were costunmes and cerenonial uniforns anong the gentry that
rem nded himof a ship under full sail, so festooned were they
wi th ribbons, banners, and nedals. But Argive had never had a
Lord High Artificer and Protector of the Real ns before, nor a
Master Scholar. As a result both men were shielded fromthe worst
of past pageantry.

Tawnos had al ways heard the Argivians were a dour, serious
peopl e. Even the way they treated such a celebration was further
proof, he thought. Never had he seen so nany peopl e dead set on
enj oyi ng thensel ves. They were single-nmnded-even grimin their
pursuit of pleasure. The past month had shown that beyond a
doubt. There had been cel ebrations beyond neasure in Penregon
First a royal weddi ng between the young crown prince of Argive
and the granddaughter of the redoubtable lord of Korlis. Then the
of ficial notice of abdication of the venerable (if weak) Argivian
king in favor of the crown prince and his new bride. Then there
was the official recognition of the conbined kingdons of Argive
and Korlis (though Korlis was effectively subsumed politically
into Argive). And now cane the final act: recognition of Urza as
Lord High Artificer and Protector of the Real mof the conbi ned
ki ngdons.

The nobl es of Argive were behind it all. They had been
feuding with their crown for years. The king (now referred to as
the A d King) advocated a policy of containment and appeasenent
of the desert tribes. That policy had been destroyed w th Kroog,

al ong with whatever power the king still held. The nobles were
behi nd the royal marriage, along with the nerchants of Korlis.
They were no doubt instrunental as well in convincing the

Argivian king to relinquish his crown. Tawnos knew for a fact
that the nobles had pressed Urza to accept the scepter and nmiter
of the Lord Protector of the Real ns.

VWhat Tawnos did not understand is why Urza had accepted the
position. Wen Tawnos put the question to him the artificer
of fered a weak excuse; at least it seemed weak to Tawnos.

"In Yotia," said Uza, "the warlord let nme build ny devices,
but | had little control over their use and never sufficient
resources to devel op them properly, even as Chief Artificer. Now,
as Lord Protector, | can control the use of ny devices and wl|l
have full access to sufficient resources.”

"I'mnot sure about the nature of that control," returned
Tawnos. "Fromwhat |'ve seen, even | eaders are driven by events
and situations beyond their control. That includes the will of
the masses. Already there are those who call to retake Yotia."



"That may well yet happen," said Urza, "but it will occur
with a mechani zed force, one filled with avengers, nechani cal
sol diers, and the new sentinels we're designing."

"I't may happen before we have a chance to finish the work,"
said Tawnos. "In fact this new position may bring you under new
pressure to launch an attack."

Urza ground his palns together slowy. At |ast he shrugged.
"You may be right, my former student.”

"Then why accept the miter and scepter?" demanded Tawnos.

"l have another reason,” said Uza, and closed his nouth
firmy.

Tawnos wanted to press Urza about what such a reason could
be, when the door to the roomflew open. A small netal bird
fluttered into the room chased by young Harbin. The seven year
ol d | aughed and lunged at the small bird, which dodged his bl ows
effortlessly and circled the room

Tawnos whistled a short tune, and the bird came to rest on
t he mant el pi ece. The boy al so quieted i nmedi ately, suddenly aware
of the others in the room "Uncle Tawnos," he said with a snile
Then his face turned stern. "Father, I'msorry for interrupting."”

Urza smiled gently and said, "No interruption." He | ooked at
the bird. "One of yours?" he asked Tawnos.

Tawnos shrugged. "A small distraction, using sone of the
i deas we've been working with. It avoids the boy's bl ows because
it detects the air noving in front of his hands, nmuch as an
i nsect would. He can catch it if he noves slowy, but |I have
never seen a young boy who had that much patience."

Urza nodded. "Yotians may have many souls, but at your core
you are still a toy naker."

Lady Kayla, Queen-in-Exile of Yotia, had entered behind the
boy, while a servant carrying her cloak remai ned outside.
"Har bi n! You know better than to disturb your father and Tawnos!"

Urza all owed hinmsel f another gentle smile and said again, "No
interruption. On a day like this, it would be hard to get any
real work done anyway. Come in, and let us toast our good
fortune."

Tawnos turned to pick up an oversized "el ephant" bottle of
red wine, a gift of the nobles. The Argivians |iked their w nes
bl oodred and furniture-polish bitter. Uza fetched two goblets,
one for each of the other adults, and his own chalice. The | ast
had been Urza's own handi work. He had converted the central punp
that had worked the |ast of Tocasia's onulets, a beast now as
nmyt hol ogi cal in Argive as minotaurs and rocs.

Tawnos poured a snmall anmpbunt for hinself and for Kayla and a
nor e generous hel ping for U za.

Urza raised his chalice in a toast. "W have passed through
fire over the past few years, and that has tenpered us. Now the
fires grow hotter still, but we are stronger, and we are proof
agai nst the flane. To Argive and Korlis!"

"To the menory of Yotial" said Kayl a.

"To the new Lord High Artificer and Lord Protector of the
Real ns! " sai d Tawnos.

"To the new Chief Scholar!" replied Uza, and metal cl anked
between them Urza drained his cup and said, "W had best be
moving along. If we are late, the Argivians will make being late
part of every cerenony fromhere until doomsday!"

Urza started for the door, then paused. He whistled a small
tune, identical to the one Tawnos had used minutes before. The
nmechani cal bird unfurled its wings and sailed off the
mant el pi ece. Harbin swatted at it but nmissed, and the bird



fluttered around the room dodgi ng the young boy's best-ai ned
shot s.

* * k* K %

The cerenony itself was typical of all Argivian cerenonies:
| ong-wi nded and stifling. Tawnos had thought he woul d not survive
the wedding earlier in the nonth, but this was infinitely worse,
for he and Urza were at the center of the activity. There was no
chance to sneak out when you were on the podiumw th all eyes on
you.

The Great Hall had once been a cathedral to a god now
forgotten and out of fashion. It was packed with all manner of
Argivian nobles, clad in finery that swelled their forns to tw ce
their size. In addition the incense used in the hall was
overwhel med by the cl ashing odors of perfune worn by the Argivian
worren (and sone of the men). Tawnos wondered if he could afford
to sneeze in his tight outfit, and his eyes watered.

The Argi vi ans bot hered Tawnos, and the nobl es worst of all.
Owing to the former apprentice's Yotian origin, nost tended to
treat himlike sone rustic relative. He always felt he was out of
pl ace in Kroog, a boy fromthe coastal provinces in the big city.
At |east, though, in Kroog he was anobng Yotians. Many of the
Argi vi ans seened to assune that all Yotians had trouble with the
| anguage. They spoke slowy and loudly to him

Wrse still were those Argivians who acted as if he were
still no nore than Urza's apprentice. Cccasionally they did not
address himat all in the Lord Hgh Artificer's presence, as if

he were no nore than a hanger-on, a dogsbody, a servant to Urza.
Even when the artificer nmade sure to nmention Tawnos's inventions,
such as the triskelion, a mobile fortification, the eyes of the
nobl es gl azed over and Tawnos coul d al nost hear their ears
clicking off.

No, thought Tawnos, worst of all were the stiff collars. He
reached for his but halted his fingers in time. It would be just
like a rural bunmpkin to pull at his neckline in the mddle of a
cer enony.

The ritual was interm nable. There was a presentation of
honors; a recognition of foreign del egations; a recognition of
i mportant nobles that was effectively a roll-call for the entire
cathedral ; a platitude by the Chanberlain of Argive that was
| onger than nost sernons. This was followed by a listing of good
t hi ngs that had happened of late, which were (truly or otherw se)
ascribed to the efforts of Uza and his faithful assistant,
Tawnos.

The tawny-haired nan's position on the podi um gave him a
chance to sweep the crowd with his eyes and pick out faces. Kayla
and Harbin in the front row. She seened nearly wilted in her gown
but was still gane, while the boy had surrendered to boredom a
hal f - hour back and was now ki cking the sides of the pewin a
desultory fashion. The apprentices were |l ed by Richlau the
school naster, the senior students Rendall and Sanwell at his
side. Sharaman was in full mlitary harness and | ooki ng al nost
confortable in his dress uniform

There were others: Argivian noblewonen in full regalia, and
young courtiers vying with themfor flashiness. Korlisian
nmerchant |ords, nore restrained, but still bedecked in the nost
sunmpt uous of fashions. There were dwarven di pl omats fromthe
Sardi an Mountains, a dour group of dimnutive people who nmade the
Argivians | ook positively festive and the Korlisians evenhanded.



Their nountains held nmuch of the resources that Urza needed, but
they were willing to trade their netals and stones for gold,

whi ch Urza considered a minor netal of little real value in the
battl efield.

There were Yotians present, dressed colorfully but sinply.
They were refugees who had fled to Argive after the fall and
represented some of the nost powerful famlies in the region, yet
next to the Argivians they seenmed |ike poor relations.

There were al so others of whose identity Tawnos was unsure.
There were a band of fur-wearing barbarians from Ml piri, and a
group of priests, black-robed savants with mechani cal devices
hung around their necks. G xians, Tawnos reni nded hinself, froma
nmonastery far to the northwest. Urza had received an offer from
themto aid in his studies, but Tawnos found themtoo fanatica
in their devotion to the machines thenselves. They treated even
the ornithopters as if they were living creatures. It made Tawnos
nervous, and he avoided them as did nost of the rest of the
popul ace, who had no time for gods of any stripe.

The chanberl ain's invocation ground to a close, and he was
repl aced by the lord of Korlis, whose voice was slightly nore
pl easant but who seened intent on showi ng everyone that her
nati on could be just as |ong-w nded as the Argivians. She spoke
of the recent events, of the erecting of the defensive towers
al ong the borders of both Korlis and Argive, and of the continua
ornithopter patrols that kept themsafe fromthe Fallaji devils.

It was nore than just Urza's devices that kept them safe for
t he nonent, Tawnos thought. Word had reached Penregon that M shra
had pl undered nost of Yotia and drained Zegon as well, and was
| ooki ng for new supply sources. Apparently the attenpts to fold
Sarinth far to the west into the Fallaji enpire had not gone
wel I, and a huge force had settled there to besiege the principa
cities. Instead of gaining needed resources, M shra had succeeded
i n opening another front. Should he continue in this fashion
Urza's brother woul d soon surround hinself with enenies.

O course the situation was not |ost on the Argivian nobles,
nor on the Korlisian nerchants who wanted to reopen their
preci ous trade routes. Now was the tine, they said, to press the
advant age. Now was the tinme to retake Yotia. Now was the tinme to
put Mshra in his place.

Urza had surprised Tawnos with his response to the noble
demands. In Yotia he retreated to his orniary and | et others do
the tal king and planning. Now he net with the nobles and the
nmer chant | ords whenever possible and never shirked from show ng
t hem some new device or inplenmentation. They, in turn, had opened
their vaults to him allow ng himaccess to power stones, |and,
and ot her resources needed to build.

Tawnos t hought he knew Urza's plan. The artificer would
continue to build his avengers, ornithopters, sentinels, and
soldiers until he had nore than any dragon engi ne coul d best.
Only then woul d he nove agai nst his brother

Tawnos hoped Urza woul d have tine to carry out his plan
G ven the enthusiasmof the Argivians and the greed of the
Korlisians, he was not sure.

The lord of Korlis finally surrendered the podium and his
young maj esty presented the titles. Urza knelt (a feat in itself,
considering the stiffness of his costune), and the young ki ng
pl aced the Lord High Artificer's mtre on U za's head. Then he
laid the scepter of the Protector of the Realns in Urza' s hands.
The crowd burst into applause as Urza rose and recogni zed their
cheers.



They were quieter for Tawnos, but only slightly. He received
t he heavy velvet robes (lengthened to cover his |arge franme) of
the Chief Scholar. He knelt as well, and the king placed a gol den
circlet on his head. Even kneeling, Tawnos was al nost as tall as
the king and had to bow forward to prevent the Argivian from
having to reach up

Then the benediction, and Tawnos swore he saw the entire
audi ence shudder to a man as the chanberl ain renounted the podi um
and | aunched into a rousing screed against the Fallaji devils.
That was what was m ssing, Tawnos thought. There were no Fall aji
present, at |east none who woul d announce their heritage. The
chanberl ain declared U za to be Lord Protector of all the | ands
not held by the Fallaji and their allies.

In other words, all lands not under the rulership of Mshra.

Finally the cerenobny was over, and the people filed out for a
cerenoni al banquet, which woul d be doni nated by even nore | engthy
speeches. Every merchant and noble with at |least some claimto
the title would rise and deliver his own thoughts on the matter

Tawnos couldn't wait.

Back in his chanmbers Urza sniled and pulled the mter from
his head. It was a heavy thing, and Tawnos had wondered if the
ol der man would fall over fromthe weight.

Urza hefted the niter, clearly delighted. Finally Tawnos
said, "l've never seen you this cheerful when the people praised
you in Kroog. Is it the fact that they are your own countrynen
t hat makes you snil e?"

Urza | ooked up, puzzled for noment. Then he smiled broadly.
"You think that is it? That | have becone a vain old popinjay,
thriving on the adul ation of the crowds? Look into nmy new hat, ny
former student, and see the truth of the matter."

Tawnos nmoved over and | ooked over the brim of the upturned
mter. CGenstones were sewn into the lining of the tall hat. That
was why it was so heavy.

No, not genstones, Tawnos realized. Power stones, pure and
un-fl awed. There were nore than had been in the chest U za had
shown him five years ago.

Tawnos | ooked at Urza, and the Lord Protector beanmed a warm
snmle. That was why he had put up with all the ponp and trappi ngs
of the cerenony, the Chief Scholar realized. That was why he had
endured the speeches and courted the nobles and why, while
cl aim ng nodesty, had accepted the post of Lord Hi gh Artificer.

Al to gain nore power. Al to gain nore resources.

Uza left the miter in Tawnos's hands and went to fetch his
chalice before the pair left for the interm nabl e banquet. Tawnos
shook his head. His former master had not changed at all. H's
devices were still at the center of his universe.

Tawnos did not know if that know edge made him feel better or
wor se.

Chapter 23
Cl RCLES OF PROTECTI ON

The Brotherhood of G x sunmoned their master to Mshra's

wor kshop.
The priests did so only because Mshra, the Artifice Qadir of
the Fallaji, was going to decanp soon, noving westward to the

caravan city of Tomakul. The Sarinthian front had expanded into a
full-fledged war, and M shra needed to be closer to action

Al ready manpower had been stripped from occupi ed Yotia, and
troops were making the long trek north and west to the wooded



shores of Ronom Lake

The G xi ans knew of these decisions, for they had infiltrated
nost of the daily workings of the workshop and the surrounding
factories. Over the past few years they had beconme a regul ar part
of Mshra's court and were for the nost part tolerated. They had
spun that tolerance into a web of information. Little canme to
Mshra's factory that did not reach the G xians' ears and through
them their master.

The nmines were nostly tapped out now, said the reports from
Yotia, and entire nountains were being stripped away for any
resources they could provide. Sinmlarly, the tribute of nen and
supplies from Zegon was drying up. Far-off Al maaz had bought its
own protection by sharing its nystic song nages, but M shra was
now dependi ng on that nation for iron and |unber as well.

Then there was Sarinth. There were the official commander's
reports of great dragonlike wyrms that haunted the forests, and
[ight troops who struck from ambush. The city of Sarinth itself,
imured to years of assaults fromthe Yunok nation to the north,
was as hard to crack as an iron-shod chestnut.

There were other Sarinthian reports, these from Ashnod and
harder for the G xians to get their hands on, though not
i npossi bl e. These reports were friendly and conversational, but
they never failed to nmention the problens of the current Fallaji
conmander and the inevitable tragedy that would ensue if the red-
hai red woman were not i mmediately given free reign in mlitary
matters. Mshra held firmto his decision: he did not give her a
command, nor did he call her back to his side, and the G xi ans
approved of both deci sions.

And | ast there were the reports fromthe east, fromthe
passes through the Kher Ridges to Argive and Korlis. The war
there was a slow grinding process, as two titans hurled
t hensel ves agai nst each other. Urza was busy, of that there was
no doubt, ripping huge chunks fromthe Argivian | andscape to feed
his own war machines. The land was ringed with towers that
appear ed al nost overni ght, each tower containing mechanica
protections. The canp was awash in runors that the Argivians were
about to cross the nountains and the desert and press on into
occupi ed Yotia. Mshra was forced to relocate his court to
Tomakul , closer to the heart of his enmpire, closer to the seige
of Sarinth, and further fromthe thinly defended Yotian border.

This last itemwas a bad thing for the Brotherhood of G x.
Such a nove woul d di srupt their organization, which they had
shaped into a perfect machine. So they gathered in their quarters
(situated beside the spillage fromone of the great iron
foundries) and called their master.

Their chant was | ogical and precise, their notions practiced
and machi neli ke. They had been taught how to call upon G x before
they left Koilos, and the denon had |l eft precise instructions
when to call upon him Now, in the wi ndow ess roomof their small
quarters, the twenty-four brothers chanted the proper dirges and
noti oned their hands in the proper manner, carving synbols in the
air.

In return, the air winked at them coalescing into a great
pillar of blackish snmoke, snelling of burning oil. There was the
sound of crashing gears, and fromthe snoke stepped their naster
G x, resplendent in his living arnmor, his snakelike tendrils
flexing and coiling fromthe back of his head.

"You have summoned ne," said Gx. "l trust it is for a good
reason. "
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G x noved unseen through the darkness of the desert night, a
| andscape hi dden fromthe heavens by cl ouds of snoke and
illumnated frombeneath by the light of the foundries that ran
around the cl ock.

The great trees that had originally cradled the factories
were dead now, their |unmber sawn up and used to make catapults,
rans, dragon engi nes, and ot her war machi nes. The surviving
stunps had been hol |l owed out and converted to barracks and
foundries and plated with sheets of thin copper. There were stil
humans about, both warriors and slaves, but nuch of the work was
now done by aut omatons- great clanking beasts that shuffled
m ndl essly fromone task to the next.

It was no Phyrexia, thought the denon, but it was a good
start.

Hs followers had been correct. Once Mshra relocated his
conmand center, he would be tougher to strike at. Further, it
m ght take years for the human artificer to raise Tomakul to the
sane wonderful level of civilization that he had achieved in this
regi on.

Now was the time to strike, the denmon thought, before the
advant age was | ost.

G x noved like a spirit through the enpty hallways and
nmechani zed forges. He left his children, the priests, behind,
after rewarding themwith a touch of the dreans of Phyrexia. They
lay in a stupor now, dreami ng of their mechanical paradise. G X
noved best al one.

Were he discovered, G x knew that with but a thought he could
easily return to Koilos. He had gained an affinity with the
desert caverns over the years, and sinply by willing it so he
could travel there. He needed help fromhis priests to be
sumoned el sewhere, but he could go honme at will.

G x allowed a narrow smile to cross his lipless face. He
t hought of Koilos as hone now. Not Phyrexia, to which he could
not return, not at |east wthout first punishing the interloper
Not without taking fromthe trespasser his valued stone of power.

There was only one incident en route to the workshop. An
automaton fromone of Mshra's factories crossed before him
Sensing sonething unfamliar, it stopped in place, whirring
nmenaci ngly. G x was uncertain if the machi ne had the rude
sentience to recognize himas a stranger or if it was nmerely
soundi ng an alarm as an automatic reaction.

In the passing years he had devel oped an under st andi ng of
t hese sinple machines nmade by clunsy nortal children. G x reached
out nentally to the artifact, caressing it with soft words as a
human woul d confort a wounded aninmal. It did not matter if the
ani mal understood the words, only that it understood the intent
behi nd them The priesthood back in Koilos had been rebuil ding
the old su-chi automatons, and this one was little different from
t hem

The machi ne shivered for a nonment as G x's mind touched the
smal | shard of power stone that served both as its heart and
brai n. The denon changed only a few snall matrixes within the
crystal itself, but those were enough to convince the |ead-mn nded
device there was nothing out of the ordinary and no al arm need be
sounded. The aut onaton stopped whirring and soon scooted out of
si ght.

G x entered the workshop, gliding past bl eary-eyed guards who
no more noticed his passing than they did the snokes that now



rose fromthe surroundi ng | andscape. The denon's feet did not
touch the ground as he floated effortlessly to the thief's
chanbers, where his mnions had assured himhis prey awaited.

I ndeed he was present: slunped backward in a work chair
before a great board nade of slate, a piece of chalk stil
clenched in his hand. G x's nechanical eyes swept the room It
was filled with books, nmpbst of which were covered in a thick
coating of dust. At the far side near a heavy wooden throne
another man, a Fallaji guard, was asleep

G x nodded. One | ess being he would have to kill imrediately.
He noved toward the inert formof the sleeping Mshra.

The human | ooked al nbst cherubic in slunber. Hi s beard was
now flecked with bits of gray, and his hair was cropped at the
neckl i ne behind him M shra was wi der now than he had been when
he had entered Phyrexia, the excess weight spilling over his belt
line. There were small winkles beside his eyes, and |lines
stretched across his forehead. The crown of rulership had rested
heavily on that head.

But G x could sense an al ertness about the man, even in
slunber. H's mind was working, dream ng of new devices and new
pl ans. Even in rest there was the sense of notion about him The
denon woul d have to nove quietly.

Oiginally G x had thought to nerely excise the top of the
man' s head and scoop the brains out slowy, to make M shra aware
of what was happening to himbefore he perished. Now, seeing the
man thi nk even when asleep, G x decided to nerely slash his
throat and take the power stone for hinself.

The power stone. It lay within a small pouch hanging from
around M shra's neck. G x could feel the crystal's presence, just
as he could feel Mshra's, or feel the automaton's heart. The
ordi nary human across the roomwas a statue, a |lunmp of earth by
conparison. Both Mshra and his stone exuded a sense of power
that G x could al nost taste.

The denon held up a finger, and a single needl e-sharp talon
extruded fromhis fingertip. He | eaned forward. One swift cut, he
t hought, al ong the base of the jawline, fromear to ear

There was a noi se, a hunmming so soft that only G x could hear
it. Beneath the folds of the human's vest, within its pouch the
gem began to glow in rainbow colors. It flickered to life of its

own volition, the colors spilling fromthe gathered openi ng of
the bag and bathing Mshra in its light.
G x froze for a noment and not of his own will. The stone was

aware of himas he was aware of it. Sonmehow, it could prevent him
fromcarrying out his plan. He pressed a hand forward, and with
every inch progress became nore difficult, until at last it was
i ke pressing through forged iron: solid and unrel enting.

G x shook his head in puzzlenent. There was no indication
earlier that the stone offered any personal protection to its
hol der. Yet he could not |ean forward and end this one's life.

The denon changed his goal. He would take the gemitself and
then kill the human for his insult.

The gem seenmed to sense G x's intent and flashed brightly as
t he denon reached for its pouch. G x pulled his hand back and | et
out a hissing curse. The stone's proxinmty had burned himlike
acid, and wi sps of snoke rose from his scal ded hands.

Across the room the other human stirred in his sleep. Gx
tucked the burned hand under his arm nuttering in a clicking
t ongue of the pain.

G x | ooked at the slunbering Mshra and let out a | ow,
catli ke hiss. The stone offered sone protection to itself and its



user, at least fromcreatures such as the Phyrexian. It burned
hi m as he approached.

No, not burned, thought the denon. It was attenpting to
recogni ze himand to dominate him to command him as it had
conmanded t he dragon engi nes years earlier. The stone, though
i tsel f unthinking, recognized his sentience, and it rejected him
as dangerous. That rejection was the burning.

G x perched on the edge of the worktable. The stone protected
the man. The stone protected the stone while in the nman's
possessi on. G x thought about it for a few nonents, then sml ed.

The answer was to change the nature of the stone, or to
change the nature of the man.

The stone was half of its original, and perhaps its
protective nature stenmed fromthat cleaving. It was seeking its
mat e, thought G x. Perhaps it had sonehow determ ned that M shra
was its opposing half. That would explain the wards that kept a
Phyrexi an creature such as hinself at bay.

Unify the halves, and the entire crystal would be restored.
G x could take it back to his honel and.

And the man? G x | ooked at the sleeping Mshra. Perhaps he
could be changed as well, altered to sonething that would serve
G x's masters better as a live slave than as a dead exanpl e.

Yes. It would take tinme, but Gx had little but time. Mshra
was separated fromhis fell ow humans by his intelligence, by his
position, and by his power. Could Gx recruit him and his
brother for that matter, into his world?

Whul d that not be a nmore fitting punishment than just killing
t hen?

Gx let alipless smle spread across his face. Yes, there
were nore ways to kill a creature than just by ending its life.
Sonetimes all you had to do was give it what it wanted.

G x tilted his head back and barked a short string of
clicking syllables. Wthin his body, small alterations were made,
and he called out to the machines in the caverns of Koilos. They
answered his call and pulled himback to their warnth and
confort. In an instant he was gone.

In Mshra' s workshop, Hajar stirred and inwardly cursed for
allowing hinself to drift off. The preparations for relocating to
Tomakul had drained the Iife fromhimas well as from Master
M shr a.

Haj ar padded over to where M shra was sleeping, still seated
in one of his chairs. H's vest had cone open, and the pouch
containing his talisman, his nulticolored stone, lay on his
shirt. Hajar smled and tucked the pouch back within Mshra's
shirt, covering the qgadir of the Fallaji with a bl anket.

The guard blinked and sniffed the air. There was an odor
present, a mxture of burning coal and machine oil; probably the
result of a wind shifting its bearings and bl owi ng over sone
sul fur pit or workroom

Haj ar shook his head. He for one would be glad when they were
quit of this place and back under the desert sky. He checked the
doors to make sure they were | ocked, then retreated back to his
own position and drifted back to sleep, dream ng of that desert.

In their quarters, the Brotherhood of G x dreaned as well,
dreans sent by their masters. There were new orders, said the
dreans, and it would require that they serve in Mshra's court
| onger than had been planned. But the rewards woul d be great once
t hey succeeded.

Al the dreams in Mshra's encanpnent that night were
pl easant .



Chapter 24
THE THI RD PATH

Loran moved down the curved hallway of the tower with
practiced grace. For the first year of her tenancy ampong the
ivory towers, she had regularly gotten lost, for the corridors
and wal |l s were not straight but rather curved to fill their outer
shape. Slowy she had stopped thinking in terms of north and
south, and instead estimated in terns of distance fromthe
tower's center and the angle fromthe entrance. Now the towers
were no | onger an enigma to her

The archimandrite had noticed her grow ng assuredness, of
course-she seenmed to notice everything-and congratul ated her on
the matter. "Drafna still rises fromneetings and heads for the
wrong door," she said.

Draf na was confused by many things but proved to be brilliant
with artifacts. He could postulate an entire artifact fromthe
nmerest scraps and was rarely incorrect in his assessnment. As he
pored over Tocasia's notes he occasionally rem nded Loran of the
young Urza and M shra, so intent was his desire for
under st andi ng.

On a daily level, Drafna proved to be a trial. He regularly
di sagreed with whatever the majority seenmed to prefer. Wre it
not for Hurkyl, he would have left the Union | ong ago.

Hur kyl held the | eash, and Loran soon realized many of
Drafna's discoveries were in fact nmade by her and only rel ayed
t hrough the bal ding scholar. She was a tim d woman, alnost to the
point of being invisible. In the three years Loran had been at
Terisia City, she had heard the woman conplete a full sentence
only three times. In many ways, Hurkyl rem nded Loran of herself
as a young woman.

City life seenmed to agree with Hurkyl. She, her husband, and
all their students back on Lat-Nam apparently, had shaved their
heads because the school was nostly underground and shavi ng of
all body hair kept the lice at bay. Since staying at the ivory
towers of Terisia Cty, Hurkyl had allowed her hair to grow out
and proved to have thick, luxurious tresses that caught the light
i ke strands of obsidian cord. Drafna had returned to Lat-Nam
several times, but Hurkyl always remai ned. The archinmandrite was
the center of the Union, but Hurkyl was one of the keystones of
that group, as well as Feldon and, despite hinself, Drafna.

And, Loran had cone to recognize, herself as well.

The halls were full of lesser scribes and scholars as she
wended her way to Feldon's private sanctuary. The city was
qui ckly becom ng a refuge for those individuals who saw their
wor k threatened el sewhere. Mist were fromthe | ands bordering the
Fallaji empire, but there were nunerous expatriates from Zegon
Tomakul , and other Mshra-held cities. To Loran's surprise, there
were sonme fromKorlis and Yotia as well, and sone dwarves from
t he Sardi an Mountai ns who did not trust Urza and the Argivians.

There had al so been an infusion of charlatans, tricksters,
hoaxers, and outright frauds. Yet for every three such con nen
(and con wonen) there was an individual who carried a usefu
device, an old scroll, or sonething that added to the grow ng
body of know edge kept in the tower. Loran would have evicted the
ot of them but the archimandrite had taken themin, and the
Uni on was stronger for it.

Then there was the Brotherhood of G x. Their order of black-
robed nmonks venerated sone sort of machi ne god, which should have



made theminvaluable in working with ancient artifacts. But their
| ove of the artifacts approached fetishism and they were
continually judging both the artifacts and those who used them
To those carel ess enough to ask, they explained at |ength that
they held Urza and M shra both unworthy of the great devices they
had built and believed the two woul d be punished for their
effrontery. The brotherhood left little doubt that it had the
same opi nion of Drafna and herself. As a group, they seened to be
hol di ng sonet hi ng back as well, listening to everyone but saying
little in response save to offer praises to the nachine.

Fel don had brought back with him sone seers from Sarinth and
shamans and witch priests fromthe Yunok nations of the
nmount ai nous northern coast. These | ast were heavy nen with sall ow
skins, sweating profusely beneath their furs and seal - hi de capes.
Loran coul d see why Feldon got along with them for both he and
the Yunok priests were unconfortable in the warnth of Terisia
Gty.

The archi mandrite brought the scholars and librarians of her
city. They ranged in quality and tenperament from enthusiastic
bi bl i ophil es to hi debound book-straighteners. The latter would
rather die than | et anyone open their cherished tones and risk

the information within escaping. Still with kind words and a
steely will the archimandrite pried their holy texts fromtheir
hands.

There was one bitter disappointnment. The song mages of Sumfa
refused the offer of the Union. Instead, they had thrown in with
M shra and were using their skills in his service.

"I don't see why that's a problem" Drafna said upon getting
the news. "The Sumi fans-all Al nmazians, for that matter-are an
irritating people at best. Their language is filled with trills
and warbles, and it's hard to understand them"

"They have a version of old know edge," said the
archimandrite calmMmy. "Their songs carry some sort of power,
which allows themto calm and to some degree control, savage
beasts. "

"Hokum " snorted Draf na.

"Perhaps," responded Loran, "but there m ght be truth behind
their clainms, some natural effect we are missing. There m ght be
somet hing we can learn from"

"If there is anything at the core of their teachings," said
Drafna, "it is wapped under so nmuch fol derol and munmery t hat
it's generally useless to us. Like that nachi ne god of the
G xians. Now there's a bad lot: creepy fanatics w th del usi ons of
mechani cal Utopia. They're just not all here." The schol ar tapped
his bal d pate repeatedly for enphasis.

Fel don usually started frowning the nonment Drafna opened his
mout h. Now he sl apped the table with an open hand. "Don't dism ss
t he song nages out of hand. Just because we don't understand a
phenonenon doesn't nean it doesn't exist."

Drafna turned frosty. "I find it hard to believe that nusic
truly calns the savage breast, that's all."

"I find it hard to believe in nmen flying in Thran artifacts,
snapped Fel don. "Or in mechanical dragons, for that matter. But
we live in a world where they exist, and I, for one, want to be
prepared for them™

Now, at Fel don's door, that conversation canme back to Loran
Fel don and Draf na had becone opposite poles in their discussions.
Was that why Fel don had asked her to conme to his personal study,
as opposed to bringing something before the entire group?

She knocked, and a heavy voi ce bade her enter



Fel don's study was spartan-a |low table piled with books in an
orderly fashion; a few chairs around a | ow table; and a snal
slate board along the wall. The roomwas lit by a single w ndow.
The heavy bear of a man was seated before the table, which was
clear but for one item

"Did you hear the news?" Loran asked as she entered.

Fel don gl anced up with a haggard | ook. "About Yotia? Drafna
told me about it at breakfast. It's ancient history already."

Loran nodded. Even runors took their time traversing the
length of the Fallaji enpire. But sone refugees from Zegon had
arrived in the city the previous evening with inportant news:
Urza had made his nove across the Korlis/Yotian border and was
liberating cities fromthe overmatched Fallaji.

"Ancient history," said Feldon. "By the tine the news reaches
us, Watsisnane could be in Tonmakul ."

"Or have been stopped by a counteroffensive," noted Loran.
"But you did not ask nme up here to discuss the news fromthe
battlefronts. Wat's wong?"

"What do you make of this?" the | ane man asked, notioning
Loran forward. "Yunok fishermen brought it up with their nets;
the sane group that delivered that coral helnet a year ago."

It was a cross between a bow nounted on a thick pedestal and
a squat, wi de-rimed goblet. The bow was about a foot across,
with a pair of heavy handl es nmounted on each side. The bow
appeared cop-perish, but it was unlike any copper Loran had seen
before. The device rem nded Loran of a sacrificial bow used by
the old religions of Argive.

"It's called a sylex," said Feldon, his eyes not |eaving the
bow . "At least that's what it calls itself. And it's from
ol goth, which I've never heard of either."

"You know what it is?" asked Loran

Fel don tipped the bow toward Loran. The interior of the
bowl , which would nornally be snmooth, was covered with snall
incised figures that seened to spiral before her eyes fromthe
riminto the base.

"It's purpose is witten on it," said Feldon

Loran narrowed her eyes. "These are Thran gl yphs,"
at | ast.

Fel don nodded. "I can't read those characters,” he said, then
poi nted to another curving |ine of characters. "But these are
Fallaji characters, witten in an arcane style that | can read.
These resenbl e the song markings of the Sum fans, and these nmatch
the incisions on ny cane. These"-he pointed to a few other |ines-
"are unlike anything |I've ever seen. Do you know what they nean?"

"A way of reading Thran," said Loran. "A master cipher to a
host of ol d | anguages."”

she said

Fel don sniled. "Indeed. If only the nessage it bore was not
so grim"

Loran raised an eyebrow. "And it is?"

Fel don | eaned forward over the bowl. "I don't have all of it,

but I think I have npbst of it. It's called a sylex, and it's from
ol goth, as | said. Wiether Golgoth is a land, a king, or its

maker, | have no idea. It is supposed to herald the end of the
worl d." Loran | ooked at Fel don and sai d not hi ng.
Fel don shook his head. "I know what you're thinking. Mimery

and claptrap. That's one reason | didn't bring it forward to the
others. Drafna thinks I'mgoing to start hanging strands of
burni ng i ncense and spi nning prayer wheels any day now. But
listen to the translation of the archaic Fallaji: 'Wpe the | and
clear. Bring the ending. Topple the enpires to bring a fresh



start.' And this: 'Call the end, fill with nenories of the |and.'
Sounds pretty dense.”

"Fill with menories,"” said Loran. "Sounds |ike something out
of charlatan's patter. A d magics that require the whisper of a
dyi ng sun and the snmile of a cat. And wasn't there an old Fallaji
| egend of a city in a bottle, which survived when the rest of the
worl d was to be destroyed?" Feldon | ooked up. "You don't believe

it then?" Loran shook her head. "I think this is a wondrous find,

which will unlock many other nysteries for us. Perhaps it carries

some warning of an ancient time. But no, | don't believe it."
"Touch it," said Feldon, |eaning away fromthe bow. "Go

ahead, touch it."

Loran reached out and grasped the side of the bow. There was
an instant feeling of disquiet, as if the sun had suddenly passed
behind a cloud, |eaving her in shadow. She | ooked up, and the
entire room seened to have dimed. CQut of that di mess, she
t hought she heard a cry, the plaintive [anment of a young child,

t hough so faint that it was al nost bel ow her ability to discern

She rel eased the bow's edge, and the world returned to
normal . The sun passed from behind the cloud, and the child' s cry
was gone entirely.

"You felt it too," said Feldon

Loran nodded and sat down opposite Fel don, the syl ex between
them "There is sonething here."

"Somet hing we don't understand yet,'
war ni ng? O a weapon?"

"But what does it nmean?" asked Loran. "Fill with nenories?"

"Has Hurkyl taught you any of her neditative techniques?"

i nqui red Fel don.

"She's taught the archimandrite, who's passed a bit on to
me," said Loran. "But there are a nunber of neditative techniques
used by scholars to focus attention and concentration, ranging
fromthe song-snmths of Sumifa to-"

Fel don interrupted her with a hasty wave of the hand. "But
Hurkyl , our silent conpatriot, what of her neditations?"

"The archimandrite said 'she sits in the norning and thinks
of her home in Lat-Nam of the azure-col ored waves, white with
froth, suspended over the shore before crashing down.' | think it
calns her to think of hone," said Loran. "Wiile it is fresh in
her mind, it keeps her fromneeding to return to her island."

"Anyt hi ng el se?" asked Fel don

Loran shrugged. "There have been sone interesting incidents,"
she said. "The archinmandrite mentions that after her meditating
sessions, Hurkyl's quarters become neater. The books are shel ved
in their proper order, and her styli are back in their case. No
one renmenbers putting them away, of course.™

"You believe that?" said the bear of a man gruffly.

"I think we need to research the matter further," returned
Loran "If it were anyone el se but Hurkyl, Drafna would be
shouting fromthe parapets that it was all bunk and hokum "

"Yes," nodded Fel don. "But have you tried the techniques?
Have you t hought about your honel and?"

said Feldon. "Is it a

Loran shrugged again. "I don't really want to think about
Argive at the nonent or what is happening there."

"Yes, | suppose so," said the bearish scholar. "I'"mgoing to
have to learn that technique, | suppose. Sounds like it m ght be
akin to filling sonething with nenories of the land."

Loran did not answer but |ooked at the bow . She reached out
for a nonment but did not touch it again.
Fel don said, "If it is a weapon, is it one the brothers could



use?"

Loran shook her head. "I don't think so. There is no
mechani sm here, no set of weights and cabl es, no obvious source
of its power. Al there is is a warning and the bad feeling that
surrounds it."

Fel don nodded. "lI agree. And yet why do | feel so loathe to
tell the others about it?"

Loran concurred with the feeling. "Tell the archimandrite at
| east,"” she said. "And make a parchnment rubbing of the interior
The translations within will prove invaluable to our work. Then
put it in a safe place, secure fromany woul d-be thieves. Just in
case it is what it says it is."

Fel don nodded again, but his eyes were on the sylex. "It's a
little tenpting, though, isn't it? Wping everything clear and
starting agai n?"

Loran rose and paused at the door. "Yes," she said, "but your
gl aciers would probably melt. And then what woul d study?"

Fel don all owed hinself a weak smile. "You speak the voice of
reason. No matter how bad things are now between M shra and
What si snane, it hasn't gotten all that bad yet."

Loran smiled as well and left Feldon to his studies. Cutside
the room in the curved hallway, she touched the hand that had
held the bow. It was nunb, and feeling was only now starting to
return to it. She flexed her fingers and tried to will the nerves
to respond.

Loran shook her head. It hadn't gotten all that bad.

Yet .

Chapter 25
RACK

Tawnos was in chains. A set of nanacles bound his wists no
nore than a foot apart, and a second set sinmilarly constrained
hi s ankl es. The chai ns of the manacles were gat hered together at
hi s m dsecti on where another, |onger chain secured the entire
collection to a large iron ring in the floor. He could not stand
up fully, nuch | ess nove confortably.

Not that there was much roomto nove in or places to go if he
could. The roomwas wi thout furniture save for a single stool. A
grate above allowed in some diffuse light on an irregular
schedul e, and another grate in the floor carried away waste. A
single iron door with a shutter was set along one wall. A human
skull leered in the corner, the remains of a previous occupant.

O her than that, nothing. Nothing but himand his chains

A pity, really, thought Tawnos, because the war had been
going so well up to that point.

M shra had spread hinself too thin, and the conbi ned ki ngdons
of Argive and Korlis took advantage of the weakness. M shra
managed to hold the northern passes well enough, but the defenses
into Yotia were threadbare at best. Raiding fromthe conbi ned
ki ngdoms intensified, until finally a group of Korlisian
vol unteers were trapped in Yotia and nmassacred.

The Martyrs of Korlis were noteworthy for both their youth
and the fact that they were not in the pay of anyone el se.
Instead they were true patriots of their nation, the sons and
daught ers of merchant lords. Their slaughter electrified the
southern of the two united countries, and demands rang out to the
conbi ned king to take action imredi ately.

It had happened as Tawnos had predicted, before U za was
ready, but | ater than Tawnos hinmsel f had anticipated. The Lord



Protector had sufficient manpower to throw his machi nery south

wi t hout seriously depleting the northern passes. Wth nost of

M shra's forces heading west to Sarinth, no one expected a strike
agai nst Argive.

There were strikes, of course, but they were badly planned
and hastily launched and dealt with by the forces at hand.
Instead, a full army of Argivians and newy patriotic Korlisians
headed south and west, backed by ornithopters, Yotian soldiers, a
variety of avengers, including the new sentinel nodel
triskelions, and a four-part flying creature called a tetravus.
The | egions spilled over the borders and into occupied Yoti a.

The Fall aji garrisons were not enough to hold the borders but
sufficient to offer nore than token resistance and prevent a
qui ck campaign. The Fallaji began a regular retreat over the next
year, w thdrawi ng fromone province to strike in another. They
burned the territories to which they never intended to return

By the fall of the first year the areas south of the w eckage
of Kroog were freed fromFallaji rulership, if not their raids.
This included Jorilin and the other coastal cities. By the end of
next year, the Fallaji had been driven fromnost of Yotia with
t he exception of the trans-Mardun provinces and the Sword
Marches. Seven eneny dragon engi nes had been destroyed in the
process in pitched battles that tested Urza's machines to the
ut nost .

The [ and was wecked by the despoiling Fallaji and the wars
of liberation, but it was retaken at last. Tawnos rode at the
head of the army through the streets of recovered towns to
cheers. To hard eyes as well, fromthose who had suffered under
the Fallaji and wondered what their former queen was doing, safe
and secure in Penregon

They got their answer soon enough. Yotia was incorporated
into the conbi ned ki ngdons of Korlis and Argive, w thout so rnuch
as asking the newWy freed people. The queen would not return, and
Yotia woul d be a vassal state for the unified kingdons. After
nore than ten years of war, Yotia had traded one master for
anot her.

Tawnos understood this at the time. He knew it was the only
way to convince the Argivian nobles and Korlisian nmerchant | ords
to help mend the shattered | andscape and feed a popul ati on whose
fields had been burned by the retreating Fallaji. But the part of
himthat was Yotian did not like it, and it was clear others felt
t he sanme way.

There was a similar reaction to the Lord Protector's next
deci sion. The people assumed that Urza would clear out the rest
of the provinces, restoring a conmplete Yotia. |Instead he eschewed
retaking the Swmord Marches of his father-in-law. The arny massed
for an assault across the Mardun, making for Tomakul itself.

The Yotians nuttered and tal ked about the Korlis merchants,
and how the Korlisians lusted to regain their protected trade
routes to beyond Tomakul . Tawnos knew better-M shra had
apparently made Tomakul his base of operations, and Urza was
com ng for his brother

The procedure was slow, mnethodical, and utterly relentless.
The advance was held to thirty niles a day, though some of the
aut omatons could travel further than that. At every night's stop
one of Urza's towers was erected, fitted with great mrrors and
signal fires to communicate with its nei ghbors. A permanent
garrison was stationed of nen and nachi nes, and the remai nder
pressed on.

As they pressed westward the resistance stiffened, and nore



manpower was called for. Fromhis headquarters in Penregon, U za
was finally forced to weaken the passes in order to supply the
main assault. In addition the Lord Protector hired nercenary
units, prom sing plunder when Tomakul fell. The Korlisians were
nervous about the decision to offer Tomakul to the sword, but
since nost of the mercenaries were theirs, they abided by it.

By this tinme Tawnos was | eading the arnmy westward, though
officially in a capacity advisory to General Sharanman. Tawnos
knew t he strengths and weakness of his machines, and the genera
trusted Tawnos's judgnment sufficiently to translate the Master
Schol ar's advice into orders. They were within sight of the great
gol den dones of Tonmakul when everything fell apart.

Fallaji Cavalry had struck along the |length of the supply
line throughout the march and on several occasions had taken a
tower, forcing part of the army to double back to re-establish
their lines of comunications. At first the attacks had been
sporadi c, but now they were al nost continual. |ndeed Tawnos
bl amed their defeat in part on the regular nature of those
attacks. The Argivians had been imured to the continual raiding,
and as a result they didn't realize the nature of the assaults
had changed.

Tawnos al so bl aned the defeat on | ack of adequate
information. Sarinth's capital had fallen as they pressed west,
after years of siege, and no one told the Argivian force. Mst of
the Sarinthian countryside was still in revolt, but the nation's
great walled city had finally fallen and troops previously tied
down in siege were now fl oodi ng south, bearing down on Tawnos's
col um.

Urza had taken too long to arrive at Tomakul, and M shra now
had the opportunity to respond in force.

First were the dragon engi nes. Mshra had | ashed together at
| east a dozen, nost of those clanking imtations, plus two of the
ones that had | evel ed Kroog. These noved |ike panthers and struck
wi t hout nercy. There was al so a new type, one that could fly, and
it scattered the ornithopters Iike sparrows before a hawk.

Then there were the transnogrants: zonbielike beings that had
once been nen but now were shanbling engi nes of destruction
These bunched up agai nst their assailants, and Tawnos's cl ay
statues were slaughtered in droves. The transmogrants had been
taught to pull the clay fromthe statues' forms, like ants
cl eaning a carcass. The anorphous clay had not the chance to
regather itself.

Neither did the Argivian arny. Fromits position farthest
forward, it was driven back to post after post: retreating,
fighting, then retreating again. Wrd arrived that new Korlisian
nmercenaries were coning up the line, bringing with themthe
nmechani cal garrisons fromthe previous towers.

The reinforcenments never materialized. Instead the retreating
Argivian forces found one of the towers in the hands of Mshra's
caval ry, who had flanked the Iine of march and now bore down on
the remains of Sharaman's force with Uza's own autonatons.

The field was covered in blood and resounded with the screans
of the valiant and the dying. Tawnos held his own for a short
whi l e, surrounded by a pair of his clay statues. He formed one
i sl and of an archipel ago of Argivian defenders, ringed by Fallaji
swordsnen and unliving opponents. The sky bel onged to flying
engi nes of destruction

Then there was an expl osi on and darkness.

He woke in the dark of the pit. He had been bruised badly,
particularly around the face, but was otherw se unharned. He had



now been consci ous several days, by his own count, and except for
an un-speaki ng guard who sl apped a bowl of gruel-thin porridge
before him there had been no visitors.

There was a soft clicking noise as the shutter to the iron
door slid open. A flash of dark eyes sparkled on the other side,
and it slid back.

Then the door was open, Tawnos wi nced at the brightness.
Several figures stood in the doorway, silhouettes against the
i ght beyond them

The forenost strode into the cell and renoved her gl oves. She
wor e spi ked ar nor.

"Hell o, Duck," said Ashnod. "I hope you' ve enjoyed your
quarters. It's not rmuch, but it's better than you deserve."

* * k* K %

"It's called an oubliette," she said as two guards brought in
furniture. "It's apparently an old Fallaji tradition from back
when they took prisoners on a regular basis. Adinmy lit cell
perfect for maki ng personal enemnies di sappear. Tomakul is
tunneled with them W had to clear sone of the bones out of this
one so we could put you here. The skull was left as a reni nder
Its owner starved here, ignored by the guards and abandoned by
her captors.”

The guards brought in a heavy chair with thick pillows for
paddi ng. Ashnod set herself gently down on the pillows. The
guards placed a small table before her. The table had claw i ke
| egs that gripped the rough stone floor. Ashnod tried to shake
the table, and when it did not nove she nodded her approval.

The table was fitted with a single manacle. One of Tawnos's
hands, the right one, was freed of his wist cuff and forced at
dagger point through the tabl e-nounted nanacl e, pal mupward. The
guards fastened the cuff shut with iron pins, and two of them
[eft. One renmined.

"There are those anong the Fallaji who want you dead," said
Ashnod. "They are, fortunately, outnunbered by the ones who want
you to suffer a long time first."

She pulled fromher bag a circul ar device |ooking like a flat
plate, to which an odd set of struts and wires had been attached.
She slid the plate forward beneath Tawnos's right hand. The
remai ni ng guard pl aced the dagger's edge agai nst Tawnos's throat
as Ashnod attached small clanps to each of his fingertips. The
cl anps drew bl ood as they pricked his flesh

Tawnos waited until the dagger had been w thdrawn from his
neck, then said, "And which group do you represent?" His |lips
felt like lunps fromthe earlier, unknown, beating.

"As always, | represent myself," the red-haired wonan said,
throwi ng a kni fe-edge switch before her.

Tawnos convul sed as a charge of energy passed up his hand and
into his body. He nearly fell fromhis stool, but his hand was
firmy manacled to the table, and the table was firmy set on the
floor. He twisted and turned as the current ran through his body.

Ashnod tripped open the switch. "It works," she said. Tawnos
gasped, "What... is ... ?"

Ashnod replied, "The Fallaji have a nunber of traditiona
tortures: rack, thunbscrew, and garrote, M shra had worked his
own version of the rack, years ago, designed to cause maxi mum
di sconfort for mnimumeffort. This"-she patted the device that

had ensnared his hand-"is a snaller version of my own rack. Like
it?"



"Love it,"’
just kill me?"

"That's one option," said Ashnod. "One | don't want to be
forced into."

"Ashnod, " said Tawnos, "when you were our prisoner, we
treated you well."

"Here's a hint, Duck," said Ashnod. "By Fallaji standards
this is being treated well. Mst of your conpatriots have been
killed. Mshra doesn't even trust Yotian slaves anynore. He
thinks Urza can read their mnds at a distance. Mshra wanted to
deliver your head, pickled, to Moma Duck Urza. | tal ked hi mout
of it; said you had know edge we coul d use."

"I won't tell you anything," spat Tawnos.

"I know," said Ashnod calmy. "But it was either this or the
pickling jar."

"Way tell ne this?" grow ed Tawnos. "In the hopes I'Il tel
you sonet hi ng useful ?"

"In part," said Ashnod.

"And with your friend listening?" asked Tawnos. Ashnod shook
her head. "Understanding Argivian is considered to be a bl ack
mark in the Fallaji armed forces these days. Watch." she turned
to the guard and said clearly, "I turned your father into a
transnmogrant. And your grandfather and your brother too. Because
they were insufficient bedmates." The guard sai d not hi ng.

Ashnod turned back. "See? If | said the same thing in
Fallaji, he'd be after nmy blood." She turned to the guard and
barked out a command in the desert |anguage. The guard started to
protest in the sanme tongue, and Ashnod shouted at him again. The

gasped Tawnos. "Fits you perfectly. Why don't you

guard hesitated, glowered at Tawnos, then left the cell. The door
swung shut behind him The shutter opened briefly, then closed.
"Now you have to do ne a favor," said Ashnod. "I'm at your
di sposal ," said Tawnos bitterly. "My back is to the door," she
said. "And | figure our guards will be checking regularly on ny
progress with you. So when the shutter opens, give ne the high
sign and I'lIl give you a little dose.™

"Whay would | do that?" said Tawnos.

"Because if you don't, I'll have to zap you randomy just to

keep up appearances," she said, and threw the knife-switch again.
Tawnos' s body stiffened as the charge roared up his arm "The
secret word is '"traitor,' okay?"

"Easy to renmenber," said Tawnos. "Just stop doing that."

"Ch conme on," said Ashnod with a snile. "This is nothing
close to a lethal dose for a man your size and age. Trust ne, |
know. "

"I believe you," said Tawnos. "Those transnogrants, the
zonbi e nen. They are yours, aren't they?"

"What do you think?" she said, smling.

"They're horrible," said Tawnos.

Ashnod's smile flickered for just a nonent, and when it
returned there was a forced feeling about it. "I thought you
woul d under stand, of anyone."

"They were once living nen," hissed Tawnos.

"Enphasi s on once," returned Ashnod. "They were crim nals,
sl aves, prisoners; people they were going to kill and | eave out
for the vultures anyway! | found a use for them™

"Traitor!" snapped Tawnos qui ckly.

Ashnod threw the switch, and another bolt of energy bl asted
t hrough Tawnos's arm and shoulder. It seened to himthat she left
the switch closed for slightly I onger than she needed to. Wen
Tawnos recovered, she continued.



"The desert has only two resources. The Thran relics are one,
and M shra has gone as far as he can with them The other is
peopl e. They're a resource too."

Tawnos sai d not hi ng.

"I"'mnot afraid to get ny hands dirty," said Ashnod.

"Or bloody," added Tawnos angrily.

Her hand hovered over the switch, then pulled back. "W don't
have all the wealth of the eastern nations," she said
defensively. "W have to make do with what we have."

"You don't take care of what you have," said Tawnos. Wen
Ashnod | ooked at him confused, he said, "You' ve stripped Yotia
to the ground. "

Ashnod's eyes lowered. "Yes. That. | argued agai nst that,
too, but Mshra overruled me there. That ever happen with Urza?"

Tawnos hesitated for a nonment, then nodded. "Mrre often than
I want to think about. Why was it a bad idea?"

"Didn't | just agree with you?" asked Ashnod.

"Yes," said Tawnos, "but | probably won't |ike your reason
why. "

"Because it's a waste of resources," said Ashnod. "O
mat eri al and nanpower we mi ght have held and used later."

"Thought as much," said Tawnos. "Traitor."

Anot her flip of the switch, though this one was not as |ong
as previous. Neverthel ess, Tawnos was sure that his heart had
stamered in its beating in the mddle of the jolt.

"But you were overruled," continued Tawnos, when he could
breat h agai n.

"Uh- huh, " said Ashnod. "M shra's been putting di stance
between the two of us for years now. He wants mny transnogrants,
nmy battle arnmor, and ny other creations, but he doesn't want to
be seen as depending on ne. It's a sign of weakness anong the
Fallaji, and even after all these years he depends on their
support."

"The other chieftains," said Tawnos, guessing whom she neant.

"And others," returned Ashnod. "He has an aide fromway back
who's like his second shadow. And then there's the G xi ans. They
woul d just love to go pawi ng through ny notes.”

"G xi ans?" inquired Tawnos. "The Brotherhood of G x? Machi ne
wor shi per s?"

"Yeah," grunted Ashnod. "Nasty little creatures.”

"They're in the Argivian court as well," said Tawnos. "Your

spi es?"

Ashnod shrugged. "Don't know. They may be pl ayi ng both sides
agai nst the center. | don't trust them"

"Nor 1," agreed Tawnos. "Less now that | know they're working
with Uza's brother as well. Traitors."

Anot her throw of the knife-switch, and Tawnos yel ped. Finally
he said, "I don't knowif | can take nuch nore of this."

"Agreed," said Ashnod. "And we' ve spent |ong enough for ne to
claimyou'll be a very hard nut to crack. Loyal unto death to
Mommae Duck Urza and all that."”

"So they will kill me, now, " spat Tawnos. "Was that what al

this was? One | ast chance to taunt ne?"

"One |l ast chance to see if you're as smart as | am" said
Ashnod, sharply, "and one nore chance to enbarrass the others on
whom M shra depends so heavily. |If everything goes well, a chance
to have you owe ne a favor. A girl can never be owed too many
favors."

"I don't understand you," said Tawnos.

"You will," said Ashnod, "if you're as smart as | think you



are. For now, this discussion is over." She flicked the switch
shut again, and the pain radiated through Tawnos's body unti
finally the darkness swall owed him

Tawnos di d not know how | ong she kept the charge goi ng, but
by the time he recovered the guards were back in the room and he
had been freed fromthe table and its device. Hi s right hand was
a tight ball of pain as they refastened his original chains.

"But you didn't ask anything," he gasped. "About the
artifacts."”

Ashnod knelt beside himand hissed, "I don't need to ask
anyt hi ng. We have the remains of your precious artifacts. They
will tell me nore about Urza and you than a year and day of

torture would."

Then she was gone, and the roomwas in darkness again.

For a long tine he sat in the shadows, slow ng mastering his
raci ng heart and his | abored breathing. Once the shutter in the
door opened, then shut again after an unseen watcher deternined
Ashnod had not killed him

Tawnos slow y opened his hand. C enched tightly in his palm
were two of Ashnod's earrings and a spool of golden wire. The

genstones in the earrings glowed with their own internal |ight.
She wanted himto prove he was as smart as she was, he
t hought .

Tawnos al |l owed hinself a snmile, and crawl ed over to the skul
that had been left in his cell

Ashnod was sumoned to M shra's court in the palace of the
ol d Pasha of Tomakul. It was a nonth after her discussion with
Tawnos, and three days after she had filed a final report on
Tawnos's artifacts. There were definitely design conponents she
could incorporate into her own work.

She did not find Mshra at his workbench. |nstead he was
seated on the forner pasha's throne, patting his fingertips
together. Slowy.

Ashnod had been surprised by Mshra's appearance when she
first returned from Sarinth. The man had let his waistline grow,
and there were jow s beneath the silver-flecked beard. He was
decked in his desert robes, billow ng things that nade himseem
all the fatter. He had tucked into his belt the synbol of Sarinth
itself, a razor-sharp ankh.

The strain of the war was telling on him thought Ashnod. He
had been afraid of his brother's response for years, and when it
finally came, he beat it back. Now he was afraid of the next
assaul t.

Besi de the throne and slightly behind it was Hajar, trusty
and silent as ever. On the other side was one of the G xians, a
repul sive priest with a hunchback and m smat ched eyes.

Ashnod knelt, then rose to hear Mshra's words.

"Tawnos escaped his dungeon cell five nights ago,’
quietly.

Ashnod frowned. "Why was | not infornmed?" she said hotly.
"Has he been found?"

"Not yet," said Mshra.

"And no one told me?" snapped Ashnod. "I mi ght have aided the
pursuit."” . "Or hindered it," said the G xian

Ashnod gave the priest a ook that clearly showed she was
sizing himup for the transnmogrant tank. "Wat do you mean?"

M shra answered instead. "An accusation has been nmade about
your involvement in this matter."

"My ..." said Ashnod, letting her voice trail off in
astoni shment. "Who makes such wild accusations?"

he said



M shra said nothing, but the G xian priest laughed. It was a
nervous, clicking chuckle.

"You did nmeet with the escaped prisoner,"'
finally.

"Once!" said Ashnod hotly. "Al nost a nonth ago! On your
orders! To ascertain whether he would break under the rack. |
qui ckly determ ned that he would not and left himthere to rot.
It was there in ny report."

"Of course," said Mshra snoothly, waving aside her commrent
and the report. "The fact of the matter is, Tawnos made his
escape by neans of a device simlar to your own staff.”

"Pardon?" Ashnod wondered if she was acting sufficiently
surprised by the news.

"A device that weakened his guard," continued Mshra. "A
device that allowed himto i mmobilize a patrol that had al npst
snared him A device simlar to that which you used agai nst ne
once before, at the walls of Zegon."

"That proves nothing," said Ashnod, then took a deep breath.
"I was relieved of my own staff when | was captured in Kroog.
Tawnos coul d have examined it then and prepared hinself for the
eventuality of capture. It is not ny fault if your guards did not
search himsufficiently."

"And your conversation," said Mshra, ignoring her words.
"Very unusual interrogation technique."

"My net hods have been suited to your needs before," said
Ashnod, but she felt a cold chill run down her back. Had one of
t he guards been able to understand then?

As if reading her mnd Mshra said, "Wile the guards spoke
only Fallaji, to prevent themfrom conmunicating with the
prisoner, they did have fairly good nmenories. Their recitation of
the words proved interesting. They did not understand any of the
words, so the translation was garbled, but they paid special
attention whenever you nentioned my nane."

said M shra

The cold chill became a winter blast. Ashnod said, "If you do
not trust ne, Master, next tine send al ong a guard who speaks the
prisoner's | anguage. | am sure there were m stakes in what they

heard and reported to you."

"I would be inclined to believe you," said Mshra, "were it
not for one |last piece of evidence. Priest, if you pl ease?"

The G xi an chuckl ed and held out his hand. In his palmwere
the setting to a pair of earrings. The genstones had been
renoved.

"Found themin the sewers beneath the cell,’
with a giggle.

"Amazi ng what people lose," said Ashnod col dly.

"I ndeed," said Mshra, |ooking over Ashnod's shoul der now.
"They look simlar to a set |'ve seen you wear. Except those are
now m ssing. And these are missing the power stones that woul d
have been at their centers.”

Ashnod opened her mouth and shut it. Mshra's nmind had been
made up before Ashnod arrived at the door, and he'd paid not the
slightest heed to anything she had said. Even were she innocent
of the accusations, the circunstances damed her

And she was not innocent.

"Mlord," she said, switching tactics, "were you aware there
are menbers of the Brotherhood of Gx in Uza s court?"

M shra's face was calm but there was the barest twitch of
his lips at the nention of his brother's nane. |Instead he said,
"You know that fromyour interrogation of ny brother's student?"

"Yes," said Ashnod.

said the priest,



"Was that in your original report of the interrogation?"
asked M shra, his eyes narrow ng.

Ashnod realized her mstake. While claimng her honesty and
i nnocence, she had reveal ed there were things she had not
reported. She kept her face enotionless and said, "I did not want
to make wild accusations"-she nodded at the priest-"w thout
pr oof . "

"And do you have proof?" said M shra.

"I was waiting for confirmation from other sources," said
Ashnod, "but thought you had best know of it now "

"I know of it," said Mshra, "because the good priest here
has informed ne of the situation. Which you had not. You' ve nade
their case for them"

Ashnod grasped at straws. "Surely | amnot to be singled out
because a prisoner escapes.”

"You are not," said Mshra shortly.

"There are the guards,"” said Ashnod.

"They are already dead," said Mshra, "at ny comand."

Ashnod paused for a monent. "l see. And ny fate?"

She | ooked at M shra and thought she saw his face soften, but
only for an instant. "You are banished."

"Most Revered One, |-" started Ashnod.

"Bani shed, " said Mshra, slightly |ouder. The priest giggled
and rubbed his hands together. Yes, Ashnod thought bitterly, the
G xians had their paws in this fromstart to finish

"Urza would not treat his apprentice so shabbily," said
Ashnod hotly.

As soon as the words left her lips she knew they were a
nm stake. Mshra's face burst into an enotional storm "What ny
brot her would or would not do is no concern of yours!" he
t hundered. Ashnod felt the force of the words |ike hanmer bl ows.

M shra | eaned back in his chair. The nomentary storm had

abated, but the fire was still in his eyes. "You are bani shed
fromthis court and fromthe Fallaji enpire. Leave now If you
are found anywhere within ny |ands after sunup, you will be put

to death. Slowy. Am 1 clear?"

Ashnod | ooked into Mshra's face, then nodded. "As gl ass,"
she said. She bowed | ow and retreated fromthe throne room

She stormed through the halls, nmaking for her quarters. No,
she realized, the rest of the brotherhood was al ready there,
goi ng through - her notes and books, stripping her |ab of her
personal discoveries, |ooting her possessions. They would |ike
not hing better than to delay her, then to claim M shra's order as
a chance to get rid of her once and for all

I nstead she went to the stables and took her favorite horse,
t he bl ack charger that had carried her fromthe battlefield in
Korlis. She took only the clothes on her back and the know edge
in her mind. That would have to be enough

She rode out of the pasha's royal conplex and reined the
horse in. The street |led east and west. East to Argive, a road
nost |ikely watched, or west to the unknown.

She pulled the horse's reins and began the long trek to the
west, to Terisia City and the | ands outside either of the
brot hers' control

The guard at the gate noted her decision and inforned the
priest of G x who had asked himto keep an eye out. The priest
reported to his superior, who whispered it to Mshra. Mshra
nmerel y nodded and began to plan the next canpai gn of his glorious

enpire.



Chapter 26
CLOCKWORKS

Tawnos al nost nade it to the border before the mak fawa
caught up with him

He had al nost expected it. He had been extrenely |ucky so
far, and he knew that |uck would run out sonetine.

After his escape he had cut north and east across the desert,
maki ng for the passes of Argive instead of follow ng the route of
ruined towers back to Yotia. That had shaken the inmediate
pursuers. He spent sone tine among the Sarinthian refugees on the
shores of the Mardun but travel ed nostly al one and at night. He
rode by the soft light of the Mst Mon when he could and by the
erratic sputtering of the Ainmmer Moon if its larger sibling was
not in the sky. Neither nobon had been al oft the previous evening,
and, close to his goal, Tawnos decided to risk traveling by day.

He had al nost lost his horse and his life to one of Mshra's
inventions earlier in the day. The creation was sone sort of
reactive device, simlar to Uza's sentinels. In this case, the
device lay beneath the sands, waiting for a trespasser

As Tawnos rode through the device's domain, the sand around
hi m began to chum |ike water conming to a boil. Tawnos tried to
reign in the beast, but the horse bolted, taking the scholar with
it.

He was | ucky again. Had he stayed Tawnos woul d have been
trapped. Metallic coils and sawtoothed arns erupted fromthe
sands, flailing blindly in all directions, A rasping shriek rent
the sky fromthe ground-shattering creature. Far off in the
di stance behi nd Tawnos canme an answering scream

Tawnos clung the horse's mane, |ooking behind himas they
fled.

The coils and arns twitched briefly, then slowy pulled
t hensel ves back into their sandy pit, covering thenmsel ves as they
retracted. In another monent the ground was as it had been
bef ore.

Tawnos felt a cold trickle of sweat run down his back. If the
device had nerely attacked, he would only have had to avoid it or
outrun it. But it had signaled that it had been tripped, and
somet hing further back had answered the scream

Tawnos dug his heels into the horse's flanks and rode hard
for the passes, hoping not to neet any other hidden traps en
route.

He | ooked back once to see a cloud of dust on the horizon.
Pursuit. Tawnos pushed the horse harder, but when he | ooked back
again there was already a dark dot at the base of the cloud,
ripping up the desert as it passed.

A dragon engi ne. The land was rising now, and small, stringy
shrubs dotted the rock outcroppings. Tawnos thought about hiding,
but instead he chose to nake for the pass. Myst of the dragon
engi nes were | arge, clunsy beasts and woul d have trouble
negoti ating the rocks easily.

He | ooked back a third tine and coul d make out the details of
the dragon engine's form It was one of the recent ones, and
though it was a snoother, sleeker creation than the earlier
M shra- manuf act ured nodels, it still did not conpare to the
nmonstrosities that had | evel ed Kroog. Even at a great distance,
Tawnos coul d see the beast's head |urch back and forth |ike that
of a spastic insect.

Tawnos smiled, but the smile died as great w ngs sprouted
fromthe creature's back. They unfurled in the afternoon sun and



began to beat as the engine charged forward. The cloud of dust
di sappeared as the mechanical creature sailed al oft.

Tawnos cursed and jabbed the flanks of his nmount hard,
spurring it to a full gallop.

He woul d not nmake it, he thought. Flying dragon engi nes had
destroyed nost of his air support at Tonakul. There was not hi ng
in the Argivian arsenal that could stand up to them

For a monent Tawnos consi dered abandoni ng his horse and
hi di ng, but instead he pressed on. If he could reach the narrow
passage at the begi nning of the pass, he might be able to find an
Ar gi vi an out post before the dragon found him

He al nost nade it.

Tawnos did not see it, but he could feel the pressure of the
air as the beast dived above him There was a roaring, and heat
scorched his back

The horse screaned and stunbled, jolting himfrom his saddl e.
Tawnos di ved forward, arnms swung before his face to protect
hi nsel f. He managed to twi st and | and on a shoul der, but the
force of the blowrolled himto one side of the rocky
out cr oppi ng.

The Chi ef Schol ar gagged on the snoke rising fromhis burning
horse. It was still alive and thrashed in agony as its flesh
bur ned away.

Tawnos felt pity for the horse, but the objective part of his
m nd al so noted that the dragon engi ne had breathed sonme sort of
flam ng jelly, a substance that was not extingui shed even as the
horse convul sed in the dirt. Something newto worry about, he
t hought .

Tawnos | ooked up and saw that the dragon engi ne was above
him pulling up for another swooping dive. There was little cover
that the flanming liquid could not breach, and the scholar had no
doubt that the engi ne had sensed his noverment and was comni ng back
to finish the job.

That was when the netal -wi nged birds appeared. They were |ike
a cloud of insects that rose fromthe east and swarmed the great
engine. At first Tawnos thought they were real birds that had
somehow been driven into battle. Now he saw they were snall
constructs, each no |arger than a nan. They swooped and di ved
around the larger engine like sparrows harrow ng a hawk.

The dragon engi ne craned its neck back and struck agai nst one
of the smaller w nged machines. The avian ninbly darted away,
war ned of the assault by the change in air pressure caused by the
dragon's novenents

Though wracked wi th pain, Tawnos snil ed. He knew what the
bird artifacts were and who had built them And from whomthe
bui |l der had gotten the original idea.

The bird nachi nes dived and darted around the dragon engi ne.
The engi ne managed to remain al oft, but the avians were faster
than its snapping jaws. It breathed its ignited fluid, but that
only brought down a single opponent. The remnmi nder flocked around
it, and, beating its wings frantically, the dragon engi ne | ost
al titude.

The bird nachi nes had razor-sharp beaks and tore the outer
housi ng of the dragon engi ne away. There were several holes
already in the nak fawa's back, bored in concentrated attacks
fromthe snaller machines.

Tawnos watched as a small bird nachine flew into one such
tear in the engine's fusel age, near the joint where the dragon
engine's wing strut net the body. There was a skittering,
crunchi ng noi se, and then a small explosion. The wing folded in



on itself, trying to retract back into the body. The dragon
shrieked in alnost living pain and pitched to the left.

It plunmeted to the ground, its one good wing still trying to
scoop the air beneath it.

Tawnos crouched as the dragon engi ne struck the ground two
hundred yards west of him Even at this distance he could fee
the heat of the explosion as its liquefied tanks of fire ruptured
and the entire creature went up in an incandescent ball of flane.
Tawnos shielded his eyes fromthe flame, and when he coul d | ook
agai n, nothing remai ned but a burned out shell of netal ribs. If
t he engi ne had been operated by crewnen, they were dead.

The netal birds swooped and regathered in a flock, a chaotic
conbi ni ng and reconbining of individuals in different flight
patterns. Then they organi zed thenselves into a V-shaped
formati on and wi nged eastward toward the pass.

Tawnos |inped al ong behind them naking for Argivian
territories.

* * k* K %

"d ockwork Avians," said Urza, setting down his favorite
chalice. "And yes, they were based on your toy for young Harbin."

"I had assunmed as nuch," replied Tawnos, settling down in one
of the overstuffed chairs that now donminated Urza's reception
hall. H s wounded armwas in a sling, but the Master Schol ar was
ot herw se unhar ned.

Urza |owered hinmself into the opposite chair. The Lord High
Artificer's hair was pure white now, and the lines around his
face were deeper. Tawnos was sure Urza had | ost weight since he
| ast saw him and he knew the ol der man now used spectacles wth
which to read. Despite hinself, Tawnos reached up and ran his
fingers through his own hair. It was starting to thin in the
back.

"After you were ... captured," said Uza, "I sat down with
Harbi n and went over all your old toys. He knew in what order you
had built them and kept themin good working condition. There
were some bits of brilliance anobng them you know. "

"Mostly ideas and fancies that did not seemto have inmedi ate

use," said Tawnos.

"Indeed,"” said Uza, with a wy smle. "Wll, the avians had
an i mredi ate use. Those flying dragon engi nes were bad enough
and when they started breathing this liquid fire ..." He held up

hi s hands. "W were hard-pressed by your absence. W thought you
dead. "

"I wasn't,'
hand.

"I"'mglad you weren't," said Urza, and Tawnos saw the ol der
man meant it. He could inmagine Uza at the drawing table, turning
over and over in his hands one of Harbin's toys that his son had
out grown, shoving aside the nmenories of their work together in
order to unlock the design secrets of Tawnos's creations.

The nonent passed, and Urza cleared his throat. "The avians
were a gods-send. They were sinple, cheap to produce, and easy to
target against Mshra's |arger machines. One of the enem es of
this war is distance. By the tinme any weapon noves fromthe front
to somewhere it can actually do damage, a counterweapon has been
created and depl oyed. The cl ockwork avi ans have given us a chance
agai nst the flying dragon engines, but by the time we had
regrouped to nake anot her assault, M shra had a new guardi an on
hi s borders."

said Tawnos. "Not quite." He flexed his right



"The ground-breakers," said Tawnos. "I net one the sane day |
was attacked by the dragon engine."

"Nasty," agreed Uza. "They slow the arnmy down, which gives
my brother still nore tine to prepare a counterattack."

"What was the liquid fire?" asked Tawnos. "The substance the
dragon engi ne breathed."

"Anot her new devel opnent," said U za, "apparently out of
Sarinth. There are deposits of oil and thicker, nore viscous
fluids that bubble out of the ground there. My brother has found
a way to break down that liquid to its conmponent parts, and one

of those parts is highly flammble, |ike goblin powder. It al npst
destroyed the army before we got the avians in the air." He
paused for a noment. "W still hold Yotia."

"And the passes in Argive and Korlis," said Tawnos.

"But we haven't been able to press forward since then,"
concluded Urza. "W're still waiting for himto make his nove. To
attack somewhere so we can react. Neither side seens to have the
power to make a mmjor push nor the tine to adequately secure the
borders. And in the neantinme, we're draining our resources at a
faster rate.”

"I noted nmore foundries on the way back to the capital,’
Tawnos.

"Mre foundries, factories, and mines," returned U za. "W
have felled nost of the forests fromKorlis and are buying neta
fromthe Sardi an dwarves. The nerchants are starting to conplain
about the anmount of gold heading north, and they are agitating
for a campai gn agai nst the dwarves thensel ves. They want us to
fold the dwarven territories into ours and their resources with
them™

"And your opinion?" asked Tawnos, thinking he should have
asked, "And your decision?" instead.

"I don't want to attack w thout good reason," said the ol der
man, "but |'d prefer to keep the dwarves at an arm s | ength. You
can't trust anyone just because they claimto distrust the
Fallaji Empire and want to be your friends. The G xians did
that."

Tawnos nodded. One of the first results of his return had
been the rounding up and inprisonment of the priests of G x. The
fact that they were advisors in Mshra's court nade nmany peopl e
in Argive very nervous and others very enbarrassed.

"The priests of G x had wheedl ed their way into the schoo
whil e you were gone; did you know that?" said U za. "And right
under Richlau's nose, too. He was redder than a setting sun when
it all cane out."

"Nice to know there was sone good fromall this," said
Tawnos.

A silence fell between the two men. Urza frowned slightly,
and ground his palns together. "I've been working on your clay
statues as well," he said at last. "I have an idea about using
that primal clay material wthout the franework. It would be nore
mal | eabl e that way."

Tawnos | ooked at his mentor. "Urza, what's troubling you?" He
knew t he ol der man wel |l enough to recognized when Urza was
tal ki ng around a subj ect.

The Lord Protector raised a hand to argue, then shook his
head and was silent for a tinme. "Harbin," he said at last. "He
wants to be an ornithopter pilot."

Tawnos nodded slightly. "W' ve tal ked. He rode out to neet

sai d

ne.
"Li ke a flash of lightning, as soon as word reached Penregon



of your return," said Uza. "Wen we first heard about the Battle
of Tomakul, and feared you dead, he wanted to run out and join an
arny unit. To avenge you, you know "

"I know, " said Tawnos sonberly.

"Hi s nmother was shattered when she thought you dead," said
Urza, shaking his head, and | ooked off into the m ddl e distance.
"When | cane back from a camnpaign, Harbin never rode out to neet
ne."

Tawnos shrugged. "I know he respects you."
"Respects, yes," Urza said irritably. "He's always so polite
and respectful. H's nother has taught himwell, there. But we

don't really talk. He knew all about the toys you nmade for him
but he has no interest in artifice beyond how it can be used.
He's bright, but that basic sense of curiosity is mssing. And he
t hi nks the world of you."

"He respects you," repeated Tawnos. "He just grew up around

ne.
"Yes," Uza let his voice trail off, as if his thoughts took
hi m somewhere el se. Then he said, "So he told you he wants to fly
an ornithopter?"

"About the second set of words out of his mouth,” said
Tawnos, "after he made sure | was still alive.”

"And you think?" Urza raised his brows.

Tawnos sighed. "He's fourteen. That's a good age to start
training. He's quick, and he's bright, as you said yourself. He'd
make a good pilot."

"H's nmother will have nme slain if | do," said U za. "She
doesn't want her son exposed to the war. She wants himsafe and
secure. He should go into governnment, she says. She's already
arranged a marriage for himwhen he's of age, you know?"

"He's told ne," said Tawnos.

"She mentioned it in one of her correspondences," said Urza,
nodding at a pile of unanswered nail. "Nice fanmly. Argivian
nobility." He ground his palnms together. "But the problemis
everyone is needed in the war. Everyone. My own factories are
operating under skeleton staffs as nore men and wonen are needed
for duty. 1've tried using goblin slaves in the workshops, but
they create as many problenms as they solve. How can | demand
everyone suffer for this accursed war, then protect the boy? But
if I don't, his nother will be heartbroken. | don't really want
to do that either.”

Tawnos | ooked at the ol der man. Urza could reason out the
smal | est detail of a device, but real life always confounded him
"I think you should let the boy take the training," said

Tawnos at | ast, phrasing his thoughts carefully.

"Well, he's made his case to you," said Urza.

"And made it well," said the fornmer apprentice. "He's smart
and has good reactions. If he's expected to eventually |ead, he'd
best start now. "

"But his nother-" began Urza.

"WIl have to accept it," finished Tawnos. "I'Il speak with
her and rem nd her that | came back in one piece." U za shook his
head. "If he's lost in battle-"

"I didn't say you should send himinto battle," said Tawnos.
Urza rai sed an eyebrow, and Tawnos continued, "Just let himtrain
to become a pilot. Then make sure that his assignnents are in
nore peaceful parts of the kingdom Don't send himto Yotia if an
assault is brewi ng, but have himrun nmessages to Korlis. Scouting
m ssions. Aerial surveys. There are nore than enough jobs for an
ornithopter pilot that do not involve direct contact with the



eneny. "

Urza | ooked at his hands. "He won't like it."

"Then he'll conplain about it," said Tawnos, "and if he cones
to you, you can point out how bad it would look if the Lord High
Artificer and Protector of the Real mused privilege to put his
own son in a conbat unit over other deserving young nen."

Urza rubbed his chin. "He'd hate that."

"Yes he would," said Tawnos. "You see, | have no desire to
see Harbin endangered. But | think shielding himfrom everything
will not help himeither."

Urza chuckl ed and hoi sted his heavy chalice. "It is good to
have you back, Tawnos. | have been | essened in your absence."

"And | in yours, Urza," said Tawnos, raising his own goblet.

But as he spoke he heard swift footfalls in the hallway outside.
Both nmen turned toward the door as the messenger arrived,
graspi ng the door frame to bring herself to a halt.

"Chi ef Scholar," said the nessenger. "Lord H gh Artificer."
She gul ped for air. "A nessage has cone fromthe spies. Mshra's
arny is on the nove."

Both men | ooked at each other. Then Urza said, "Were? Yotia?
The Passes?"

The nessenger shook her head and inhal ed deeply. "Terisia
City. He's headed west. For Terisia City."

Chapter 27
SYLEX

The ivory towers were burning.

The invaders had first swarned fromthe desert nore than a
year ago and al nost overpowered the defenders in the first wave
before the gates were closed and the great netal bolts of the
portcul li ses secured. There were thousands of them grimfaced
desert warriors and m ndl ess machines, spilling fromthe east
i ke hungry insects. They |ooted the surrounding | and, and what
they could not carry they burned. They were at the gates of
Terisia Cty within days.

They failed to take the city. The gates were shut in their
face, and Mshra's army was turned back. The next spring they
returned with a contingent of siege equipnment, battering rans,
and dragon engi nes.

Then began the siege, a slow and torturous process that
wracked the city and its people. The towers proved their worth,
for the eneny could not get close to the walls w thout suffering
withering fire fromthe spires. Each tower was in turn protected
by the city walls behind it and by the adjacent towers. The
entire city was wapped in a cocoon of stone and protected by a
bristling array of ballistas, archers, and grapeshot catapults.

A flying dragon engi ne made an attenpt to burn the city to
the ground, but as it flew overhead it disintegrated fromthe
firepower and shot brought to bear against it. There was no
second attenpt by Mshra's forces to fly over Terisia City.

Through it all there had been no clue as to the reason for
the attack. The city had attenpted to parley with the invaders,
but any attenpt to reason with themwas net with arrowshot and
swor ds.

The intervening winter bought the city time, and the | eaders
used that time to fill the city granaries, renove its innocents,
and strengthen its defenses. The Union used the interval to press
forward with its studies.

It had been enough, for the siege stretched into nonths



wi thout a sign of either side breaking. The scholars in their
ivory towers had kept one of the two nost powerful armes on the
continent at bay while they continued their own work, as they
attenpted to discover all the secrets of the third path, the path
that was neither M shra nor U za.

That path was charted by Hurkyl's neditative techniques, as
Fel don had predicted. The key lay in concentrating on the
menories of one's honeland and pulling forth the unknown energies
fromthose nenories and that |and. Hurkyl discovered the energy,
but the archinmandrite naned it, calling it mana. Loran thought at
the tine the name was m sl eadi ng, smacking as it did of old
Fallaji tales of wizards and not of science. But despite the
nane, the archimandrite had succeeding in researching and
refining this mana, had distilled it down to its base el ements.
And she turned those base el enments into a weapon agai nst the
desert warriors.

But now Hurkyl was dead, the archimandrite was m ssing, and
the city of the towers had been betrayed and occupi ed by the
Fallaji. The ivory towers were isolated, surrounded w thin and
wi t hout, and one by one they began to fall under Mshra's
concentrated assault.

The Archimandrite's Tower, one of the few that survived
intact, was in disarray. In the center of the Archinmandrite's
Hal |, Drafna bellowed at the Sumi fan guards, shouting fina
orders for a sortie. H's balding pate was barely visible over the
shoul ders of the gathered guards, but Loran knew the scholar's
shout anywhere.

Drafna stood up on a chair to be better heard, and Loran saw
the wildness in his eyes, the manic intensity that seermed to grip
the scholar like a fever since Hurkyl had perished. The passage
of time had not weakened that fire. He had been there when his
wi fe had died at the gates of the city, when the G xi ans had
betrayed t hem

They had all seen the dangers without but had ignored the rot
wi thin. The other scholars had paid scant heed to the nachi ne-
wor shi ping priests as they noved anong them saying little but
listening a great deal. The G xians had | earned nuch in Terisia
City, and the scholars often treated themas a harm ess, if
backward people. Wen the priests of the brotherhood felt they
finally knew enough, they betrayed the scholars and opened the
city gates to the eneny.

Hurkyl, ever-attentive, figured out what was happeni ng and
convinced Drafna to rally those guardsmen who renmai ned | oyal
Drafna's forces tried to press back the Fallaji assault and cl ose
the gates before the eneny could enter the city proper. But
M shra's troops were ready for the assault and had a trio of
dragon engines ready to capitalize on the treachery.

Drafna's forces were scattered at the gates, and the dragon
engi nes began to roll forward. That was when Hurkyl revealed to
the enemy the greater power the Union had gained through her
st udi es.

Loran had watched fromthe closest of the towers during the
assault, trying to bring the catapults the bear against the
advanci ng dragon engi nes without harm ng the | oyal garrisons.

Hur kyl stood at the city gate, and for a brief nmonent she was
al one before the three dragon engi nes. She | ooked |ike a frai
doll, dressed in azure, her thick black hair flying like a
pennant behi nd her. She closed her eyes and silently raised her
arnms, and around her the world began to change.

A gl ow envel oped her, a sapphire hue as blue as the seas



around the island of Lat-Nam It radiated outward, casting a new
set of shadows agai nst the ground. The hunman troops wavered under
the Iight, and the dragon engines ..

di sappeared. They were not destroyed, nor did they sinply
fail or retreat. Instead they slowy faded fromview The
surroundi ngs becane clearer and clearer until the engi nes seened
to be no nore than col ored fog.

Then they were gone, gone through the actions of one wonan.

Hur kyl staggered fromthe force of her nystic work, and
M shra's hunman forces took advantage of her weakness to press
forward. Her sapphire-blue gl ow was di med, then extingui shed
entirely beneath a wave of spearnmen. Hurkyl had defeated the
artifacts but not the warriors who acconpani ed t hem

Loran saw Drafna trying to lead a charge to where his wife
had di sappeared beneath the spearmen, trying to hack his way
t hrough the eneny to reach her, but it was too |ate. The bal d-
headed schol ar was driven back to another tower, and the city
itself fell to Mshra's forces.

The city was sacked and burned, its surviving popul ace
but chered, and its glass roofs snmashed so that not a single pane
remai ned whol e. The scholars in the towers coll apsed their
tunnels back into the city itself, sealed their w ndows agai nst
t he snmoke and the cries of the martyred, and prepared for the
worst. First one, then a second, then a third of the ivory towers
fell to the invaders, who moved in a circle around the city
itself like an apocal yptic cl ock.

There woul d be no salvation fromthe Fallaji, no |ast-mnute
rescue. Loran had received correspondence froma friend still in
Argive, nonths out of date but speaking of a rebellion anong the
dwarves of the Sardia nountains. U za would have his own hands
full, Loran realized, and there was no one el se to oppose M shra
in the west.

Nat ure brought a brief respite. A sandstorm blew up out of
the desert to the east, carrying a heavy, thick |oad of dust that
reduced visibility and halted Mshra's army entirely. Many of the
schol ars used the stormas cover to escape fromthe city itself,
taking with them what they had | earned about the new teachi ngs.
Sone said the archimandrite had fled, though others said she had
been captured by Mshra, and still others said the sandstorm was
her doi ng, as the banishing of the dragon engi nes had been
Hur kyl ' s.

Yet the stormwould not |ast forever, and with its passing
the ivory towers would again begin to fall, one after another
Those schol ars who had survived were preparing to abandon the
city entirely now. The | and beneath the towers was honeyconbed
wi th tunnels, and enough survived to allow a safe escape to the
hi nt erl ands.

Draf na bell owed anot her set of orders at the Sum fan guards
and servants, who noved with the calm relaxed deneanor wth
whi ch Sum fans did all things. Loran | ooked around but did not
see Fel don. She had been sure he would nake it to this tower, if
he coul d.

She found himin his study, staring at the Gol gothian Syl ex.
He | ooked up briefly fromthe copperish bow as she entered and

sighed. "Fill it full of nenories, and start over again," he
said. "Scrape it all clean, like a glacier."

"I'f what it says is true," said Loran. "However, | think it
woul d be as dangerous to the user as to its target."

Fel don grunted and rose. "I agree. Drafna ordered ne to fetch

every bit of artifice in the tower. He intends to lead a sortie



with the surviving guards, to fight his way all the way back to
Lat-Namif he has to. He's in a fey nobod, that one. | think he'd
be nmore happy if he died than if he nmade it out. Anyway | sent
everything el se down but this...." H's voice died as he stroked
the side of the sylex.

"Do you think it will work?" asked Loran. "That it will end
everything, as it clains?"

Fel don | ooked at her. "Do you want to find out?" he asked.

Loran | ooked at the bow for a |long nonent, her thoughts
racing.

Then she shook her head. "There's too rmuch we don't know
about this."

Fel don nodded. "Agreed. But if we do not use sonething |like
this, what should we do with it?"

"W shoul d destroy it," said Loran

"l don't know if we can," said Feldon. "It's been beneath the
sea for who knows how |l ong, and it has resisted every attenpt to
take a sliver of netal fromits side. Perhaps Hurkyl could have
done sonething to it with her mana... ." Again he let his voice
die. He | ooked at the bow for a long tinme. "I don't want to give
it to Drafna,"” he said.

"Are you afraid he'd lose it?" asked Loran.

"I"'mafraid he'll use it," corrected Fel don. "Since Hurkyl
died, he's been, well, strange. | don't think he really cares if
the rest of the world survives or not."

"Hs world died with his wife," Loran said, and Fel don nodded
in agreenent. "So take it with you yourself. W have to | eave
soon. "

"Wth ny gane leg | won't get far," said Fel don. He tapped
his cane against his twisted |linmb for effect. "I'mgoing to try
to get out, but | think I'd better be traveling light."

There was a pause, and Loran said, "You want me to take it.
That's where this is going."

Fel don gave a bearlike shrug. "You're leaving as well, either
by the tunnels or with Drafna's charge.™

"By the tunnels,"” said Loran. "And you're coming with nme."

"Too old, too lanme," he said. "You' d make better tinme wthout
me. And there's better chance of the know edge surviving if we
split up. There's a small town at the foot of the Ronom @ aci er
called Ketha. I'll nmeet you there within the year if | survive
But, yes, you should take it."

Loran pursed her lips. "Wy nme?"

"Have you been able to use the neditative techni ques?" asked
Fel don. "Have you been able to pull the mana fromthe | and?"

Loran held up her hands. "I don't believe that this is magic
of any type. It's nerely science that we have yet to understand."

Fel don | eaned agai nst his chair. "The answer would then be,
no you have not."

Loran | ooked at Feldon, then at the bowl. He was right. She
had not been able to naster the techni ques, either because her
own menories of home were too faded or her hone was too renote.
O the land was no | onger as she remenbered it. She considered
that option as well and wondered if that was part of the
"science" of this new and untried field. At |ast she shook her
head.

"That's why you should take it," said Feldon. "I've had small
success nyself, though I think of the mountains and ice when | do
it. Everyone seens to be different and can nanifest slightly
different effects. Yet you have not, and that is why you should
take it."



"Because if sonething bad happens, | will not be able to use
it in a nonent of weakness," said Loran flatly.

Fel don | ooked at the worman and |l et out a deep, heavy, sigh

Loran took the bow . The feeling of shadow descended upon her
as she grasped it, and she alnpost let it go. Instead she hefted
it, looked at Feldon, and said, "Do you have a bag for this?"

Fel don produced a battered backpack, one of his own fromhis
gl aci er-expl oring days, and Loran slid the bowl into it. It was
heavy, but its weight was m nor conpared to the aura of dread
that surrounded it.

Loran and Fel don nmade their good-byes, and she hugged hi m
When they parted there were tears in her eyes. "Cone with ne,"
she ur ged.

"We' || scatter like geese," said Feldon "They can shoot only
so many of us."

"Smal |l confort if you're one of the geese that's shot,’
Loran. "Look after yourself."

"You as well," said Feldon. Then she was gone.

Fel don packed the | ast of his own bel ongings in a second
backpack, pausing as he heard Drafna bellowi ng orders, readying
the surviving troops for their assault. By now Loran would be in
the tunnels, hopefully still free of Mshra's forces and the
hated G xi ans.

Fel don hoi sted his pack and shook it, trying to nove the
heavier itenms to the bottom Below he heard the great doors of
the tower swing open and the cries of the men and wonen who were
going to fight their way past Mshra's army. At |east, he thought
wyly, that's what they hoped.

Fel don counted to a hundred just to assure hinself they would
be gone, then counted to a hundred a second tinme. Then, gripping
hi s wal ki ng cane securely in one hand, he began to hobbl e his way
down to the tunnels. As he linped al ong, he nunbl ed prayers: for
hinsel f, for the rest of the surviving scholars, for Drafna, for
the archimandrite, and for Loran. Particularly for Loran.

said

* * k* K %

A month later, Loran lay dying, her right side smashed and
twi sted by the rockfall. A few feet away from her, the sylex had
spilled out of its backpack and lay glinmrering anong the rubble.

She had made it to the foothills of the Col ekgan Munt ai ns
bef ore disaster struck. The surviving popul ace had fl owed through
Mshra' s lines |like water through a steel sieve, spilling in al
directions, seeking escape to every cardinal point save east.
Loran had joined a group of Yunok nationals who wanted no nore
than to quit these supposedly civilized lands and return to their
upl and hones.

They were moving through the first passes when the aval anche
hit. It struck wi thout warning, One nonent a caravan of refugees
wound its way anong the cliffs, the next there was thunder froma
clear blue sky and a rain of stone and soil as the path
di sappeared. Loran heard screans and shouts around her, but they
were soon lost in a torrent of rock.

Not after all this, she remenbered thinking. She nmade a
silent, inpassioned plea to gods |ong-ignored. She remenbered
thinking as well this was no accident.

She had been right. Now that the dust had settled, figures
nmoved anong the debris.

At first she thought they were other refugees who had
survived the rockslide and were searching for survivors. She



tried to raise an armto call themand realized she could not
nove her right arm Her entire side was a thick smear of bl ood
al ong her travel cape, and it hurt to nove her head to | ook at
it.

Suddenly she realized the figures were not Yunoks. They were
dressed entirely in spiked arnmor with heavy, flow ng capes. They
nmoved anong the debris, poking at bodies nonchalantly with their
swor ds.

They were looters. They had set the aval anche, she realized.
They had brought the nountain down on the caravan to scavenge the
bodi es.

She nust had shuddered or spasned in pain at the thought, for
a voice over her right shoul der called, "W've got a survivor!"
The voice was nuffl ed behind steel but fairly close.

"Good," responded anot her voice, this one fermal e and
unnuffled. "I was afraid that you did your job too effectively,
Captain."

Loran tried to turn herself about to see who was tal king, but
she could only twitch. Heavy, gauntleted hands | aid on her
shoul der, and she felt pain radiate fromher wounds. A face hove
into view, hidden behind a thick netal visor. It |ooked |ike one
of Urza's automatons, save for the fact that there were human
eyes behind the eyehol es.

They were not particularly warmor conforting, but they were
human.

"Alive or dead?" asked the femal e voice.

"Alive, but not by rmuch,"” said the man behind the visor. His
breat hi ng was as sharp as her own, and Loran realized what was in
those eyes. Pain. There was pain in the soldier's eyes.

"W don't need by nuch," said the woman. The arnored figure
st epped aside for a nonent, and Loran saw t he woman. She was
dressed in simlar, spiked arnor, but |lacked a helnet. Loran
could see thick red curls spilling onto her shoul der plates. "W
just need a little information," the woman continued coldly, "and
then she can die like the others.” There was no pain in this red-
hai red woman's eyes. Only power.

"Mlady, look at this," said the soldier, com ng back into
view. He was carrying the bow - shaped syl ex.

Loran must have tried to nove, twisted in place, tried to say
somet hing. Al she knew was that a nmonment | ater she was in
i ntense pain, pain that seared through her Iike a blade. Wen her
senses cl eared again, she saw the red-haired | eader turning the
syl ex over in her hands.

Ashnod, she realized, and wondered if her lips formed the
words as she said them But word was that Ashnod had been cast
out fromMshra's canp. Wat was she doing here, with her own
sol diers, then?

"Interesting," said Ashnod, running her slender fingers al ong
the inside of the bowl, tracing the script within as it spiraled
to the base. "Mdst interesting. And | think our little friend
knows about it. You're no Yunok, nor a Fallaji. Some scholar from
t he east, perhaps?"

Loran said nothing and wondered if she would be able to die
bef ore anything el se horrible happened to her. The stories of
Ashnod's cruelty were | egendary.

The red-haired woman seenmed to read her nmind, for she said,
"We're going to have to nurse this one back to health, Captain.
And then she has much that she's going to tell us. |'msure of
that."

Loran willed herself to die, but her only reward was Ashnod's



| aught er.

Chapter 28
ARGOTH

Grenna wat ched her invader from her perch on the interwoven
upper branches of the trees. She spotted this one first, and
therefore it was her claim her invader. The others were going
back to the ham et to send nessages farther south to G tanul and
Titania's Court, to ask for judgment on this devel opnent. Unti
then it was her duty to watch himand judge the invader

She had never seen an invader before, though there were
enough stories about invaders over the years for her to know they
cane in all shapes and sizes. They were sinilar in that they were
not fromArgoth, usually driven to shore by the storns that

protected the island. Al invaders were simlar because they had
no contact with the land at all and did not understand it.
Thi s i nvader was manni sh, |like the druids of C tanul

Argoth's only true city. The invader was taller than these druids
and had sandy blond hair gathered in a horse's tail behind its
head. It was dressed in blue pants and white shirt, with a blue
jacket that now hung fromthe side of its craft. The invader said
something in a | anguage Gaenna did not know and ki cked the

machi ne. Gaenna assunmed it was a manni sh curse, invoking manni sh
gods who never |istened anyway.

Grenna herself was elvish, as were nost of the natives of
Argoth. There were pixies, treefolk, and all manner of other
forest dwellers on Argoth, but the elves were the smartest and
nost refined of all the races-at least in Gaenna's opinion. There
were only a few of the mannish breed, and they tended to keep to
their holy orders and stone retreats. Gaenna wondered why, since
there were so nmany elves in the world, nost of the invaders from
the old tal es were nmannish in nature.

I nvaders al nost al ways cane by sea, their boats snashed on
the surrounding reefs or pulled into snmall mael stroms around the
i sland's coast. They were usually waterl ogged, battered, and weak
by the time they arrived, and as such put up little or no fight
when it was tinme to kill them This one, however, came fromthe
air and seenmed to be in much better shape for it.

The invader's craft |ooked like a wounded bird curled up on
the white sand of the beach. If Gmenna had not seen it |and, she
woul d not have thought it could fly at all. Indeed it was hardly
much of a flier. More of plumeter, for it dived |ike a cornorant
for the beach, pulling up only at the |ast nmoment. Even then, it
had snashed into the sands with a bone-thunpi ng crunch. One w ng
was twi sted at an odd angle now as a result of that crash

Titania's Law was fair but firmon the matter of invaders.
They shoul d be watched, and word sent back to Citanul, to
Titania's Court. If it danaged the island (as nost invaders did,
sooner or later), it would have to be destroyed.

Grenna coul d not inmagine why this particul ar invader needed
to be destroyed, but such was Titania's Law, serving the great
goddess Gaea. This invader |ooked nostly harm ess, unlike a
wat er| ogged savage. But those were the rulings of the |and:
observe the invader to see what crines it conmmtted against the
| and, and then, when the order came fromthe court, dispatch it
before it could cause any further damage.

So Gaenna wat ched.

* * k* K %



Harbin circled the crashed ornithopter, then kicked it again.
The bl ow did not do anything to repair the snmashed device, and it
made himfeel only slightly better about his situation

VWen his father agreed to allow himto train to be an
ornithopter pilot, he dreaned of flying such a craft into battle.
I nstead, he had spent a dozen years on routine matters. Running
nmessages and orders throughout the conbi ned ki ngdoms of Argive,
Korlis, and Yotia. Conducting surveys al ong the northern coast of
Mal piri. Carrying diplomats and bureaucrats from Kroog to
Penregon. They were vital assignnents, but safe ones.

He tried to be reassigned to a conbat unit, or at least to a
garrison unit, but received no aid fromhis elders. Mther had
been adamant against his flying in the first place. Father had
been cool and distant, as always, and spoke about the inportance
of not showing favoritism That was very rmuch |ike Father: the
perfect answer to every question. Even Uncle Tawnos was
synmpat hetic but did not attenpt to change natters.

There had been excitenent in his work. He was once assaulted
by Malpiri tribesmen when on the ground and di scovered Fall aji
raiding parties four separate tines. On one such occasion, he was
pursued by a flying dragon engine and outflew it, bringing it
within range of one of his father's clockwork avian flocks. Yet
still, while nost other pilots had been noved to the front, he
had been left behind in relative safety.

Harbin snelled a plot, and the plot stank of his elders
collusion. He tried once nore for a conbat posting and was told
that after his present tour of duty he should settle down to a
training position. He was twenty-six now, they said, practically
as antique as the first primtive ornithopters. Ml ana, his wife,
would Iike himto take the training position, but then his wife
spent all her time in Mother's court and would |ike nothing nore
than for Harbin to abandon flying altogether.

There was a rustling among the forest |eaves, and Harbin
tensed, his hand going automatically to his sword hilt. The
rustle continued, and soon a pair of eyes on multicol ored stal ks
rai sed fromthe inpenetrable green. The eyes blinked at Harbin in
the sunlight, then pulled back and retreated deeper into the
forest. Harbin caught a flash of yellow and bl ack striping and
realized he had been | ooking at a forest slug, though one al nost
as large as hinself. The slug was nore afraid of himthan he was
of it.

Har bi n shook his head and realized that he was still gripping
his sword hilt. The bl ade was one of Tawnos's "new netal s"-
lighter, stronger, and nore versatile than the bl ades previously
in use. The bl ades had proved useful in combat and had turned the
tide in a nunber of critical battles against Mshra's forces.

Harbin carried one of the first of the new netal blades, and
his craft had been one of the | atest |onger-w nged, |ighter
creations fromUrza's workshops. Had it been a | esser craft, it
woul d not have survived the storms that drove himto this strange
beach.

More col lusion of the elders in controlling his life, thought
Harbi n. More unwanted protection that probably saved his life.

The storm had conme out of nowhere as he skirted the Korlisian
coast. He tried running fromit but was driven farther and
farther out to sea. He tried to clinb above it, but the rising
anvil of the thunderstorm kept towering over himlike a great
wave. It was as if the stormheld its own intelligence and was
i ntent on keeping Harbin fromescaping its grip.



At last he flewinto the stormitself and was battered for
three days and three nights by its fury. How ing w nds threatened
to snap the wings and peel back the protective housing, while
bolts of lightning chained around him Odd electrical fires
danced al ong the wings and the guide pulleys. For one horrible
nonment the entire craft had been inverted, and Harbin saw the sea
rise before himlike a wall of water before he regained contro
of the craft.

Then the storm was gone, and he was in clear air. Behind him
the stormstill boiled |ike soup, but ahead there was |and, a
huge rol ling expanse of greenery. Were the |land met the sea
there shone a bright strip of white sand, gleam ng |like a beacon
Exhausted fromthree days of continual battle against the sky,

Har bi n brought the wounded craft down hard on the beach and felt
somet hing give as the craft |anded. He tunbled fromthe

orni thopter and coll apsed on the sand in exhausti on beneath one
of its half-fol ded w ngs.

It was afternoon when he awoke, and Harbin could not be sure
if he had slept a few hours or a few days. He had been
undi sturbed, and fortunately he had set the craft down above the
high tide mark. Brushing the sand fromhis uniform he surveyed
hi s surroundi ngs and the danage to his craft.

H's world was a straight line of beach of such a white
brilliance that it hurt his eyes. The sky above was a crystalline
bl ue, unmarked by cl ouds overhead, but turning first white, then
gray, and finally black along the horizon out to sea. The storm
was still offshore, waiting patiently like a cat at a nousehol e.

Inland was a verdant jungle, seem ngly untouched by man. It
began at the beach's edge with a thick tangle of |owlying
vegetation, but soon mounted in towering, white-barked trees of a
type that Harbin had never seen before. The forest was so ancient
that the upper branches were interlocked, form ng huge canopies.

Har bi n wondered if perhaps this was the way Argive had
| ooked, | ong before Father and M shra began their continual war.
Before the | ands were strip-mned and the skies turned dark from
the factory snoke. Perhaps this was the way paradi se was supposed
to | ook.

Harbin took a sighting on the sun. He was south of civilized
| ands, farther south than the southern Korlisian coast. He had no
i dea of his longitude. Home could be due north, or northwest, or
northeast. |If he guessed northwest, Harbin figured, if he flew
that direction, he would probably hit land. Eventually.

Har bi n | ooked back at his craft. It was nostly in good shape.
Sone of the wires had snapped, and the pulleys al ong one of the
control surfaces were stripped, the result of his |anding. The
wor st effect of the stormhad been to splinter the right w ng
strut. It held up to the brunt of the storm but cracked hal fway
through. It would have to be replaced before he took another
chance with the winds aloft.

Har bi n kicked the craft a third tinme but not as hard. Then he
opened the housing and pulled out the repair kit every
ornithopter carried.

Wthin the steel box was a collection of tools: a hamrer, and
an axe with two spare heads; a flexible piece of sawtoothed
nmetal ; spools of wire and spare pulleys; spools of thinner catgut
and steel needles to repair holes in the wings; a balled coil of
rope. He thunbed through the box. Fishing hooks. Tape neasure.
Emergency rations. Flint and tinder. An oversized hat to protect
fromthe sun. Harbin | ooked at the collection and felt Father's
heavy hand again. It was as if his elder thought of every



contingency for such a crash. And Urza probably had.

Har bi n gnawed on a chunk of snoked neat and wal ked around his
craft a fewnore tinmes. Wth the exception of the main strut, he
could take the ornithopter aloft inmediately. But he woul d have
to find the right tree for the replacenent strut.

That meant going into the jungle, the one with the huge bl ack
and yellow slugs init.

Har bi n hoped the slugs were the worst of the dangers in the
primeval forest. He hefted his axe and headed into the thick
veget ati on.

* * k* K %

Titania's rules on invaders were straightforward and strict,
and Gmenna knew what the response to her report would probably
be. Still she followed the letter of the lawin dealing with the
| at est invader. She watched.

O course word would conme fromthe court that if the invader
had not danmaged the land it should be captured. If it had damaged
the land, it should be killed. And of course, given tine to
conmuni cate, even nystically, back to the court and to gain a
response, it was inevitable that the invader woul d do sonething
to damage the | and and woul d have to be destroyed.

Grenna felt a slight touch of synpathy for the invader. It
did not know it was signing its own death sentence by stealing
Gaea' s bounty w t hout perm ssion

Perhaps that was Titania's intention after all. Titania spoke
for the goddess Gaea, and the elves, pixies, and treefolk
l'i stened.

The invader noved gi ngerly though the border vegetation
trying to find a path through the undergrowt h. The scrub and vine
mapl es tugged at its pants, and the water dripping fromthe
canopy above left dark stains on its white shirt. Gmenna started
after it, noving quietly fromtree to tree by the interl ocking
branches, remaining out of sight. Once she brushed a dead branch
and sent it clattering to the forest floor. She renai ned
perfectly still as the invader scanned the area, |ooking for her
Then it set out again, and she foll owed, an arboreal shadow

Once he was past the scrub vegetation on the beach, the
territory opened up beneath the great trees. The soil was thick
here with rotted vegetation, and the canopy was broken only by
bl own-down and toppled trees. The fallen giants served as nurse
logs for new growths, straining for what little |ight penetrated
the | eaves above.

The invader stopped at one of these gl ades and chose a
particularly straight sapling of yarrow wood. It circled the tree
three times, then nodded and pulled a strip fromits shirt and
tied it around the trunk at about eye level. Then it headed back
for the beach in a clear line. Though it did not use it, the
i nvader carried an axe in its hand.

Grenna knew in an instant what the invader's intent was. By
cutting down the live tree it would sign its death warrant. The
nmessengers woul d return and they would say, "Has the invader
damaged t he | and?"

Grenna woul d be forced to respond, "Yes, it cut down a
sapling."

The nessenger woul d say, "Then the invader rmust be simlarly
cut down."

And to OGaenna that seened a waste. She wanted to know nore
about the broken bird thing that the invader rode. How could it



fly and carry a manni sh invader? There had never been a w nged
i nvader before. Perhaps they needed to learn nore of it and | eave
it alive.

Grenna qui ckly scouted the area and found a nearby deadfall,
where a huge pal eroot had recently bl own over in a storm taking
ot her yarrows and tangl eoaks with it. She found an uprooted
yarrow about the sane size as the one the invader marked. This
tree had been recently killed by the fall. She offered the proper
prayers to Gaea and renpved the dying branches of the yarrow with
her own bl ade, then pulled the entire sapling to where the
i nvader would return, and laid it across the path.

The invader returned with a large coil of rope and found its
way bl ocked by the fallen sapling. It was confused, then |ooked
at the tree it was about to fell, then at the deadfall. It
shrugged (a curious, mannish shrug), and tied the rope to the
fallen sapling, taking Gvenna's offering and sparing the living
tree. It pulled and struggled and cursed (in its strange
| anguage) and finally dragged the dead tree back to its canpsite.

Gmrenna felt relieved she did not have to kill the invader
i medi at el y.

The invader cane back within the forest one other tine, to
find fresh water. It didn't kill anything then, either, instead
surviving on food it brought with it and fishing in the gentle
surf. Fishing was pernmitted by Titania; she only protected the
I and.

The invader spent nmpst of its time hacking at the yarrow,
then removing one of the bird thing's wings and replacing it with
the spar it had carved. Gaenna watched but found its actions
boring and confusing. It would nmeasure sonething, cut it, measure
again, cut again, and eventually trimthe new spar to resenble
the old. These actions seened a waste of time to Gaenna.

The nights were warm and the invader did not light a fire,
though it obviously laid one. As a signal to others, perhaps? she
t hought. Were there nore of these flying men in the world?

On the fourth night the invader retired early, and Gaenna
crept down from her arboreal perch, |eaving the forest and
crossing onto the beach itself. She felt odd w thout the
protection of the trees above, but her curiosity had gotten the
best of her.

The invader was sleeping in the belly of its wounded bird,
now sporting a new wi ng of roughly hewn yarrow. She was cl ose
enough to see the invader clearly now and t hought about how much
like a child it |ooked. Soft cheeks and a smooth forehead. She
was cl ose enough to touch it, to draw her dagger across its
throat as it slept.

She could do it, too, and claimthat the invader had
despoiled the land in some way and as such had to be destroyed.
But in her heart she knew she could not lie to her fellows, and
besi des, Gaea would know the truth. If Gaea knew, Titania would
find out.

And she was still curious how the bird thing worked.

The invader struggled in its sleep, reacting to sone threat
inits dreams. Gaenna darted out of view, and the young nanni sh
i nvader munbl ed sonething and twisted in its sleep again. Gaenna
circled the craft once nore and knew that it was a made thing
that snelled of dead wood and oily resins. Then she retreated
back to her hiding place to continue the watch, as Titania would
have wanted it.

In the norning Gwenna was startled awake by a new sound, a
sound that convinced her in a noment she had nmade a nmistake in



sparing the young i nvader

She coul d see the beach from where she perched, and the bird
t hi ng was movi ng now. The invader was within it, and the bird
thing was flapping its great wings. There was a hi gh, whining
noi se that hurt her ears, and the sand billowed out in great
dusty cl ouds beneath the nmoving wings. The invader's craft took a
single, low hop on the beach, then a second, and then shot into
the air like an arrow

Grenna wat ched the mechanical creation gain altitude, the
wires that ran through its wings singing as it caught the w nd
like a kite. The bird thing began to circle and spiral upward
over the warm ng sand of the beach. Gaenna wondered if it was
going to fly deeper into the island' s heart and how she was
supposed to follow it if it did.

Instead the bird thing increased its altitude until it was a
smal | dot, then flew northwest, toward the continual |ine of
stornms that marked the borders of Titania's influence.

Grenna canme out of the beach again, watching the small craft
as it becane smaller still and finally disappeared entirely from
her sight. She had not expected the bird thing to fly again. She
had not expected the invader to be foolish enough to escape. She
had no doubt it would fail in the attenpt and be driven back to
shore el sewhere al ong the island coast.

But if it was driven back or destroyed by the storm she did
not see it.

An el der cane to her two days later and found her still at
her post, waiting for the bird thing to return. She told himthat
she had watched the invader as he repaired his craft and then
depart ed.

The el der asked, "And did it damage the land while it was
her e?"

Grenna replied, "No, it did not."

The el der thought for a nmoment, surprised by the answer. Then
he said, "Then you did the right thing not to slay it if it
violated no | aw "

And that was that. The invader did not return that nonth, nor
in the nonth that followed, nor in the nonth after that. No one
found the remains of the invader or its bird thing along the rest
of the coastline, and it was assumed it had been destroyed by the
storns that surrounded and protected Argoth.

Grenna was unsure. There was a nagging in her stomach about
t he i nvader; about the fact that she kept it from despoiling the
| and and thereby preserved it from death. She wondered if she had
done sonething wong in letting it |ive.

To Argoth's pain and her own shane, she would live to see how
wrong she had been

Chapter 29
MANA AND ARTI FI CE

The assi stant announced Harbin's arrival to the Lord High
Artificer and Protector of the Conbined Ki ngdons of Argive,
Korlis, and Yotia. Harbin did not wait for Uza to respond but
was in the roomal ready, hot on the assistant's heels, not giving
his father a chance to send hi m away.

"Fat her, you nust see me," said the younger man.

"And see you | do," returned Urza, pushing his glasses back
up on the bridge of his nose. He nodded to the assistant, and the
young girl retreated to her own studies.

Har bin | ooked at his father. Urza was |eaner now and his



frame had taken on an alnost birdlike quality. His hair was snow
white and had receded to expose nost of his careworn brow. He
wore his spectacles all the tine now, not just when working. He

| ooked ol d and tired.

"You have read ny prelimnary report, sir," said Harbin,
politely but without preanble.

"Yes," said Urza, patting a small stack of papers. "And
must say you were fortunate. The storns of the southeast have
shattered boats and sent good nen to the bottom Both your nother
and your wife were beside thenselves with worry. | trust you have
seen them and reassured them"

"l sent word to them Father, but cane here first,"'
Har bi n.

Urza | ooked at the young man, surprised, then nodded. "You
found somnet hing beyond the storns," he said.

"An island," said Harbin. "Mre than an island, a huge
| andmass to the south and east of Korlis. Heavily forested, but |
noted fromal oft there were huge nmountains as well, as big as the
Kher Ridges. | kept multiple sightings on ny return, and even
given the stornms | think we can find it again."

Urza said nothing but nmerely ground his pal ns together
slow y.

"There's enough | unber there to I aunch an armada of
orni thopters agai nst the eneny and enough ore within those
nmount ai ns to nake new | egi ons of avengers," continued Harbin. The
young man's face was alight with possibilities. "This is the
chance to tip the battle in our favor for once."

Urza held his silence, and his eyebrows furrowed. Harbin
said, "Sir, have |I said sonething wong?"

Urza's eyebrows rose, and he shook his head. Harbin wondered
where his father's thoughts were while he tal ked. Instead Urza
said, "Harbin, what was it like flying back to Penregon?"

Har bi n thought for a noment. "It was unremarkable, sir."

"What did you see of the land while you were al oft?" asked
the ol der man.

Har bi n shrugged. "M nes, factories, farnms, towers, outposts.
Not hi ng out of the ordinary."

"Hmm " said Urza. "Nothing out of the ordinary. Argive was
once a land of rolling hills and manor-house estates. Did you
know t hat ?"

"l know the histories, sir," said Harbin.

"Histories that | was alive for. Korlis was covered with
forests, though now not a tree stands between its capital and the
coast. Yotia was an open territory of fertile fields. Nowits
fields are barren, and the Sword Marches is a plain of blackened
gl ass."

"That is because of Mshra's inventions," said Harbin
qui ckly. "Hi s ground-breakers and armageddon cl ocks. He woul d
rather destroy the land than to give it up to you."

"Yes, those are the qadir's inventions," said Uza, not even
speaking his brother's nane. "But have | been any better with ny
creations? The | and has been ripped asunder in our pursuit of
resources to fight this war. There are reports from anong the
surviving Sardi an dwarves that burning rain falls fromthe sky
into their land, searing the flesh and corrodi ng any exposed
mechani sm The qgadir has plundered nation after nation. Have
been any less effective in ny own work?"

Harbin was silent for a noment, then said, "This is unlike
you, sir. |Is there other news |I should know of ?"

Uza let loose a small smile. "Wiy is it everyone knows when

sai d



| amtroubl ed except me?" he said and turned back toward his
desk. "1've been going through Richlau's old papers. You knew
hi n®"

Harbin said, "He was the Master of Apprentices at the
Artificer's School." Then he paused and added, "I didn't know he
was dead. | amsorry."

"Happened while you were away," said Uza. "I knew hi mwhen
we were very young. He died of natural causes in his library. But
still, his death has troubled ne."

Har bi n said nothing. They had both become inmured to the
continual |osses of the war, both of manpower and nachi nes, but
the passing fromsinple old age was sonething that Harbin had a
hard tinme considering. If Richlau had been ol der than his father
t hen he nust have been very ol d indeed.

"I'n any event, |'ve been going through his personal papers,
and found correspondence with another old friend, named Loran."
Urza tapped a thick pile of letters. "She was another schol ar and
went to Terisia Gty to study when you were very young."

Har bi n t hought he understood. Terisia City had fallen to
eneny forces and been sacked. Since then it had been taken and
retaken several tines. If Loran was there, she was probably dead
as well.

"Loran wites of some neditative techni ques they were
developing in the city," continued his father. "They all owed the
user to manipulate matter and living things. To fly. To junp
great distances. To shatter objects. Wat do you think of that?"

"I would find such a claim... dubious," said Harbin. It was
t he ki ndest phrase he could think of.

"Dubi ous?" said Uza, catching the halt in Harbin's voice.
"How so?"

"I find the existence of such things unlikely," said Harbin.
"Flying without an ornithopter. Have you ever encountered
somet hing like this?"

Urza was quiet for a noment, and Harbin wondered, not for the
first time, what he was thinking. The ol der nman's hand reached
for the anul et that always hung around his neck. "No. Not
exactly. Sometines when | amstarting on a new device, there is a
spark, a feeling that |I get, when everything falls into place.

But no, nothing that would allow nme to fly wi thout an
orni thopter."

"Well, then," said Harbin, "if you did not think of it, it
probably does not exist. Sir."

Urza smled broadly. Harbin relaxed, and for the first tine
since he was a child he felt confortable with the ol der nman. "You
think too highly of ne," the artificer said.

"As any good son should,"” said Harbin. U za's face cl ouded
for a noment, and the younger man felt at once he had gone too
far. Quickly he added, "If this nmeditative techni que was valid,
it didn't work against the enemy, did it? Terisia Cty was sacked
and burned, and all the meditation in the world did not prevent
that."

U za said, "Wll reasoned.”

Harbin replied with a small nod, and Urza picked up the pile
of letters, then set them back down. "Before your return,” he
said, "I was wondering how to continue protecting ourselves from
the gadir and his machi nes. W have al nost enptied the | and and
have little to show for it. W stand, nore than ever, on the edge
of a bl ade, poised between salvation and defeat. Perhaps, |
t hought, if our devices could be devel oped to work off this
nmeditative energy, this mana ..."



Harbin was silent, unsure if his father was truly speaking to
hi mor not.

Urza sighed deeply. "No, you're right. There is too nuch
unknown, even if there is some grain of truth at the heart of
this. It would take years to discover what the ivory-towered
scholars had come up with, and all their work is now anong the
gadir's plunder."

Urza | ooked up at Harbin, and his face was stern and self-
assured, as it normally was. "But this new discovery, this new
land, is an opportunity to finally gain the advantage over ny ..
over the gadir. You've done very well, Harbin."

"Thank you, Father," said Harbin. "l've already started plans
for securing the island.”

"You?" said Urza, and blinked. "Just because you were
fortunate to get past the storms once-"

"I should | ead any expedition that returns there," rejoined

Harbin. "It is a well-reasoned argunent." The younger nan fol ded
hi s armns.

"Your nmother will not hear of this," said Urza.

"Which is why | cane to you first,"” said Harbin, "instead of
talking to her, or to Uncle Tawnos. If you say yes, they will not

argue with you."

Urza pulled the glasses fromhis face and pi nched the brow of
his nose. "Then you | eave ne no choice," he said at last. "You
will lead the expedition to this new |l and."

Har bi n had expected nore of an argunent, or at |east nore
fire in the Lord Protector's voice. Instead there was just
exhausti on.

Urza rubbed his chin. "Harbin?" he said.

"Yes, sir?"

"Do you dreanP" asked Urza.

The question caught the younger man by surprise. "Dreanf |
suppose everyone dreans.”

Urza held up his glasses, and the nuddi ed sunlight caught
them "1 dreamed | had nade a set of lenses that let me ook into
t he human heart. To see to the core of its being. | used themto
| ook at ny brother, and there was only darkness. Only darkness in
nmy brother's heart."

"Sir?"

"Only darkness," repeated Urza, and sighed. "That is why we
are going to bring this newisland of yours into the war. Because
we need to beat back that darkness."

* * k* * %

"Bunk! Bunk and canel droppings!" bellowed M shra, throw ng
t he book against the far wall of his workshop. The offending tone
fluttered end over end before its covers spread like a bird's
wi ngs and it smashed, spine first, against the far wall. Hajar
quietly wal ked over to the jetti soned book, straightened its
pages back into a senbl ance of order, closed it, and placed it on
a growing pile.

"Mbst Revered One," said Hajar sinply, "even anong the dross
there may be accidental gens."

"Cens? Gens?" snapped M shra. "There are no nore gens anong
t hose convol uted daydreans than there is grass in the Suwward
Mar ches, these days!"

Haj ar started to say, "The Scholars of the Ivory Towers held
our forces at bay for-" but Mshra waved a hand at him

"They had stout walls and good weapons," the qgadir rapped



out. "This nystic effluence had nothing to do with their
success. "

"The generals who oversaw the siege and | ater sacki ng woul d
di sagree," said Hajar.

"Those generals were | ooking for an excuse for their own
i nconpetence," snarled Mshra. "They found it in the nonsense of
t hose schol ars. A dragon engi ne goes m ssing, and they blane
wi tches and pi xi es!"

He m ght have said nore, but: his words were al ready being
garbled by the phlegmin his throat. The Artifice Qadir of the
Fallaji Empire bent al nbst double in a |ong, wheezing fit of
coughi ng.

Hajar waited for the attack to abate. M shra had grown heavy
over the years, and sonmetines it hurt his lungs to breathe. The
thi ck yell owi ng snoke that hung night and day over Tomakul did
little to abate his illness. Hajar had reconmended M shra retreat
to the clearer desert air, but as in nost matters these days, the
bodyguard' s advi ce was i gnored.

The fit was a short one, and Mshra pulled a silk scarf from
his pocket to wi pe the sprayed spittle fromhis lips. "Scholars,"
he snarl ed, picking up where he left off. "Mystic energy within
the land itself. Tapping into that energy through nenorization
and neditation. Hokuml W drove the charl atans out of Zegon, and
they all fled to Terisia. And | thought there was know edge
there!™”

Haj ar said, "Even anong the dross there-"

"I's more dross!" shouted M shra. "There is no nore truth in
t hose books than in the "true sight' of some old Fallaji wse
worman sitting in the square, trading rose-col ored visions for
brass coins."

Haj ar stiffened at the slur against the Fallaji, but Mshra
ignored it. "I hoped there would be sone great weapon, sone
master artifice that could finally defeat nmy brother," he
wheezed. "But all that is here are canpfire tales and petty
nmystics!" Another coughing fit rose to his lungs, and Haj ar
wal ked over and stoked the coals, then poured a | adle of water
over the red-hot enbers. Heat and steam seenmed to help Hi s Most
Revered One's breat hing.

M shra needed sonething to help him and Hajar had hoped it
woul d be anong the books looted from T Terisia City's ivory towers.
Haj ar believed the generals when they said the schol ars had sone
sort of raki powers that allowed themto defeat the dragon
engi nes and transnmogrants and to keep the Fallaji at bay for so
| ong

As M shra searched, the enpire crunbled. They were reduced in
the east to skirm shing and petty raids across the Kher Ridges.
In the south Yotia was a | awl ess frontier, at |east those parts
that had not been turned to glass by Mshra's inventions. The
descendants of the ground-breakers, the arnmageddon cl ocks, had
fused huge sections of the land to black gl ass, denying the eneny
any use of it. El sewhere huge plows churned through the dying
land in desperate attenpts to pull sonething useful fromthe
earth's bosom To the west was untanmed and barren w | derness,
al ready plundered to keep the war nachi nes going.

The pieces were beginning to fall apart now. There was civil
war in conquered Alnamaz and revolution in Sarinth. Many of the
tribes of the Fallaji were now raiding fellow tribesnen, and
di sci pli ne was breaki ng down.

Ashnod, gone these nany years, was to blane, Hajar felt.

W thout her to argue and plot, without her for the generals and



war captains to fear and conspire against, the various factions
within the enpire were turning agai nst each other. U za was the
continual eneny, but he was far away. It was Ashnod everyone
hated and feared.

She had been spotted in Sumifa, said one report. No, in the
Col ekgan Mount ai ns, said another. No, she was seen in Yotia and
was going to sell her secrets to Uza, said a third. Nay, said a
fourth, she was dead from her own diabolic devices. VWatever the
truth, Hajar knew the enpire suffered w thout her

M shra's coughing fit subsided, and the qgadir agai n dabbed at
the corners of his nouth with his kerchief, an automatic gesture
these days. "It is hard for you to understand, Hajar, but know
that all of ny devices are rooted in sonme basic principles.” "If
you insist, Mst Puissant One," said Hajar. "And this"-Mshra
noti oned at the ever-growing pile of books- "this school of fools
acts as if those basic principles do not exist! You don't need
wings to fly or a transnogrant to build an army! Al you need is
t hought and I and, and you can wi sh things into being!" He sl apped
anot her book, and a fountain of dust shot out from between its
covers. "Pah!"

M shra raised his kerchief to his nouth and retreated to his
throne. He lowered his large bulk into the chair and said, "Cal
for the @ xians."

Haj ar bowed but did not nove. "The G xi ans?" "They' ve been
pl aying with Ashnod's works for years," snapped M shra. "Perhaps
they have sone trick | can use against ny brother." "Wth
respect, nost honorable one," said Hajar, "there are those who
say you rely on the G xians far too nuch."

M shra's forehead creased and he grow ed, "There are those
who also say | rely too nuch on you, Hajar. Now fetch ne those
accursed priests.”

Wthin the hour three of the priests were brought before
M shra. Hajar had not |iked the priests when they first arrived,
and he liked themless with every passing year. They had slowy
infiltrated the bureaucracy and nade thensel ves invaluable to the
enpire. Since Ashnod's desertion (no nmind that she had been
bani shed; if she had been | oyal, she would have remained), they
had taken over that woman's | aboratories and sl aught erhouses. And
they had taken over Mshra's own mld attenpts at training young
Fallaji in artifice, turning the schools into a nere extensions
of their priesthood.

A pair of young Fallaji nen acconpani ed the head priest as
t hey approached the throne. Perhaps the G xians saw this as
tribute to

M shra, but Hajar thought of it as an abom nation. These
young nmen shoul d have been warriors. Instead they were chanters
for a foreign religion.

Wrse yet, within the last ten years the Brotherhood of G x
had taken to nodifying their own bodies in their worship of the
machi ne. Flesh was woven with Iinks of chain and nmetal scal es,
and even linbs were replaced with clunky mechani cal devices. They
mutil ated thensel ves and decl ared thensel ves nore holy for their
efforts.

The | ead priest was such an aboni nati on. He had no eyes;
rather a plate of curved nmetal covered his eye sockets, polished
to a mrror's brightness. The plate had been bolted to the
priest's face at the tenples, and occasionally a trickle of blood
woul d drip down al ongsi de one of the bolts. The priest was
dressed in heavy robes, and Haj ar wondered what other parts of
his body he had nodified in the nane of his machine god. Hajar



suppressed a shudder and deci ded he did not want to know.

The | ead priest bowed, the two Fallaji acolytes follow ng his
nmotions |ike puppets on a string. "Mst Wse, Mst Thoughtful
Most Powerful Qadir," said | ead G xian, "we offer whatever help
we may give in your illustrious nane."

M shra rested both hands on his belly, tenmpling his fingers
and tapping themsoftly. "You said Terisia City held great
know edge. "

The priest bowed again. "That is so. My fellow brothers
wal ked anong their scholars and | earned nuch. ™"

M shra conti nued, "I have reviewed nmuch of the material that
we have recovered and determined it to be without nerit."

Again the priest bowed. "If that is what you determ ne, that
must be correct,"” he said smoothly. Hajar wondered that the man's
spine did not snap from changi ng opi ni ons so quickly.

"Yet you said they had great power," said M shra.

Yet anot her bow. "They may have hidden their true strengths
fromus or cloaked themin nysticism assumng that we woul d
respect their beliefs,"” said the priest. He cocked his steel-shod
head and added, "W are industrious but not all-seeing."

"But we have nothing useful fromTerisia City, save the
traditional plunder,"” said Mshra, his voice sounding thick again
as the fluids began to settle in his lungs. Hajar automatically
noved to the hot coals and scooped another |adle of water onto
them M shra began another |ong cough, and the priests and Haj ar
waited for himto finish.

"Most Illustrious One," said the lead priest, "there are sone
t hi ngs we have | earned."

"Such as?" pronpted M shra.

"Mysteries of the human body," said the mrror-plated G xi an
"We have studied nmuch of Ashnod's work, and we believe that we
have ..." He paused for a nmonment and then conti nued,
i mproved it."

M shra | eaned forward now, his bulk shifting beneath him
"I nproved it? How?"

"Ashnod thought of the body as a resource," said the G xian
"W believe the body is a machine and should be able to be
i nproved like a machine, thereby made nore holy. And nore
powerful ."

"More powerful ?" rasped Mshra. "How? Can it be used as a
weapon?"

The | ead priest turned toward Hajar, though how the nonk
could see without eyes confounded the older Fallaji. "W can talk
to you of this," said the G xian, "away fromprying ears."

M shra nodded. "Hajar, |eave us."

Haj ar set down the | adle. "Myst Revered One, |-"

"I said, leave us," said Mshra again. "I want to hear what
t he good nonks have to say of the matter. Away from prying ears."

Haj ar started to argue, then stopped. He nodded, bowed
deeply, and left the room pulling the ornate doors shut behind
hi m

"Now, " said Mshra, snmling and | eaning forward toward the
three nonks, "tell ne nore."

PART 4
CRI TI CAL MASS
(57 - 63 AR

Chapter 30
WAR DRANMS



The denon G x sat in the cavern of Koilos and feasted on the
m nds of two of his followers. One was a spy who had conme west
fromArgive and was still obviously human. The other came from
the court of Mshra, and she was festooned with rings and ot her
nmetal ornanents. Her left armwas entirely artificial. Her face
was a rictus grin that indicated further work in the jaw and
t hr oat .

One priest knelt on either side of the denon, and he gri pped
their skulls and pierced their flesh with his tal ons, sucking
their nenories fromthem He savored their experiences, their
messy lives and fl anmboyant enotions, as he took in their
know edge.

The nore human priest, the one from Argive, was obvi ously
jeal ous of his conpanion. He could not nmodify his formin the
same fashion as she did, for he had to operate anong the ot her
humans in Argive's capital, Penregon. But this plain,
unor nament ed one hel d wonderful information, of the new discovery
of the island off Terisiare' s southeast coastline. The new | and
was wrapped in storns, but once past the bad weather there was a
land rich for the taking, simlar to Phyrexia's first sphere in
its wildness, but nore organic and di sorgani zed.

He scanned through the mnd of the priest fromMshra's
court, and there was nothing simlar there. Yes, they had raided
Ashnod's notes and were al ready successfully using her work on
t he human body to nodify thensel ves. And yes, Mshra relied nore
and nore on the priests with every passing nmonth and was now
susceptible to the brotherhood' s suggestions and recomendati ons.
But M shra was hurting badly for resources now and had sucked
nost of the lands dry.

But no word of the new island' s discovery within the priest
fromthe Artifice Qadir's court.

Gx let the information click through the registers of his
own mnd. He wanted to reunite the split power stone, but he was
not sure now which brother should do it for him Mshra had been
the initial invader of his domain but now was depending on G Xx's
puppets, the priests, nmore and nore. Urza, wapped within his own
hi erarchy of supporters and students, renmained an enigma to G X,
but with the resources of this new island he would be able to
over power his brother, given tine.

G x wanted one of the brothers dead and the other
sufficiently weakened so that he would not stand in G x's way.
But bot h humans had been working through their proxies, through
their own mnions, and had not net face-to-face in decades.

Per haps, G x thought, he coul d change that.

To the netal -studded priestess from M shra's court he
presented information that Urza had found a new source of
material to keep his war machine functioning. The woman shudder ed
as the new data flooded into her brain, and a single, oily tear
pool ed at the corner of her eye.

G x ordered the male spy to return to Argive and all ow
hinself to be captured. He nmust then reveal, only under torture,
that M shra hinself planned to take the prize of the island
ki ngdom personal ly, giving hinself a boon of materials and
opening the entire southern coast of Urza's kingdons to attack.

Al nost as an afterthought, the denon burned out that part of
the man's brain that contained the feelings of jeal ousy of his
fell ow nmonk. The man let out a small gasp.

Machi nes did not feel jealousy, noted G x. Neither should
t hei r worshi pers.



He rel eased the pair, and the wonan npaned as the nenta
connection was broken. The man col | apsed, and G x had to sunmon a
pair of su-chi, partially restored by the priests, to drag him
off to recover el sewhere. G ven the damage done to his m nd
there would be little difficulty in his being caught by the
Ar gi vi ans.

G x | eaned back on his throne and clicked his tal oned fingers
together. Now, finally, all the pieces were falling into place.

* * k* K %

Gmenna had been there when the first invader came and was
t here when the invasion proper began. Titania was no fool, and an
i nvader that escaped the |and was expected to return. Gmenna and
others of her clan had been recruited to serve as shore watchers
for the next year or ten years to guard agai nst the recurrence of
men fromthe sky.

And they did return, fromthe sky and fromthe sea.

Grenna was at the tree line overlooking the pristine white
beach where the invader had first |landed. It was nmorning, and the
stornms that formed the outer barricade of the island were a dark
i ne agai nst the horizon

Then darker flecks appeared anong the gray horizon, slowy
becom ng clearer and nore solid as they sailed out of the rain.
The dark blots quickly resolved into | arge boats. It was a
flotilla of ships sailing out of the storm

There were other flecks aloft, no nore noticeable than gnats
swar m ng around the greater shadows. They were the bird things,
Grenna realized. Their small size al ongside the greater
sil houettes spoke of the boats' huge size. Each of the great
ships had to be the size of an entire elven hamet.

As Gmenna wat ched, nore ships sailed out of the gray storm
and then nore still. Sone were stream ng bl ack snoke, and others
white steam still others billowed out with great sails, torn by
t heir passage through the heavy weather, |ooking |like specters as
t hey neared the shore.

It was an armada unlike any that Gaenna could recall, not
even out of the old lore. The invaders were comng to Argoth.

The force was nmaking for a peninsula westward al ong the
coast, and Gaenna began nmoving in that direction. She thought of
nmovi ng al ong the beach, but already the small bird things were
over head, swooping and scouting the area. Instead she kept to the
upper levels of the trees, running along the great branches and
| eapi ng the occasional chasnms within the interwoven branches.

She found young Doril at her watch position, staring at the
armada as it bore down on them The younger elf's eyes were wide
with fear.

Grenna shook her and told the youngling to take word of the
i nvasion back to Titania's Court. But even as she spoke, Gaenna
knew that with a force so |large, Gaea herself had to know. |f
Gaea knew, Gaenna rem nded herself, then Titania, their queen
must be aware as well. Still Doril was petrified, and even flight
was a sufficient action for her at this point.

The invaders had | anded by the tine she arrived. Their boats
did not moor but drove up onto the beach itself. The bows of the
great craft split open, and out of themspilled a torrent of
creatures like ants froma ruptured anthill. There were nmen anong
them but there were other things of a type that Gmenna had never
seen. Sone | ooked |ike beetl e-headed hunanoi ds, and these took
the perimeter of the beachhead. Ot hers were nechani cal giants



wi th knees that bent oddly, and they were al ready unl oadi ng
supplies. Huge castlelike creations runbled fromthe bellies of
the ships, bristling with armanent and bl ades. A great nachine
with a sawtoothed nouth [ unbered forward on spider |egs.

I f Gmenna had any doubts as to her own responsibility in this
i nvasi on, they were bani shed when she saw the figure | eading the
assault. There, anong the nechani cal beings and human warriors,
was her Invader, the one that she had refrained fromkilling over
a year ago. He was bellow ng orders to the men and machi nes, and
they responded to his words. He turned to listen to another nan,
ataller, older man with broad shoul ders. They spoke, and then
t he younger Invader snapped anot her set of orders, and the
machi nes bent to his wll.

The spider-1egged creation lunbered toward the tree |ine,
even as the nechanical giants began to dig the foundation of a
fortress above the high tide line. The sawteeth of the great
spi der behenoth bit into the trees, and sawdust and bark flew in
all directions as it chewed its way into the jungle.

O her ships were |anding now al ong the beach, their bellies
rupturing and giving birth to other nonstrosities. Sone of the
shi ps had hung on the reefs, but enough passed through that
gauntl et to repeat the scene Gvenna witnessed all along the
coastline. Overhead, the sky buzzed with bird things, both |arge
and smal |

There was no tinme to wait for a response fromTitania's
Court. These were not solitary invaders cast up from sone
shi pwreck. This was a force, arned and dangerous, which wthin
nmonents of its |landing began to assault the |and.

Grenna knew she should wait for official response, but she
al so knew what the response had to be. If she waited the forest
woul d be I ost. Her perch shuddered as one of the great
bl eachwoods toppled, taking with it two nore trees with which it
had interlinked branches.

Grenna retreated, pulling back to the deeper heart of the
forest. She needed to gather the rest of her clan and forma war
party.

The invaders would not wait for such niceties as perm ssion

* * k* * %

Ashnod stared at the sylex and smled. It had taken nmany
years, but its secrets were at |ast hers.

She ran a finger along the bow's lip. The world seened to
dar ken around her, and she wel comed that darkness. It spoke of an
entirely new type of power, a new resource that she could
har ness.

She had | earned well, though her teacher had needed sone
encour agenent to share the secrets of the ivory towers. The
schol ar was gone now, though not dead. Ashnod woul d have found a
way to preserve her if she had nerely died, but the wonan had
i nstead escaped, nmade off into the night either by herself or
with aid.

It mattered little. She left nost of her know edge behi nd.

It required a different way of thinking, a way Ashnod had
troubl e understanding at first. Hers had been a world of the
physical, like the other artificers. But once the concept existed
that the land itself held power, that it only needed to be
rel eased, the rest of the theory fell easily into place.

Once you believed in magic, it could happen

Ashnod lifted her fingertip fromthe bow, and the world



returned to normal. This device was too dangerous for direct use,
but the secrets it reveal ed were powerful enough to denonstrate
her abilities to Mshra and to regain her place by his side.

He needed her aid desperately. The tribes of the Fallaji were
finally falling apart, and the non-Fallaji nations they had
conquered were wacked by revolution and civil war. Through it
all, an ever-increasing wave of devices spilled across the
eastern passes fromthe foundries and workshops of his accursed
br ot her.

She had made her own honme in Almaaz, far fromits nowruined
capital of Sumifa, and played one faction off against another as
that country spiraled into dissolution. At one point she thought
she could unite the nation and return to Mshra as Almaaz's
gueen, but now ...

He woul d be rmuch nore inpressed with the power and know edge
she held than with any nere nation

There was a shadow at the door-one of her own acol ytes,
veteran of several sides in the civil war. She had shared sone of
her secrets with her students but not enough to nake any of them
dangerous. She told them nothing of the true power of the syl ex.

"M stress?" said the acol yte.

" Speak, Thaxus," Ashnod replied grandly.

"News from Tomakul ," he sai d.

Ashnod | ooked up, her eyes narrowing. "OQut with it."

"Wird has reached M shra that his brother has found a great
island, filled with trees and nmetals to let himfuel the war

effort."”
Ashnod nodded. Yes, such news would make M shra all the nore
desperate. "lIs it true?"

"The Artifice Qadir has reopened the boatyards at Zegon, and
has di spatched slaves to build a fleet of his own," said Thaxus.
"He intends to take the island for hinself."

Ashnod nodded again. Yes, that was very nuch like Mshra. He
needed a new goal to keep his enpire together, and the prom se of
fresh plunder was enough to keep the child-men who were the
Fallaji war chiefs in line. And he would need help if he was to
succeed. Her hel p.

The news was at |east three nonths old. M shra woul d have
finished his ships by now

Thaxus shifted fromone foot to another, and when Ashnod
| ooked up, there was fire in her eyes.

"Saddl e my nmount," she said, "with supplies for a long trip."

"Where are we goi ng?" asked Thaxus.

"You are not going anywhere," said Ashnod with a w cked
snmle, one that the apprentices had |learned to fear. "I, on the
ot her hand, am goi ng hone."

* * k* K %

Junior Artificer Sanwell, who a lifetime ago stood with U za
anong the ruins of Kroog, found the Lord Protector in his
wor kshop. A great area had been cleared in the center of the
room and a gl owi ng sphere hovered in the center

The sphere shone with a col or unknown to Sanwell, a
conbi nati on of swirling yell ows and greens that seened to etch
their intensity into his eyes so they were still visible even
when he screwed his eyes shut against the brilliance. Lightning
danced off the surface of the sphere as it spun, unsupported, in
the center of the room

Sanwel | wanted to shout, but Urza noticed himand cut the



power to the nmachine hinmself. The sphere spat one |ast arc of
greeni sh lightning, then floated gently to the floor. Sanwell
noted that the Lord Protector's white hair had been standing on
end and surm sed that his had been as well, within the field of
t he great device.

"Rakalite," said Urza briefly, grinning, as if the nane
expl ai ned everything. "W rks on the sanme principle as the old
amul ets of Kroog, wrapping the body in a protective field that
nurtures its healing. What do you have?"

"The spy, Mlord."

Urza's snile disappeared, and Sanwel|l could see the old nman
make the nmental transition fromthinking about his devices to
t hi nki ng about the war. "The G xi an? Wat of hinP"

"We finally got himto talk," said Sanwell gruffly. "I'm
afraid we had to break himto do it."

"OfF course," said Urza softly. "Wat did he know?"

"He was G xian, a priest in the order," said Sanwell. "And
yes, he was funneling information to Mshra. He gave us sone
ot her names, but they've already fled the ki ngdom"

"The gadir knows," said Urza sharply. "He know about the

i sland. "
Sanwel | nodded. "Your brother-The qadir is said to be
buil ding his own invasion fleet and will be leading it to the

i sland hinsel f."

"Tawnos is there," said Uza. "Harbin is |eading the
expedition." The old man ground his palns together. The notion
rai sed his shoulders, and to Sanwell it nmade himl ook |ike an
al bino vulture. He was silent for a | ong nmonment, | ooking at where
the oddly col ored sphere now rested on the floor. He muttered
somet hi ng Sanwel | coul d not hear

"Ml ord?" asked Sanwel .

"I"'mgoing, | said," Uza grunted, |ooking up at Sanwell. His
face was exhausted, and all the spirit that had been there
nmonent s before had been drained fromit. "I'mgoing to that

i sland. To neet ny brother one last tine."

Chapter 31
MAG C AND MACHI NE

Harbin arrived in the Court of Queen Titania of the elves of
Ar got h.

He had been surprised to discover that the island had its own
gueen. I ndeed he had been surprised to discover that island was
i nhabited by nore than trees and multicol ored slugs. Nothing from
his earlier scouting showed cl earings, wood fires, or any of the
normal trappings of civilization

But these elves were not normal. They lived in the trees
t hemsel ves, and had sonehow bent themto their own wills. Geat
cat hedral s of open space had been nurtured in the center of the
woods, and the el ves made their honmes anong the branches. The
Court of Titania was the greatest of those cathedrals, and
banners of green, gold, and white dripped fromthe branches
over head.

Harbin had set down his flight of ornithopters in a clearing
about a half-mle away. He was greeted by a small arny of elves,
dressed in arnor made of varni shed reeds and arnmed with razor-
ti pped bone spears. Darting anong the warrior elves were pixies,
smal | humanoi ds with dragonfly wi ngs, and behind the Iines of
el ves were centaurs and treefol k-giantlike creatures who | ooked
very much like the forest that surrounded them



Among the armed guard was a single tall elf, alnost as tal
as Harbin hinself. He was dressed in green and white robes that
seemed to swirl around himlike a cloud. He held his hands out
pal ms upward. Harbin returned the gesture. In Argivian, the elf
said, "You are to cone with us. No harmw Il fall upon you while
within Titania's power. | am her Speaker."

The voice was clipped and preci se, another surprise for
Harbi n. The el ves they had fought to date had their own | anguage
and showed neither the ability to nor the interest in
conmuni cating; only in fighting, tooth and nail, for every piece
of land on the island.

The raids had begun al nost inmediately after Harbin's |anding
and grew in intensity with each passing nonth. The shore towers
were under assault al most inmmrediately, and the work crews were
victinms to snipers as soon as they entered the forest proper. It
had becone necessary to clear the land within a mle of each
tower, and even that was a difficult operation. Oten the forest
itself would begin to grow back unless the brush was regularly
cl eared and burned.

Then came the major assaults, of elves, centaurs, and
treefol k. There were massed battl es agai nst crudely armed beings
who fought with the passion of raging animls. There were animals
anong them as well: cougars, wolves, and other wild creatures. At
first Harbin thought the arm es drove the animals before them
but soon he realized the el ves exerted sone neasure of contro
over the mndl ess creatures, much as the Argivians did over their
machi nes. They woul d nake lightning strikes fromthe tree line,
then fade into the forest once Argivian forces arrived. Those who
pursued the el ves beneath the canopy of green were ambushed.

Battl ements surrounded the towers, and stockades of newy
hewn | unber were set up a reasonabl e di stance fromthe ever-
advancing frontier. Heavy, nodified ornithopters, now called
orni borbers, strafed the jungles to clear it of wildlife and
el ven raiding parties before the |unbering machines even rolled
forward. Slowy, the resources were pulled fromthe | and and
poured into maki ng nore stockades, battlements, and machi nes.

The | osses were horrible, both of men and machi nes. The
Argivians rarely saw their opposition, and then suddenly they
appeared, a huge horde of elves, or a flight of pixies, or an
arnmy of treefolk. A group of the last had reached one of the
shore towers and was shreddi ng supply boats before the Argivians
realized the treefol k burned the sane as any other tree.

One norning the attacks stopped as quickly as they had begun
Seven days later an elf appeared at the doors of the stockade,
unarmed and carrying a scroll.

Harbin hinself was at that fort and ordered the guards to
open the gates and allow himto parley with the elf but to be
ready to shut themshould it prove a trap

It was not. The elf extended the scroll, and Harbin took it
fromher. It was a map to a location a few hundred mles inland.
A note attached, in fluid script, stated that if he wished to
parl ey, he should appear at that location at a certain |ocation
and time.

Har bi n nodded to the nessenger. The elf took a step back and
turned to go. She hesitated for a nmonent, and Harbin al nost swore
she was going to say sonething herself. But she only shook her
head, and wal ked back to the tree line. The noment she passed
beneat h t he shadows of those trees she was gone.

The tinme given was not sufficient to relay word back to
Penregon, and, after some concerns, Tawnos allowed the young man



to go to the neeting but insisted he take a flight of
ornithopters with him

Now t he Speaker |ed Harbin beneath the trees and into the
Court of Titania. He had left two nen behind to guard the
ornithopters and took two with him But if the queen violated her
word of safe passage, it would matter little whether they were
t oget her or apart.

They were preceded and foll owed by pale elven warriors, their
faces painted with chal k. The processi on was fl anked by ot her
races that watched as they marched by. Once Harbin swore he saw a
human face anong the crowds, but it was gone and he coul d not
pause to find out.

At last they were let into the great cathedral itself, bathed
in green light fromthe | eafy canopy overhead. The ground was
firmand even (much of the |l and beneath the trees was boggy and
uneven, slowing their work even further). A |long processional was
cleared, flanked by still nore elves and pixies, straining to
| ook at the invaders. Near the front were humans dressed in brown
robes and hoods. They | ooked daggers at Harbin as he passed.

At the end of the processional was a great dais, its steps
rising to a white marble platformthat ended in a throne as green
as the heart of the forest. Seated on the throne was the queen
hersel f.

Her beauty was unearthly. No, Harbin realized; her very being
was unearthly. Her face seened like a jade nask, narrow and
pointed at the chin. Her formwas lithe and | ean and, if she were
to stand, she would be taller than Harbin. She was decked in
tendrils and vines, the brilliant yell ow green of new shoots, but
her eyes were deep, old, and unfathomabl e.

The Speaker notioned for Harbin to remain at the base of the
dai s and took a position two steps up and to one side of the
gqueen. Titania's face tightened as she regarded Harbin, and the
man had the feeling she was nmentally peeling away his flesh to
get a look at the soul beneath. It was not a pleasant sensation

There was a silence for a monent. Then the queen spoke, and
her words were nusic. Harbin realized her tongue was related to
the el ven | anguages he had heard before as chanber nusic was
related to barbarian chants. Her voice transfixed himand held a
fire all its own.

The Speaker said in his clipped tones, "I speak for Queen
Titania. Titania speaks for the goddess Gaea, nost bountiful and
all -powerful. Argoth is under the protection of Gaea and hone to
her children. You are not wel come here, and you should | eave."

For all the soft trills, it was a blunt nessage. Harbin
responded. "I bring the wel cone of the conbined ki ngdons of
Argive, Korlis, and Yotia, its king and people. | bring the
wel cone of the Lord Protector of the Realm Urza the Master of
Artifice. | amUrza's son, Harbin. Speak to me as you would to
him"

The Speaker relayed the nessage to Titania, and Harbin
wonder ed why the vine-clad womman sniled for a brief instant. Then
she spoke again, and the Speaker transl ated.

"She knows who you are and what you are,’
to know i f you understand what she just said."

Harbin took a deep breath. "Tell her | have heard her words.

he said. "She wants

But also tell her that our people will not |eave this island."
Again, the words were relayed, and Titania's response was
short, |ike a dagger thrust.
"Then your people will die here," said the Speaker. "You have

despoiled the land and nust be punished. That is Gaea's Law. "



"I'f I may," said Harbin, raising an enpty hand. "Titania
shoul d know t hat ny people need the | unber on your shores and the
m neral s beneath your hills. W are at war against a greater,
dar ker power and need every resource we can muster."

The Speaker did not even wait to translate this, but nmerely
repeat ed, "She knows who you are and what you are. You are not
wel cone here, and you nust | eave."

Harbin raised his other hand. "My father's brother threatens
all our land with great machi nes of mass destruction. Wthout the

| unber and ore to protect ourselves, we will be destroyed. Wth
our destruction, Mshra will find your |land and destroy it as
well."

The Speaker translated, and Queen Titania renained silent on
her throne, her face inpassive. Harbin had expected a nore
i mredi ate reaction

Then it occurred to him Queen Titania was not truly present
in this great hall. The beautiful creature before himwas a
mannequi n, a puppet operated fromafar. It |ooked truly alive,
but it was nothing but vines and wood. WAs the unseen Titania
consi dering his words, or was she busy el sewhere, conferring with
advi sors?

Finally Titania spoke, and the Speaker's face tightened as he
listened. To Harbin he said, "Your eneny has already found our
| and. He has | anded on the western shores with a force as great
as your own. Like you, he is already despoiling the |land that he
t ouches. "

"It is as | told you," said Harbin. "He has great and
power ful engi nes of destruction."”

"And how are they different fromyour engines of destruction
human?" said the Speaker, without relaying the message to his

queen.
Harbin fumed for a nonent, then said, "Tell your queen that
if she will ally with us, we can defend her against Mshra."

The Speaker paused for a nonment, then relayed the nmessage.
The response was short and guttural, and Harbin did not really
need the translation.

"She says, 'No thank you,' " said the Speaker diplomatically.

Har bi n was exasperated. "You don't understand. Unless you
ally with us, unless you allow us to harvest sone of your
resources, Mshra will sweep across your land. Only as an ally
can you hope to surv-"

Harbin was cut off by a long, trenmorous outburst fromthe
gqueen. Her face was filled with anger, and Harbin nmarveled for a
nmonent at how lifelike the nmannequi n seened.

"The dwarves of the Sardian Muntains were your allies," said
t he Speaker. "Where are they now?"

Har bi n was stunned. "How do you know of the Sardi an Dwarves?"
he bl urted.

"The goddess Gaea knows all. She speaks to Titania," said the
Speaker. "Titania speaks to nme. Where are your forner allies?"

"I never heard themcalled allies,"” said Harbin, recovering.
"They were another race that bordered Argive, in the nountains.
W traded with them for nmetal and then di scovered they were
trading with Mshra as well."

"You killed them" said Titania, in a |anguage cl ear and
under standable to Harbin's ears. "Your people killed the Sardi an
Dwarves. Few survive, as slaves or exiles, but their mnes have
been plundered and their halls are now warrens for goblins. Is
this the fate of your allies?"

Even in rage, even speaking his own |anguage, her voice was



beautiful. Harbin stanered, and said, "I was only a youth at the
tinme, but-"

"And Yotia?" said Titania. "Your nother is Yotian, human. How
has that nation fared as an ally? Is not its northern border a
sheet of fused sand and bl ack gl ass?"

"That is not ny father's fault!" said Harbin hotly. "It was
M shra who did that!"

Titania did not listen. Instead, she tilted her head, as if
listening to nusic that no one el se could hear

Then the queen of the elves stiffened in her chair and
screaned.

Harbin took a step back, along with nost of the court. The
gueen's face was contorted, and Harbin could see parts of her
wooden mask splinter as she screaned. Leaves fell from her vine-
covered dress and grassy tendrils spun out of control. She
twi sted once in her chair and was still.

Har bi n was suddenly very much aware of where he was: deep in
the heart of unknown territory. Surrounded by bei ngs who had
fought his work since its inception. Protected fromthemonly by
the word of their monarch, who had just screamed in pain as he
yell ed at her.

Harbin did not turn around, but he inmagi ned every elf,
centaur, and pixie in the forested vault was draw ng his weapon.
But as quick as Titania's attack cane on, it passed. The
queen stirred and coll ected hersel f, and Harbin saw that her

green garments were regrow ng themnsel ves.

Yet when she | ooked at him Harbin saw that her eyes were
deep, tired pools, and she suddenly seened worn and haggard.

"You and the other invaders stink," she said sinply and
quietly. "You snell of netal and machine oil. Both sides despoi
our | and, and both sides will be driven out. Argoth is not yours,
Child of the Artificer. It belongs to neither your father nor to
his brother. Go now Tell the other humans this nessage: Leave
now or be driven fromour shores."

Titania | onwered her head. The Speaker said, "This audience is
over."

Harbin wanted to press his point, to warn Titania further of
t he danger of M shra, but her mannequi n was al ready unraveling,
the vines and grasses pulling away fromthe form rotting as they
separated. Finally all that lay on the throne was a jade mask.

"You will be protected as |long as you remain within our
| ands, " said the Speaker. "Now you nust go."

Harbin and the two other pilots were escorted fromthe halls,
Har bi n wal ki ng al ongsi de t he Speaker. There were so nany
guestions here, so nmuch said and not said. He had failed in that
t he Argivians needed the wood and ore and he coul d not get
perm ssion. But he knew that pernission would never conme from
this strange queen. \Wat device did she use to animate her
puppet ? And was she present, even now, watching then?

There was another human face in the crowd, his face grimand
angry. Harbin thought of the brown-robed men and asked the
Speaker, "There are men here?"

The Speaker nodded but did not |ose a stride. "There are. But
they are no friends of yours, Artifice Child. They hate artifacts
and all devices and fled to our isle to escape it years ago."

Har bi n t hought for a noment and said, "That is how you know
about Urza and M shra, then? They are refugees fromthe
mai nl and. "

The Speaker snmiled. "The Druids of Citanul came here
centuries ago, Child of the Machi ne Maker."



"But you said they hated artifacts.”

"Do you think," said the Speaker, "that yours is the first
enpire to rely on the tyranny of the machine? O the l[ast?" Wen
Harbin did not answer, the Speaker asked, "Wy did you bring your
flying devices here?"

"The ornithopters?" Harbin said. "It was the quickest way.
And it would not harm your precious woods."

"I't was a show of power," said the Speaker.

Harbin felt enbarrassed. The Speaker was correct. But after
seei ng what the queen could do, he did not feel particularly
power f ul .

"Yes, it was," said the Speaker smoothly. "A small show of
power. Now allow us a small show of power in response.”

They energed in the glen where the ornithopters had | anded.
Al five machines were there, as were the two Argivians |eft
behi nd as guards. There were the elvish warriors and nore of the
br own- cl oaked humans. The Druids of G tanul

"Cbserve," said the Speaker, and signal ed the brown-robed
humans.

At once the druids began a chant. It was a | ow chant, al nost
felt in the bones nore than heard through the ears, and it used
t he | anguage the Speaker had enpl oyed when he spoke to Titania.
Their voices rose, then fell, then split into separate choruses,
weavi ng and i nterweavi ng anong t hensel ves.

The pilots reached for their weapons, but Harbin held up a
hand to stop them None of the el ves noved.

Then the ornithopters began to nove of their own volition. At
first Harbin thought it to be a sinple breeze that caught the
wi nd, but their wi ngs began to unfurl to their full linits.
Beyond those linmts. As Harbin watched, the pulleys along the
wi ngs ripped fromtheir gronmrets and the wires snapped, their
sharp twangi ngs punctuating the nmonks' chants.

One of the pilots shouted and ran for his craft, but it was
too late. The ornithopters rose |ike bucking horses, flapping
their dying wings against the ground. For a noment, they | ooked
i ke wounded, living birds. Then they crunbled in on thensel ves,
their struts and fabric unable to withstand their own sudden
ani mati on.

VWere the ornithopters had been, there were now five piles of
br oken wood and hide. Already, the elves and druids were
begi nning to back away, disappearing into the trees.

"Your show of power. Qur show of power," said the Speaker
"Know that we could have done it once you were in the air, but
you are under Titania's protection until you |eave our |ands. You
have nothing to fear until you reach the |Iands you have
despoiled.”

The Speaker snmiled, and it was a nean, self-satisfied snile
"Have a pl easant wal k back, human." And he was gone as well

* * k* K %

M shra had noved faster than Ashnod had assumed. He was gone
by the time she arrived in Zegon, gone with the invasion fleet
bent on westing the new land from Urza. Only through persona
favors and equally personal threats did Ashnod gai n passage on
one of the supply ships following in the wake of the initial
attack.

She could see the new | and before it appeared on the horizon.
It was marked by a thick colum of snoke that grew as her ship
passed through the storms, a dark beacon calling her forward.



The shore was a bl ackened wreckage of burned stunps, jutting
fromthe ground like rotted teeth. Already the tree |ine had been
pushed nearly to the horizon, and Mshra's factories were already
assenbl ed and working full tilt to convert those resources that
survived into useful weapons.

Ashnod noved anong the weckage and di scovered signs that the
occupation had not gone unopposed. There was a shattered hul k
that had been a dragon engine not far fromthe docks at which she
had | anded, and she passed an open grave filled with the bodies
of transmogrants and what | ooked |ike el ves.

She wanted to seek out M shra first but upon | andi ng thought
better of it. Mshra had bani shed her and m ght not be overjoyed
to see her. Better to check with the hierarchy first.

She went | ooking for Hajar instead. She found him two mtes
up-shore, trying to unmre a war machine that had sunk, axles-
deep, in a swanp.

Haj ar | ooked at Ashnod stonily, then nodded. It was a warner
wel cone than she had expected. Perhaps the ol der man was
nmel | owi ng.

"You are back," he said shortly.

"New horizons, new opportunities,” she replied. "Any chance
of getting to see his nibs?" She laid her backpack on the ground
and hefted a heavy box. "I brought presents."

Haj ar said nothing to her but turned the bother of
extricating the titanic machine over to an underling. He started
wal ki ng farther up the shore, and Ashnod foll owed, carrying both
box and backpack. Hajar offered to carry neither, and Ashnod
noted there was a slight stoop in the old Fallaji's shoul ders as
he moved. The years of watching Mshra's back were finally
telling on the | ean-faced bodyguard.

They arrived at |last at a bl ockhouse, and a huge fortress of
rough- hewn | unber and unnortared stone. It |ooked as if this had
seen some fighting as well, for the outer walls were scorched by
flane.

"I take it that there have been problens,” Ashnod said.

Haj ar nodded. "The land is occupi ed and nust be taken, inch
by inch."

Ashnod nodded in turn. "Any chance of talking with the
ori gi nal owners?"

"A |l eader of their people appeared here soon after we
arrived," said Hajar. "A green worman, w apped in | eaves and
coi l ed vines."

"How did it go?" asked Ashnod, already knowi ng the answer.

Haj ar sighed. A small sigh, but a sigh nonetheless. "Mshra
ordered the dragon engines to set her on fire. She screamed and
went up like kindling. Then the attacks began again."

"How i s he?" she asked as they passed within the heavy gates
of the bl ockhouse. "M shra, | nean."

"He is," said Hajar, then | ooked at Ashnod. She saw there was
a softening in his lean visage. "And he is not. You will
under st and when you see him again."

The throne room of the bl ockhouse was a rough, frontier
affair, a rude dais nade of slabs of stone with a captain's chair
fromone of the ships serving as a throne. It was flanked by two
G xians, one with an artificial arm the other with a steel plate
bolted to his face across the eyes.

Haj ar remai ned by the door, and Ashnod noted the pecking
order had changed in her absence.

There was M shra hinself. He was thinner and nore nuscul ar
t han he had been when | ast she had seen him Wat nass he



retai ned was now nuscles rippling beneath his robes. Hi s hair and
beard seemed darker too. Ashnod assunmed that the ol der man had at
| ast surrendered to vanity and used some Zegoni ointnment to hide
hi s age.

But his eyes were as alive as they had ever been, as curious
and as seeking. Ashnod had forgotten that | ook over the years.

He still had the razor-sharp ankh of Sarinth tucked in his
belt, even though that land was in full rebellion. Ashnod nade a
mental note not to mention it, as it mght still be a sore point.

She set the box down and the pack next to it and prostrated
hersel f before the Artifice Qadir.

"I bring you greetings, O Master of the Desert and now Master
of the Sea," she said, rising without waiting for himto command
it.

"I thought | had bani shed you," said Mshra grimy. "I said
woul d have you slain if you were found within ny territories
again."

"So you did, Most Sage and Just One," said Ashnod, hewing to
the formal nodes of address until she could discern Mshra's
tenmperament. "And if you truly held this land, | would never
choose to risk your wath by appearing before your court. But it
seens there is sone doubt about that control at the noment, and
offer nmy aid to make this | and yours."

She | ooked at M shra's face, seeking sonme snile, sone
recognition that he was glad to see her back. Al she saw was a
grimfire burning behind his eyes.

"What offer of aid is this?" he said.

"I have wandered far during ny ... extended | eave," said
Ashnod, opening the top of the chest. "I've | earned many things
and found many itens that nay be of use to you."

She pull ed a copperish bowl fromthe chest. "I believe | can

use this sinple sylex to determ ne our future,"” she told himwith
a smle, holding it aloft.

M shra did not shift position as he regarded Ashnod and her
gift. "You bring me netal dishes?" he said. "Have you becone a
coppersmth in your absence?"

Ashnod | owered the bow , disappointed. "Mre than just a
serving dish, Mst Powerful One. There are forces in the world
beyond those of our mere machines. | have endeavored to naster
those forces."

"Magic," interrupted M shra.

"Pardon?" asked Ashnod, startl ed.

"Magic," repeated the gadir, "like the fools of the Union of
Terisia City believed in."

"For want of a better word-" began Ashnod, but M shra cut her
of f.

"Magic," he said a third time, "does not exist. It is all
tricks, done with snoke, mirrors, and other devices. | have done
such tricks. So have you, to fool the credul ous. Magic is not
real . Do not bother me with such trivialities."

"Mbst Conprehendi ng One," said Ashnod, "I do not think that
t he power of the scholars of the ivory towers is trivial-"

M shra | aughed. It was a sharp, barking |augh that Ashnod did
not like at all. "I never thought | would live to see the day the
great and powerful Ashnod, Ashnod the Uncaring, would becone a
si mpl e tradi ng-canp charl atan, seeking to con her way back into
nmy good graces."

Ashnod felt her face redden at the rebuke. This was not going
the way she had expected at all. She said, "I can offer sone
smal | denonstration-"



Again Mshra interrupted. "Save your denonstrations for the
gullible, Ashnod. | know your patter well. And | have missed it.
But | have changed in your absence, even if you have not." He
| ooked at her, long and hard, and Ashnod, for the first time in
many, many years, wondered what he was thinking.

Finally Mshra said, "You are welcone to remain with ny

forces, Ashnod, or go as you see fit. | lift your bani shnment. But
know t hat your actions will be watched." There was a slight bob
of his head toward one of the priests. "If there is any sign of
betrayal, | will personally turn you into a transnmogrant. Am |

cl ear?"

"As gl ass," said Ashnod, frowning. "But may we at | east speak
in less formal surroundi ngs?"

"You will cone when | call,"” said Mshra, "or you will not
cone at all. You are brilliant in your own way, Ashnod, and | am
sure that, returned to true work, to building artifacts, your
talent will blossom again. You nmay go."

Ashnod hesitated a noment, and M shra said again, "You may
There was granite in his voice

Ashnod bowed again, and retreated fromthe room Hajar

foll owed her.

"Well, that went badly enough,"” she said, then turned to
Haj ar. "Thi ngs have gone downhill around here while | was gone."

"It has been so noted," said Hajar sinply.

Ashnod wanted to ask nore, to find out how influential the
G xians were, who really ran things behind Mshra's throne, when
t he door behind them opened. The priest with the steel -plated
eyes energed and bowed, slight and perfunctory, before Ashnod.

"We are interested in your bow ," said the priest.

"That trivial piece of magic?" said Ashnod, raising an
eyebrow, "Magic your lord does not believe in?"

The priest bowed again, and Ashnod swore she heard somet hi ng
click and whine as he did so. "The brotherhood is always open to
new avenues, and, if they prove true, can present them properly
to His Most August and Serene Personage. The bow, please.™

"l think not," said Ashnod.

The priest stared at her, if an eyeless thing could be said
to stare at anyone. "W have been charged with keeping an eye on
you, forner apprentice. W have Mshra's ear, and we can be your
best allies in his court."” He smiled, and every other tooth was
m ssing. "Or your worst enenies. The bow , please."

Ashnod | ooked at Hajar, and said, "Is this the way of the
court, now, where petty muggings are conmon in its halls?"

Haj ar did not say anything. O rather, he |ooked at the floor
beneath them and his | ook spoke vol unes.

"l see," Ashnod said, and handed the chest over to the
priest. "Please accept this gift as a token of ny appreciation,”
she said through clenched teeth. "May there be sonmeone present to
adm ni ster aid when you choke on it."

The priest took the chest and gave her another toothy snile
"W knew you woul d show wi sdom " he said, "once the situation was
made clear to you." And he was gone, back into Mshra's throne
room

Haj ar did not say anything after that, but he did not have
to. He escorted Ashnod to a tent city where nost of the court was
canped. She would have a private tent, and, as the gadir had
directed, the permission to come and go as she pleased. If she
needed anythi ng, she should ask him And then he was gone as
wel I .

Ashnod | owered herself on her bunk and shook her head. She

go.



had returned, but it was not the return of the prodigal that she
had hoped for. And Hajar was right. Mshra was both very nuch as
she renenbered himand very different.

She wondered if she should stay and deci ded that she shoul d
check out where el se she could run before bolting.

She pul | ed her backpack onto the bunk and opened it, pulling
t he

Col gothian Sylex fromits depths, still wapped in her
clothing. Mshra had been right about one thing, of course. She
had becone a coppersmith in the years that she was gone. She had
become many other things as well. But she had renmai ned a
suspi ci ous enough person to bring the duplicate of her own
Grafting to present to Mshra. It was Ashnod's sylex that the
priests of G x now held, while she retained the original

Ashnod ran her finger along the edge of the ancient, rune-
etched bow, and the Iight dinmed slightly around her

Chapter 32
THE ROAD TO APCCALYPSE

Harbin and his men arrived, footsore but otherw se unharned,
at the edge of Titania's territory. The el ven queen had been
honorabl e in her declaration of protection. Harbin felt they had
been watched every step of the way, but there were no incidents
with the natives. Even the aninals seened to stay clear of them
as they trudged the long mles back to the base through the
oppressive hunm dity found beneath the forest canopy.

It was clear when they arrived at the border of her nmajesty's
territory. The forest ended as suddenly as a cliff. One side of
t he border was the lush, green, and humid world of Titania. On
the other was the |l and of Harbin's father and of the Argivians.

It had been clear-cut, with every tree sawed down and haul ed
away. Snooth stunps nmarked the fornmer forest |ike gravestones,
and every bit of detritus and foliage had been stripped. Of in
t he di stance, a huge nound of |eaves and vi nes was snoking
lazily, and beyond that, Harbin could see | arge nachi nes ripping
up the earth itself, searching for nineral wealth beneath.

It | ooked nore like the Argive he had grown up in than the
Argoth that the elves claimed as their own, Harbin realized. H's
peopl e had taken the |and and made it their own, for good or ill.

Harbin stepped out into the open; the ground i medi ately
becanme hard- packed, and the sun beat down on himlike a hamer.
He blinked in the brightness, as each of his nmen in turn stepped
into the sunlight.

Behind them fromthe forest, there was the war cry of elvish
VOi ces.

As one, the five nen bolted across the w eckage of stunps,
hopi ng to nmake the cover of the burning nounds before the el ves
caught up with them

* * k* K %

In his lair in Koilos, G x watched his entertainment through
the eyes of a minion

She was one of the unfortunates anong his brotherhood, one of
those who had failed the test of the machine. Her |inbs had been
repl aced by servos and mechani sns, but the work was shoddy,
qui ckly failed, and could not be replaced. She lay |like a broken
puppet at the foot of his throne, her usel ess prosthetics cast in
all directions. She had cried about her fate for a long tine



until G x tired of that and sewed her |ips shut.

Still she had her uses. G x gripped her skull and tapped into
her m nd, watching the contest before themthrough the filter of
her enotion and pain.

Two of the su-chis were battling. G x controlled them as he
controll ed the woman before him but did so at a distance. Wth
practice over the long years in this strange |land and with the
aid of few devices of his own creation, he had beconme very good
at commandi ng the hearts and souls of these machi nes.

The su-chis stood two paces apart and flailed at each ot her
One bore a length of chain, the other a club nmade of the |eg of
anot her su-chi it had previously beaten in battle. G x comanded
the two automatons to beat each other to pieces, and, loyal to
their god, they did so w thout conplaint or coment.

There was no poetry to this battle, for both machi nes stood
their ground, neither retreating nor dodging. Instead they
relentl essly hammered away at each other, and the cavern walls
echoed with the clang of netal on netal

As they thundered at each other, G x's observer watched,
flinching with each rasping clash of netal. Cccasionally a part
of one of the su-chis would fly off, and she would start
suddenly, her skull firmy in the grip of the denon.

G x savored the feeling, the sudden rush of adrenaline
t hrough the priest's body. Wthout her senses, her reactions, the
battle was nmerely a study of forces and inpacts, of netal and
resi stance. But through human eyes, the two i nhunan machi nes took
on different appearances, and G x relished the difference.

The conbatants were tireless, but in the end the metal itself
succunbed before the mindless will of the participants. The
chai n-wi el di ng aut omat on wrapped the I ength of chain around its
opponent's neck and snapped its head fromits pivots. The head of
bl ue-netal w res bounced off its support toward the throne, and
G x's observer flinched at that as well.

Meanwhi | e, the now blind autonmaton attenpted to hamer its
opponent with its club. Its opponent let go of the chain and
bl ocked the attack with an uprai sed arm which bent under the
force of the blow Sparks began to issue fromthe joints of the
former chain-w elder fromthe inpact, yet it noved snoot hly under
t he bl ow and reached up with both hands, driving its fingers into
the cl ubber's chest.

The former chain-wi elder pulled its hands apart and ri pped
its opponent's chest open. There was a shower of sparks as the
| eg-wi el der collapsed in on itself, lacking anything at its
center to hold it together. Again the observer flinched and tried
to turn away, but G x held her head tightly and conmanded her to
keep her eyes open, to drink in the eye-searing sparks of the
devi ce's destruction.

In an instant it was over. The chain-w el der towered over the
broken pile of scrap netal that had been its opponent. G x felt
the fear and revulsion in his observer and drank it |like a fine
Wi ne.

He et go of her, withdrawing the talons back into hinself as
she coll apsed into a twitching pile at the foot of the throne.

G x rose and strode to the victorious automaton. Sparks rained
fromits joints, and the battering it had received had caved in
part of its skull.

G x held out a finger and pushed against the victor's chest.
The su-chi, unbal anced, tilted backward, and smashed agai nst the
hard stone floor of the cavern. Its arnms and | egs separated under
the blow, and its chest heaved in one | ast shower of sparks; then



it was quiet.

"Unworthy," he said as an epitaph

G x | ooked at the two fallen devices. So very much like the
brothers they were: mindless, easily manipul ated, and relentl ess
in their assault. And in the end the victor woul d be vul nerabl e
to G x.

"Soon" said the denpn through lipless teeth. "Very soon."

* * k* K %

Queen Titani a was dyi ng, thought Gaenna. The queen was dyi ng,
and the |l and was dying with her

A continual haze pervaded the surviving forest now as nore
and nmore of the land fell to assaults of the brothers. From one
side Urza advanced, fromthe other Mshra, and they left nothing
in their wake. Wth each glade that fell, with each knot of trees
that was | unbered and consumed by their machines, with each
mountain that was strip-nmined, the I and grew weaker. Wth the
| and, the queen grew weaker, and with the queen, the people.

Gmenna could feel it, and so could the others. Their tie to
the Iand, the soft and reassuring touch that they felt in the
core of their being, was gone. There was only enptiness.

Enpti ness, and the smoke of the burning pyres.

Titania had retreated to the nost hidden part of her kingdom
to plan the last assault, Gaenna had been told. But she had seen
t he queen before her retreat and knew that Titania would not
energe from her sanctuary again. Her majesty was harridan-haggard
and exhausted, for each bl ow agai nst the |land was a bl ow agai nst
her. Gmenna knew that Titania was lost to themand with her the
wi sdom of Gaea herself and the goddess's protection.

Grenna woul d not stand aside and wait for news to cone of
Titania's surrender, nor for a final battle after their forces
were so weakened they woul d be ineffective. They coul d stand
agai nst one of the invaders, but not both at once. She spoke with
ot hers among the elves and deci ded they nmust nake their own
assaul t.

Then the red-haired human wonan appeared to her group of
plotters and gave themthe opportunity to strike back

Now she and a | egi on of conrades had gathered on the denuded
shores of Argoth, an area where the despoiling arm es had passed
but not remained. They waited on the shores for one set of
enemi es, in order to strike out against the others.

The ot hers rounded the headl ands in their strange ships of
nmetal and wood, their internal engines shooting sparks into the
ni ght sky. Sone of the elves nuttered anong thensel ves, and
Grenna heard the word, "abominations."” But she would ride in the
belly of these abomi nations if it meant she could fight the
i nvaders on their home ground.

The [ arger ships remained in the deep waters of the bay while
smal l er craft came and beached on the shores. The red-haired
worman with the ornate staff |led the way, followed by a group of
warriors swathed in cloth. These later warriors were led by an
old human with a narrow face.

The red-haired wonan bowed curtly and said in Gaenna's
tongue, "Are you prepared for the voyage?"

Grenna | ooked at her people. There was nervousness anong
them but al so anger. Anger at having their homes destroyed and
their | ands ripped asunder by the invaders. She nodded.

"Then you' d best board and board quickly. As long as you are
on shore, you are vulnerable," said the red-haired wonan.



"Fortunately, the storns offshore have abated, so it should be
safe sailing."

The stornms were abating because Titania was dyi ng, thought
Grenna, but she said nothing. Instead she nerely nodded and gave
the signal to her forces. They hefted their weapons and began
climbing into the boats. Gamenna paused for a nonent and |istened
as the red-haired woman and the old man nmade their good- byes.
Grenna did not understand what they were sayi ng and wondered for
a nonent if the two had been | overs and were now parting,
possi bly forever.

The t hought appeal ed to Gaenna as she clinbed over the
gunwal es of the boat and took her first steps away from Argoth
and into the heart of the eneny | and.

"This is risky," said Hajar, as the elves in their arnor of
shel | acked wood cl anbered into the boats.

"Everything is risky," said Ashnod. "But we need to strike at
Urza's boatyards before he can resupply further. We do not have
t he manpower, but these forest children are nad enough at himto
do the job for us."

"You should come al ong," said Hajar

Ashnod shook her head. "M shra will accept your departure, |
think, but if I leave, he will cone after nme." "He will be
angry," said the old Fallaji. "He will be delighted," said
Ashnod, "when you succeed." "I'Il bring the boats back," said
Haj ar .

Ashnod shook her head again. "Wiy? So they may be used to
bring supplies from Zegon? There is nothing left there. It's al
been nelted down and chopped down and converted and sent here.
W're at the end of things, Hajar. It is now or never."

Hajar was silent for a nmoment, then said stiffly, "I have
m ssed your way of thinking. The Brotherhood of G x is not nearly
as conforting."

Ashnod said, "I will tell Mshra when he finds out that this
was my idea but that you insisted on |eading the raid so things
woul d work out."

Haj ar chewed over the idea, then nmanaged a small smile. "It
has been an honor working with you. You think like a man," he
sai d.

Ashnod's fingers tightened around her staff, but she said,
"Thank you, Hajar. | accept that as the conplinment you nean it to
be. "

The boats were | oaded, and Haj ar was gone, rowi ng out to the
| arger craft. Ashnod watched the sparkling Iights of the craft
until they sail ed again around the headl and and were | ost. Then
she began a I ong wal k back to canp, wondering if Mshra would
even notice that Hajar and the ships were gone.

* * k* K %

"He's sending nme home," snarled Harbin, settling down in the
canp chair across the tent from Tawnos.

Tawnos | ooked up fromhis work but said nothing.

"He says | am needed nore back in Penregon,"” continued the
younger man.

Tawnos tightened a nut on the |arge construct he was wor ki ng
on and said, "He's right."

"OfF course he's right," snapped Harbin. "He's always right.
That's what being Lord Protector is all about, isn't it? Being
right."

Tawnos stood up and regarded his handi work. "This | ooks about



ready. What do you think?"

Harbin | ooked at the object. It |ooked like a large crate,
seven feet in length and three in height and depth. It was
unr emar kabl e, save that it was made of metal and had a great,
heavy i d.

"Looks like a coffin," said the younger nan.

Tawnos took a step back, |ooked at the construct, and sniled.
"Yes, | suppose it does. Al the better, | guess."

"What does this one do?" said Harbin, putting his irritation
with his father aside.

"When | was Mshra's ... guest, they kept ne in a cel
forgotten by the rest of the world," said Tawnos. As he spoke, he
flexed his right hand, as if to shake out an ancient pain. "I'd

been thi nking about it and cane up with this. It functions with
some of the sane nechani sns that power the old amul ets of Kroog,
along with Ashnod's staff from Zegon."

"Uh-huh, " said Harbin. "And what does it do?"

"It will keep a body within in stasis-effectively asleep for
as long as the power stones operate within it or until the box is
opened." Tawnos | ooked at Harbin. "You see, |'ve been thinking
about what your father will do with his brother once he defeats
him | don't think he could bring hinmself to kill him but
neither could he suffer himto live. This"-Tawnos patted the top
of the lid-"is the third option."

Harbin snmiled and it was a warm snile. "Uncle Tawnos, you are
now i nventing answers to questions no one has even posed yet. You
assune we're going to defeat Mshra or take himalive if we do."

"Of course we're going to win," said Tawnos. "We did not cone
this far to give up."

"I wonder," said Harbin.

Tawnos blinked at the younger man. "You have doubts?" Harbin
shook his head. "Not I, but in talking with Father... " He shook
his head again. "He seenms, well, not despondent, but weary,
tired."”

"Resi gned," said Tawnos. "H s has been a long road, and it
will finally end soon. | think he knows it. It will end, one way
or the other."

"And when it does end," said Harbin, "I want to be here. One

way or the other."

Tawnos shook his head. "The elves have gotten their hands on
boats and are marauding their way up the coast. W need a good
| eader to rally the garrison units against them You are that
| eader." Harbin said nothing.

"You wanted the opportunity to |lead," said Tawnos, "and the
price of leadership is that you have to keep | eading, even if you
woul d rat her be sonewhere el se.”

Harbin sl owy nodded. "You and Fat her have al ready tal ked
about this, correct?"

Tawnos shrugged. "He has sought mny advice regardi ng your
wel | - bei ng. "

Harbin | ooked up at the older, taller nman, and said, "WII

you | ook after hinf? Father, | nean. After his well-being?" "I
al ways do," the Master Scholar replied.
"No," said the younger man, "I nean this. \Wen we parted, he

said something that's bothered ne. He said 'Tell your nother to
remenber me as | tried to be, not as I was.' He doesn't think
he's going to live through this."

Harbi n | ooked at the ground, and Tawnos said, "I'll | ook
after him |'ve been doing it for years, in one way or the
other." Harbin sighed. "I told himl was wong, too." "Wong



about wanting to stay at his side?" asked Tawnos. Harbi n shook
his head. "A long tinme ago, he asked ne what | thought about the

Union's work. About magic. | told himl doubted that it even
exi sted. But now, after seeing the elves and their queen and what
they can do wi thout any devices at all, |I'munsure. | fee

responsi ble for convincing himthat magic did not exist."

"I don't think anyone ever convinced Urza of anything he did
not believe in hinmself," said Tawnos. "Just renenber that there
i s always sonething that you don't know, that you can afford to
[earn.”

"I's that why you're still with Father after all these years?"
asked Har bi n.

"Probably," said Tawnos. "But | have | earned nmuch froma | ot
of people. | guess | assumed that | never knew it all to start
with and was nmore willing to listen to others.”

Harbin smled at Tawnos's words. The ol der man went to the
far side of the tent and rummaged around, finally pulling out a
short wand. The device was about the length of Harbin's forearm
and had a thick, bulbous tip Iike an orange. "Here," he said. "A
goi ng- away present."”

Har bi n | ooked at the device. "Wat is it?"

"Anot her machi ne | devel oped sone tinme back. It masks the
user fromthe sensory devices of the artifact-creatures. This was
a prototype. It doesn't seemto work on the |arger beings, but it

will help if there are any transmogrants around."

Harbin smiled. "Still trying to protect ne, Uncle Tawnos? No,
you keep the wand. You'll probably need it nore than | do, where
' mgoing."

"So you will be going?" said Tawnos.

Harbin held out his hands in nock surrender. "OF course!" The
younger nman gave a smile. "But once these el ven marauders are
taken care of, | wll be back. Count on that."

"Of that | have no doubt," said Tawnos. "After all, you are
your father's son."

"OfF course | am" said Harbin, a tired smle spreadi ng across
his face. "Wio el se would |I be?"

* * k* * %

M shra did not question Hajar's absence nor ask about the
m ssi ng ships, nor even Ashnod herself. Instead he pushed deeper
and deeper into the heartland of the island. Anything that could
not be fed imMmediately into the foundries was killed and burned,
and charnel pits dotted the countryside. The air hung heavy with
t he snmoke of what once had been Argoth's forests. Mshra's forces
nmoved with the snmooth and relentless efficiency of a nachine,
mowi ng down everything in their path.

Fi nally Ashnod was sunmoned once nore into Mshra's presence.
The priests of G x hung over his shoul der as she entered, I|ike
vultures waiting for the lion to nake a fresh kill

"You have been talking to natives of this island," said
M shra wi thout waiting for her to bow and scrape.

Ashnod | ooked at the leering priests, then said, "O course.
| have been endeavoring to get themto attack U za's forces as
opposed to our own. They have a conpany of druidical priests
that-"

M shra interrupted as if she had said nothing after "of
course." "Do you believe that they could defeat my brother's
forces?"

Ashnod | ooked at M shra, but his brows were in shadow, and



she could not see his eyes. "No," she said sinply, "I don't think
they coul d. "

"But they could weaken him" said M shra.

"Yes," said Ashnod. "What is this about?"

M shra's head snapped up, and Ashnod saw the fire in the
man's eyes. "Urza's main position is seven days away. There is a
force of elves heading toward it, which is two days away from
arriving. If the elves reach ny brother first, they may weaken
himsufficiently, allowing ne to crush himconpletely. Your
t hought s?"

"Urza has many nachi nes on his side," began Ashnod, but
stopped as Mshra's scow grew deeper. "Yes. If the elves attack
Uza first, then he will be weakened. But he would wi n any direct
battle with the natives."

"Thank you," said Mshra, turning away. "You nay go."

"Mlord," said Ashnod, "if there is to be a battle, we need
to draw up the plan of assault.”

"One has already drawn up," said Mshra, and the priest gave
anot her leering smle. Ashnod knew who had done the advising in
this matter. "We will gather our forces and nove in behind the
el ves, ready to attack after they do. You nay go."

Ashnod | ooked at the priest, then bowed lowto M shra and
left his headquarters, muttering as she did so.

That evening there was a cel ebrati on among the Brot herhood of
G x. There was a bonfire in their canmp and much chanting and
si ngi ng. Ashnod considered trying to reach M shra then but
deci ded against it. The G xi ans had probably left at |east one of
their nunber behind to watch over the Artifice Qadir.

The red-haired wonan sat on her bunk, holding the old pack
that still contained the Gol gothian Syl ex. She was to have no
role in the battle, it seemed. And no role in whatever would
followit. She thought for a noment and | ooked into the darkness,
the only sound the cheers of the priests of G x.

Ashnod woul d have a role, whether Mshra wanted it or not.
She pul |l ed some parchnent from her pack and a stylus and began
conposing a letter to an old friend.

* * k* * %

The el ves never stood a chance, thought Tawnos, sadly. Al
the val or and bravery and devotion in the world did not matter
when you were arned with wooden arnor and bone weapons facing
renorsel ess nmetal and unthi nki ng stone.

They came in waves-elves, sprites, centaurs, and treefolk.
Sone were riding great wildcats, and others were comrandi ng herds
of slugs that wapped around the legs of an artifact and sucked
its energy dry. The sky above runbl ed and | anced down bolts of
electrical fury, and the ground replied in the thunder of feet
novi ng across the hard-backed surface of the ravaged earth.

And towering above it all was a titanic figure, a living
enbodi ment of the torn forests of Argoth. It was huge and roughly
humanoi d, but the mane of its hair was trees, and its body was
made of the living wood, entw ned upon itself to form massive
muscles. It born a stone sword that seemed to be forged fromthe
heart of the nountain itself.

Tawnos renmenbered what Harbin had said about the elven
magi cs, and knew that the elves had sonehow ani mated t he power of
the forest and bent it to their will.

Urza's forces were quickly arrayed in defense: avengers,
sentinels, tetravi, and triskelions, insect-headed nechanica



sol diers armed with weapons of new steel and statues crafted out
of primal clay. Word was sent down the line for reinforcenents as
the first wave struck the Argivian |lines.

The el ves were slaughtered. For every mechanical device that

fell, thirty elves perished; for every ornithopter that was
brought down, there were fifty pixies. The treefol k screaned as
they went up in flanmes, one after another, and still the elves

cane on. Tawnos was at the center of the line and felt it begin
to waver, then to give under the relentless assault. Tawnos
called for nore support, but the auxiliary units were already
commtted to the flanks.

If the center did not hold, then the army woul d collapse in
on itself.

The sky rumbl ed again, and the ground responded with a deeper
cry. And Tawnos knew t he reinforcenents had arrived.

Urza had his own titan, crafted in the nmountains of Sardia
before the dwarves betrayed them It was a hul king giant of stone
and netal that towered over everything in its path. A single
stride was a hundred feet, and crows and carrion birds had nested
inits head. Urza had brought it to Argoth on a great barge, and
it had acted as a |lighthouse to guide the ships to safe harbor
past the storns.

Now it met the only other being on the island that was its
equal . The tree nmonster bell owed a chall enge, and while the
col ossus was silent, it turned and bore down on its opponent. The
two | ocked in conbat that dwarfed the | esser beings around them
The center of both lines broke to give the titans roomto braw,
and those elves and devices that were too slow to get out of the
way were smashed into the earth.

The stone sword arced through the air and bit deeply into the
col ossus's side. The great animate statue shuddered, and pl ates
of metal cascaded fromits joints |ike scales shed froma snake.
The forest titan reared back for another assault, but the
col ossus was too fast for it. It grabbed the attacker's armas it
descended and snoothly and effortlessly twisted it fromits
socket. There was the sound of an entire jungle screaning as the
forest beast's armwas ripped | oose and sent spinning across the
shal | ow val | ey.

The forest titan was not to be denied, for as it |ost one
arm it swung heavily with the other, a massive hand nade of wood
and rock. This smashed agai nst the side of the col ossus's head,
and nost of the giant's face becane a cl oud of dust.

The col ossus did not need its head to think or react. It
grappled the front of the forest titan with one hand. Wth the
other, it reared back and slamed a fist into the creature's
chest like a battering ram assaulting an eneny gate.

The forest thing's body exploded in a rain of splinters that
cut down troops within a hundred yards of the braw. Its |egs
t hundered to the ground in two separate directions, and its head
roll ed backward and plumeted, screamng as it fell

That broke the elves' norale conpletely. Their assault fel
apart with their gigantic |eader, and they fled fromthe battle,
droppi ng their weapons as they ran. Those nachi nes that could
pursue did so, cutting down the forest-dwellers with neither
renorse nor pity.

Yet the forest titan had succeeded, for the col ossus could
not recover fromits attack. The force of the blow ripped the
stone statue's own armfromits nmoorings, and it cascaded to the
ground with the sound of an aval anche. Bolts of |ightning shot
fromits netal-plated joints as the great statue slowy dropped



to its knees, then sprawl ed forward, facedown, across the small
streamthat now ran red with blood and black with oil. The valley
shook as it struck the earth.

Tawnos watched the rout and felt sadness. It was not the
elves' fault that they were forced to fight for a | and they could
not hold. They were nmerely in the wong place at the wong tine.
Had their |l and remained secret, they would have been spared al
this. But once reveal ed, they were cast in the nael strom of war
with the rest of them He shook his head as a | ast group of elves
and centaurs tried to rally on a nound of fallen triskelions,
only be to overrun by soldiers.

Al that was left after that was the cleanup. The bodi es were
col l ected and burned, and the artifacts were checked and
repai red. The col ossus was beyond hel p, but plates fromits hide
could be stripped and used for other creatures.

Urza arrived in the evening with additional reinforcenents,
along with nore artificers and nechanics to held with the
repairs. Though the elven force was al nobst entirely w ped out, it
had taken a heavy toll on the Argivians.

Then the scout arrived with the bad news. Mshra's force had
been spotted five days' march to the west and was making for
their position.

Tawnos argued they should pull back, at least to the safety
of the coastal forts, but Urza would hear nothing of it.

"Strip the forts within four days' march of here,"” he said.
"W will fight here.™

"We are battered and tired," noted Tawnos.

"Qur machi nes are battered, but they cannot be tired," said
Urza. "What nonconbatant |iving beings we have we can evacuate in
time. Let this battle be at a tinme and place of our choosing."

Tawnos | ooked at Urza and saw that Harbin had been right.
Urza seened resigned to battling his brother, regardless of the
outcome. It would all end here, one way or another.

The scout al so brought a nessage for Tawnos. He did not say
where he had got it, but Tawnos knew who it was fromthe noment
he saw t he handwriting.

"Somet hi ng i nportant?" asked Urza. "Has Harbin had success
agai nst the raiders?"

"Message froman old friend," Tawnos said, scowing. U za was
al ready poring over the maps of the surrounding terrain, and only
nodded. Tawnos pocketed the nmessage, and Urza said nothing nore
on the matter.

Tawnos t hought of the date, and said, "If they take five days
to get here and attack by the sixth, it will be the |ast day of
the year. Perhaps we can begin the new year with a world at
peace, when we win."

"The | ast day," said U za softly. "And on the | ast day, we're
equal . "

"Pardon?" said Tawnos.

Urza shook his head, "Just an old thought. You get to an
advanced age and that's all you have anynore. A d thoughts, and
regrets.”

In Koilos, the denbn G x heard the chants of his priests in
Argoth and knew that it was tine to go to them

Al'l the pieces were in place. The one brother was wounded,
and his sibling was bearing down on him The survivor would be
battered beyond belief and in no shape to defend hinself. Neither
was prepared for the surprise the denmon had prepared for them

Gx smled as a small point of |ight appeared near his
throne. It grewuntil it had formed into a disk, like a



reflecting pool that had been turned on its side. There was the
snel | of smoke and the distant sound of crashing gears.

He | ooked around at his domain within the cavern, at the
scattered parts of the denolished su-chi. He would soon return in

tri unph.
He | ooked at his observer, the poor priestess whose
nmechani cal |inbs had rejected her. She inplored himwth her

eyes, for she no |l onger could speak

The di sk was alnmpst fully formed, and G x did not have nuch
tinme. He wal ked over to her and cradled her head in his hands.

H s talons pierced the flesh of her scalp and drove through the
bone into the brain itself.

G x opened every synapse in the wonan's nind and let the holy
fire fill her as every part of her brain fired at once. She
jerked and spasnmed in his hands, and then was still. He let go of
her, and she slunped to the floor, a puppet with its strings cut.

G x noticed that there was a snmile on her sewn-together I|ips,
and he smiled in return as he stepped through the gate and into
the final battle between the brothers.

Chapter 33
TAWNOS AND ASHNGOD

The Last Battle began before dawn, as the overcast sky was
just beginning to lighten. The remai ning mechani cs on both sides
began activating their destructive artifacts, and the thrumi ng
of their engines was a bugle call to both sides. The vibrations
grew on both sides as nore wings were |linbered, treads were
checked, and leg armatures were put through their fina
preparations.

Wth the first |light of dawn, the dragon engi nes surged
forward, form ng a wedge and bearing down on the Argivian
position. Behind them | unbered two huge flanks of transnogrants,
and the remaining Fallaji soldiers decked in Ashnod's spiked
arnor. Bringing up the rear were Mshra's great ground-shattering
engi nes and war machi nes, protecting the flanks of the wedge.

Behi nd these lines rose a dozen wi nged dragon engi nes, bugling
battle cries and breathing flames into the norning air.

Urza had guessed his brother would try a direct assault,
counting on the weakened state of the Argivian forces after their
battle with the Argothians. For that reason he positioned al
Tawnos's nobile fortifications, the triskelions, in the center
supported by war engines of the Lord Protector's own design. The
rest of his units were broken into smaller groups of clay
statues, avengers, and sentinels. Shape-shifting automatons, made
of primal clay worked over adjustable frames, held the flanks.
The sky was alive with ornithopters and orni bonbers, protected by
tetravi and cl ockwork avians that swarnmed upward toward the great
flying dragon engi nes of the eneny.

The arm es crashed together with a scream of shattering
nmetal . The dragon engi nes on the ground noved anong the
triskelions, hamrering themw th flame and savage bl ows, but the
great fortresses refused to fall. Urza's war nmachi nes were
smashed beneath the treads of the dragon engines, slow ng them
whi | e hordes of avengers and clay statues clung to their flanks
seeking to break through their arnor to the driving notors within
and destroy them

The dragon engi nes screanmed, and the transnmogrants fell upon
Urza's flanks. The renade troops were picking at the clay statues
i ke carnivorous apes, but Urza's newer shapeshifting automnatons



were too nuch for the reanimated fornms of nen and elves. Od
bl ood and new oil splattered on the conmbatants as they slamed
into each other.

In the air the cl ockwork avians swooped and dived at the
dragon engi nes, seeking the weakness in their arnor that woul d
allow themto penetrate and spread packets of explosives within.
Cccasionally there was a nmetallic scream as an orni bonber or
dragon engine lost structural integrity and could no | onger
remain al oft. The huge engines sprawl ed into the seething madness
bel ow, crushing both ally and enemy beneath their spraw ing
hul ks.

On the far right flank, Tawnos | ed a squad of Yotian
sol diers, heavily arnored and | ooking nore |ike beetles than
humanoi d aut onatons, |ooking for a way into the rear echel on of
M shra's forces. He held al oft the sensory-danpeni ng wand t hat he
had days earlier offered Harbin, and none of the other conbatants
seenmed to notice himor his patrol

There was notion ahead of him and Tawnos barked a conmmand.
The soldiers formed a wedge behind the old scholar, raising
bl ades made of tenpered glass that could cut through steel
Tawnos snapped the attack conmand, and they |unbered forward,
their servos and governi ng mechani sms clicking as they sought out
their targets

It was a group of priests, G xians by their robes, and the
automated soldiers fell upon themlike wol ves among sheep. The
bl ades of unshatterable glass rose and fell |ike scythes, and the
G xi ans screanmed as they fell beneath their razor-sharp edges.

There was the clatter of glass upon netal, and Tawnos at
first assumed that the priests were wearing arnor. But when he
caught up with his weapons, he saw that the G xi ans had repl aced
parts of their own bodies with machinery-Iarge |unbering,
cl anki ng prosthetics that denied themthe speed with which to
escape.

Tawnos | ooked down at the fallen bodies and wondered if the
alterations were voluntary. It smelled of Ashnod's work, but she
had never nodified the living, only tormented them Ws this
somet hing newin Mshra's arsenal ?

That was when things started to go w ong.

There was a whirring noise behind him the famliar whine of
one of his own Yotian sol diers approachi ng. Tawnos hal f -t urned,
and in turning realized that the automaton had its bl ade poised
to strike. The Master Schol ar stepped back and stumnbl ed over one
of the G xian's bodies.

The fall saved his life, for the soldier's blade cut through
the air where Tawnos had been nonents before. Another of the
sol diers stepped up in front of Tawnos to defend him and the two
Yot i an automat ons began cutting each other to ribbons.

Tawnos rose slowy, the joints in his knees conpl ai ning. He
| ooked around. Al the Yotian soldiers were fighting anong
t hensel ves. Their bl ades of tenpered glass cut into each other
peeling away their heavy arnor |ike orange skins. Al ready sone
were falling fromthe assault, but whether they were attackers or
def enders Tawnos coul d not say.

Tawnos shouted a command for the unit to formup, and the
machi nes ignored him He shouted the command for themto cease
fighting, and they ignored that as well. Finally he bell owed the
order that woul d deactivate the units. They paid no attention to
this order. The battered survivors of the contests only |urched
forward to seek new targets.

Tawnos took a step back, then a second; then he was running



for the center of the line. Two soldiers attenpted to follow him
but soon fell to fighting each other

As Tawnos noved along the line, the story was the same. The
machi nes on both sides had forgotten their basic orders and were
| ashing out at random striking at any target in their path. He
found a unit of clay statues in conbat with a band of usually
allied avengers, the great automatons pulling chunks of primal
clay fromthe statues' franmes. On the horizon, a pair of dragon
engi nes had their necks entwined |like mati ng geese, and each had
its jaws wi de open, attenpting to bite the other's head off. The
triskelions had opened fire on Urza's battle engines and on each
ot her, and already snoke was billowing fromtheir franes
Overhead the cl ockwork avians were attacking the ornithopters,
and their needl e-sharp beaks ripped apart the crafts' reinforced
Wi ngs.

Tawnos stunbl ed across human bodi es as wel | - nechani cs,
guards, other scholars, and Fallaji warriors. The humans had been
the first to be destroyed in the rebellion of the machines.

Tawnos heard soneone call his name, and there was a flash of
scarl et against a black cloak. Ashnod shouted his nane again, and

Tawnos waited as the woman scrabbl ed over the fallen body of
a clay statue. She was bearing her ubiquitous staff and stil
carried the battered backpack she had possessed the previous
eveni ng.

"I's this your doi ng?" shouted Tawnos over the clashing din. A
hundred yards away, a headl ess dragon engi ne was using its neck
as a nmetallic whip to breach one of the triskelion towers.

Ashnod shook her head enphatically and shouted back, "It's
affecting Mshra's devices as well. Maybe something in the way
the machi nes are getting their comands?"

Now it was Tawnos's turn to disagree. "Nothing like this
happened before. Maybe the two brothers' stones-the M ghtstone
and Weak-stone. Could their proximty do this?"

Ashnod shouted, "You tell me. It seenms as if everything with
a power crystal has a mind of its own."

There was an expl osi on nearby. Too close. Both nan and wonan
crouched as a fireball bl oomed skyward, shaking the ground wth
its eruption.

"One of Mshra's war machines,"” yelled Ashnod. "lI'm going to
get back to Urza's canp," shouted Tawnos. "Cone al ong?"

"Thought you'd never ask," replied Ashnod. The two headed
away fromthe line as a great dragon engi ne, perhaps one of the
originals Mshra had brought to Korlinda, rose over the hillock
It regarded the two beings before it as if they were insects.
"You have a command word to control that thing?" asked Tawnos.
"You think it would listen?" replied Ashnod. The dragon engi ne
hesitated, then turned away, noving back into the heart of the
battl e.

"Somet hi ng you di d?" said Tawnos, but Ashnod only shook her
head. Then a third voi ce spoke up. "No, that was ne."

It stepped into view, and Tawnos saw a creature of
nightnmares. It was as tall as Tawnos, with long coils that sprang
fromthe back of its skulllike head and tw tched of their own
volition. Its body was constructed entirely of struts and cables
hel d together by sinews of flesh, which twisted |ike nuscles as
it noved. It was the ultinate autonaton

"Denon! " shout ed Ashnod.

The creature |laughed, and it was a harsh, clicking sound. "Is
that what you call one who just saved you from your naster's
devices? Yes, | can control it, even if you masters can't. | can



control most of these creatures now, and when they are done
sl aying each other, | will take the strongest ones back with ne
to Phyrexia."

Ashnod dropped the pack and hoi sted her staff with both
hands. "Get back!" she said.

The denon | aughed again. "Nowis the tinme to pack up the toys
and go hone. Urza and Mshra will die today, and with them fai
their hopes and their |egacy." He paused for a nonent, then
added, "And their students."”

The denon crouched to | eap, but Ashnod was faster. She
brought up the end of her skull-tipped wand, and multicol ored
energies surged forth fromthe tip.

The creature staggered under the force of the blow but did
not fall. "You' ve grown nore powerful," it snarled, but its words
were forced

"I"ve been practicing," said Ashnod. Tawnos noticed that her

teeth were gritted as well. "Tawnos," she shouted, "take the
backpack. "

Tawnos did not nove i medi ately, instead drawi ng his own
weapon.

"No!" shouted Ashnod, "This one is mine. Take the backpack
Init there's a bow. Tell Uza to fill it with menories of the

land. CGot it? Menories of the land."

Tawnos did not nove, and Ashnod cursed. "Urza's going to need
it, if this thing is herel™

Al ready the denon had risen to its feet and was staggering
forward, struggling against the beam of Ashnod's staff. As Tawnos
wat ched, its arns grew |longer and its fingers sharpened into
tal ons. Sweat was streani ng down Ashnod's face.

"CGo, Baby Duck!" she shouted, and redoubled her effort. The
denon staggered back a few paces but then resumed his sl ow
progress forward.

Tawnos grabbed the pack and turned, running for the base
canp. Behind himthe denon screamed and Ashnod cursed. Then their
voices were lost in the clanging din of the mechanized
battl efield.

Chapter 34
URZA AND M SHRA

Urza was al one at his canp. The ai des and apprentices had
fled or had rushed el sewhere as reinforcenments or had been killed
in conbat. Below him across the haze-filled valley, was a sea of
nmechani zed ruin. Mst of the smaller autonatons had been smashed
now, and only the great behenoths were thundering agai nst each
other. An oily snoke covered nost of the land, and he could not
see the opposite side of the valley any | onger

Urza renmoved his gl asses and pinched the bridge of his nose.
So much effort, he thought, for so little result.

Tawnos was out there, he knew, but Tawnos had fought before
and al ways returned home. Harbin was at |east safe fromthis
battle, en route back to Penregon. Urza realized he should | eave
now, shoul d pull back

But pull back to what? The forts had been enptied to bring
troops to this battle. There was nothing left in the conbi ned
ki ngdoms to send, even if the boatyards were still functional
There was nothing left of the land with which to build anew

Urza | ooked out over the vale and shook his head. He thought
of Loran's notes, and he thought of Harbin. The boy had seen what
the natives of this |land could do and had cone to believe there



were nore powerful forces than just artifice and machi nery.
Per haps he was right. But it was too late for that.

Perhaps it was always too late, thought Urza.

There was nmovenent to Urza's right, and he turned, expecting
to see Tawnos stepping out of the gathering snmoke. Instead it was
anot her figure, this one nuscul ar and young, and dressed in the
robes of the desert.

"Hell o, Brother," said M shra.

Urza blinked. M shra | ooked unchanged from when they had | ast
met face-to-face, at Kroog. Indeed, if anything, he | ooked
younger, stronger, and nore confident. Instinctively Uza's hand
went to the M ghtstone hanging from around his neck

"You're | ooking unwell,"” said Mshra, a cold smle on his
face. "Your machi nes have sucked the life out of you. That is
your error. One of many."

M shra took a step forward, and Urza's stone began to gl ow
The pouch around M shra's neck began to shine in response. Mshra
opened it with his left hand and pulled the fist-sized rock from
it.

"Two of a kind," said the younger brother. "How | ong have we
fought? And for what, Brother? For trinkets such as these?" He
pul l ed out the ankh with his other hand. "For rul ership of
nati ons and peopl e?"

"I just wanted to learn," said U za, softly. "I just wanted
to build ny devices."

M shra took another step forward, and Urza tried to push the
younger brother back, forcing his will through the stone as he
had at Kroog. As he had back in Tocasia's canp at the beginning
of his life.

He was less effective this tine. Mshra took another step
forward, slower this tinme, and his smle was fixed and brittle.
"You' ve let yourself grow old, and your light is dimrmng," he
said. "Shall we talk one last time, or nust | slay you now?"

"You still want my stone," said Uza, but it was exhausting
to speak. He felt age resting on his shoul ders, and the stone as
a great weight around his neck

M shra took another step, and both brothers were bathed in
the light now, the nulticolored light fromtheir own stones. The
two nmen were only a foot apart. "You think this is only about a
nmere fractured gen? You think that is where the power is?" Mshra
said, and there was effort in his smle. "You still covet ny
stone, Brother? Here, take it!"

M shra | ashed out with the stone gripped tightly in his hand.
Urza dodged to one side but knew as he dodged that Mshra's
attack was nmerely a feint. The ankh in Mshra's other hand cane
up suddenly, and Urza tw sted and stunbl ed backward, trying to
get out of the way of the blade. The light of his stone died as
the razor-sharp edge of the ankh streaked across his forehead.

U za's face exploded in pain as he fell back

M shra | aughed, and Urza reached up to his face. The ankh had
carved a deep furrow across his forehead, which already welled
with bl ood. The thick, sticky fluid ran down the sides of Urza's
face and stained his glasses a sangui ne hue.

"You never realized true power, Brother," taunted M shra.
"You never had to fight for your life. You were always safe in
your world of devices and cal cul ati ons. Now you see you went down

the wong path. You'll die old and alone, and | wll take your
| ands and peopl es and inventions and bend themto nmy will."
M shra | eaned forward to deliver a killing blow with his ankh

Urza felt anger, hot and fresh; and with that anger cane



action. Were he thinking rationally, he mght have tried to
retreat, to talk, to plan another assault at a later day. But he
was in pain, and anger welled fromthat pain. He noved
instinctively and inpul sively.

He dropped the defenses he had erected around him defenses
t hat had bl ossonmed when the two fought. |nstead, he used the
energy of the stone to |launch a direct assault against his
br ot her.

He used the M ghtstone as a focus for his assault, but poured
into it his anger at Mshra. He poured all his rage, and all his
ot her enotions as well: how he | oved his brother and how he hated
him how their war had wecked their lives and their world. A
this he poured through the stone in one blast of energy.

And as he did so, he felt something give within him It was
as when a nuscle suddenly pulled fromstrain, or a gear changed
within a device. Suddenly the nental walls around himfell away,
and he realized his brother had been right.

He had never realized true power.

Until now.

Urza knew the power came fromwithin him not from any device
or crystal. He fed that power through the stone and into a single
bolt agai nst his brother.

M shra's chest exploded in a ball of crinson fire, and the
younger man screamed and fell. The fire spread through his robes
and he flailed his arns as the flanes engulfed him Hi s body
bl azed brightly for a nonent; then he was gone, fleeing back into
the snoke that filled the valley.

Urza watched himflee and now real i zed what had nmade M shra
so powerful. For Mshra's robes had burned in U za's assault, and
with the robes the flesh beneath them had peel ed away fromthe
heat .

Beneath the flesh had been netal. Urza had seen it for only a
nmonent but that was enough. There were plates where Mshra's ribs
shoul d have been, and pulleys and coil ed knots of steel rope
where his nmuscles shoul d have operated.

Hi s brother had been consunmed by his own machi nes. He had
becone one hinself.

Uza felt the effects of his own assault. Something had
changed within him and once the door was open it could not be
cl osed. He could sense the world around hi mby nore than sight
and feeling. He could feel the power within hinmself and the power
within the land that surrounded him

The and was in pain. No, not just in Argoth, but in all of
Terisiare. He and his brother had plundered the earth for its
ri ches, and damaged it al nost beyond repair. Now it cried out to
him in a nmaddening chorus, crying for respite. Crying for
rel ease.

There was another flicker of notion to his left, and he
rai sed the M ghtstone against a new assault. But this tine it was
Tawnos staggering out of the snoky fog, coughing and clutching a
backpack. The student | ooked ancient as he staggered forward.

"Urza," said the fornmer apprentice. "The machi nes no | onger
obey. "

Urza | ooked over the battlefield and saw it with new eyes.
Wiere before there was the confusion, he now saw anot her
puppeteer pulling the strings. Pulling the strings of the
artifact creatures. The strings of his brother. H's own strings.

"There was a denon, a creature from Phyrexia," continued
Tawnos. "He anbushed me and Ashnod. Ashnod said | should bring
you this." He pulled a bow -shaped sylex fromthe pack. "Urza,



are you |istening?"

Urza | ooked at the bowl and heard the cries of the I and
around them "I hear," he said. "Mre than you realize, now, |
hear."

"W should retreat,"” said Tawnos, "get away fromhere. If
your brother finds us ..."

"My brother has been here once,"” said Uza, "and he will be
com ng back." He took the bow from Tawnos's hands, and as he
touched the sylex, the cries of the | and becanme nore intense in
his ears. They rose in a deafening cacophony of pain that only he
coul d hear.

"Ashnod says you are supposed to fill it with menories of the
|l and, " said Tawnos. The scholar's nmouth worked a nonent, then he
added, "I don't know what that neans."

"I know," said Urza, and he did know. The nmoment he took the
bow from Tawnos he knew what its purpose was and how he was to
use it. The understanding flowed through himlike an electric
jolt.

"W should go," said Tawnos.

"No," said Urza, softly.

"Urza, you're hurt-" began Tawnos, but Urza cut himoff.

"No," he repeated. "It ends here, for nme and for him" For a
nmonent, his eyes focused on Tawnos, and Urza said, "You nust go
and find a safe refuge. Find sone place to take cover."

"Uza, |"'mnot..."

"Do Not Argue!" thundered Urza, and his eyes flashed with
rage. "Find the deepest cave, the furthest tree, the strongest
fortification. Find anything to protect yourself and Do It Now "

Tawnos was gone, and Urza was alone on the hillside. Only for
a nonent, for there was a clanking and clattering to his right,
down toward the valley. The noise grew | ouder by the nonent.

M shra was returning, and he had brought a dragon engine wth
hi m

The nmists parted as the great machine runbled up the hil
toward the wounded schol ar, and Urza nentally corrected hinself.
M shra had brought the dragon engine as a part of hinself..

Most of the flesh had burned away fromhis brother's form
| eaving only a maze of coiled wire and bl ack cabl es beneat h,
oozing fluid. The cabl es had reached out fromw thin his body and
merged with those of the dragon engine. This one had been the one
at Korlinda, and simlar cables had extruded fromit to join with
M shra. Machi ne and man had become one entity.

Mshra's face was largely intact, save for a |ong, burned
scar along one side. The tatters of flesh flapped agai nst the
nmet al beneath as his nechani cal jaw opened and cl osed, bell ow ng
threats. There was a dripping redness along that side that m ght
have been bl ood.

Urza saw t he abomination that was his brother and knew what
must be done. He spoke a word and pulled the energies of the |and
to him

In an instant, the hillside at his feet slid away, crashing
toward the M shra engi ne. The man machi ne was caught by the
cascadi ng earth and dragged backward, down toward the valley
fl oor.

It would not stop his hate-filled brother, Urza realized, but
it would sl ow hi mdown. And that was enough

Urza sat cross-legged with the bow in his |ap. The runes
within the bow spiraled toward the center, but he did not need
to read them Whatever force now coursed through his veins
al  owed hi m conprehension, allowed himto comune with the



artifact as he now heard the cries of the land. Blood fromthe
gushi ng wound on his forehead dribbled into the bow and filled
the carved runes with crinson.

Urza sumoned his nmenories, the menories of his life and his
studies, and willed theminto the bow. He thought of Argive and
of Korlis. He thought of his towers and workshops and of the
orniary in Kroog. He thought of |ands he had fl own over and
fought over. He thought of the Kher Ridges and the Caverns of
Koi | os.

And he thought of a small encanpnent, now forgotten by nost
living men and buried by sand, where students of an old worman dug
for artifacts of an ancient and forgotten people. Were two
brot hers | earned about the Thran

The M shra machi ne had recovered fromthe aval anche and was
now charging up the hill, its dragon head scream ng. U za | ooked
up and saw his brother's face, half-torn fromthe metallic skul
beneat h, and wept for him The artificer's tears joined the bl ood
and nenories in the bow, and he felt the power well up around
hi m

The power filled himnow, flowing to himfromall the |ands
and all the nenories of the things that he had done. H's regrets
and pride and anger and solitude all poured into the bow,
filling it to the brim filling it to the bursting point. And
beyond.

The M shra machi ne had attained the hilltop now, and its
serpent head | oomed hi gh above him M shra was grinning, the
smle half-flesh and half-steel. It was the grin of a man
tri unphant.

M shra was screani ng somet hing, but Urza no | onger heard his
voice. Al he heard was the land, crying for rel ease.

And Urza rel eased the power.

A flash at the base of the bow spread outward and upward, a
new sun brought to the earth and igniting everything it touched.
Uza felt the flash for a moment and sniled as it washed over
him H's last sight was of his brother, nelded to the machine, as
both were caught in the blast. The smile on his brother's face
turned into a twisted parody as the systens of his body failed.
Then the M shra dragon reduced to its smallest particles, and
those particles were caught by the force of the explosion Uza
had called into being. They were blown far, far away.

And Urza was gone as well

* * k* * %

Argoth died at last. Those survivors in the land only had a
nmonent to react to the great flash of Iight on the horizon, when
suddenly it was on top of them

The surviving trees ignited where they stood, blown down by
t he

wi nd, their stunps uprooted by the undul ating earth as ground
slid beneath the sea, and new earth shot up fromthe force of the
expl osi on.

Gaea screaned as the circle of destruction w dened.

* * k* K %

The nen on Harbin's ship who had been | ooking south were
blinded by the light, their eyes reduced to pools of blood from
the intensity. The masts and sails of the ship were set afire by
the heat.



The ship was suddenly rising, as the sea itself becane a
mountain and carried the boat with it. The ship rose upward, and
Harbin clung to the tattered remains of the rigging, screamn ng
his father's nane.

Al'l at once the boat and the man were atop the great swell of
the ocean, and Harbin could see, far to the south, the reddish
gl ow of the sky as Argoth burned. He could see other swells, each
| arger than the one that had just overtaken them advancing |ike
rel entl ess armes.

H s ship was cast down again into the ocean

Grenna felt the ground trenble beneath her and heard the cry
of Gaea as her land died. They were fighting Korlisians along the
coast, and many of the warriors on both sides now cast down their
weapons and began to weep. The war was over, and there were to be
no victors.

Grenna noticed the sea was gone, |eaving only broad patches
of mud and rock. She realized what that neant. She shouted for
her warriors to flee to the hills inland and broke into a | oping
run; she did not see which ones obeyed her

She was hal fway up the nearest hill when the first great
waves, each the size of a small nountain, broke against the
coastline, smashing everything in their path.

* * k* K %

In Penregon, Kayla set down her pen at the sound of distant
thunder. But the thunder did not diminish but instead becane
| ouder and was soon acconpani ed by the rushing of w nds. The
ground shook beneath her, and in another roomthere was the sound
of dishes clattering to the floor

The room was rocked, and the furniture slid against the far
wal I and was smashed. To the south there was a great reddish
glow, as if all of southern Argive had caught fire.

The door flew open, and Jarsyl, Harbin's el dest, cane in,
crying and clutching one of his father's old toys, a nechanica
bird that Tawnos had nade for him Kayla hugged the child and
whi spered soft words to him as outside the house nmen screaned
and buil di ngs toppl ed.

And a single tear ran down the side of her face as she
conforted her grandchild.

* * k* * %

In the caverns of Koilos the air winkled and pursed, and
there was the snell of burning oil as Gx returned to his lair.

He had been damaged, and his novenments |eft greasy footprints
and spatters of oil. There was human bl ood on himas well, on his
chest, his talons, and his face, but he had no tine to consider
hi s appear ance.

He worked quickly, one part of his nmind cal culating how | ong
it would take for the blast wave to reach him another wondering
if the mountain itself would be sufficient protection, while a
third part readied the Thran machine. A |oose pile of power
crystals was placed on the holder that he had hoped woul d once
again carry the united Wakstone and M ghtstone, and his
bl oodst ai ned hands noved over the glyphs with hurried grace.

The air began to swirl and formits gateway, but it was not
yet fully fornmed when the earth shook beneath his feet. The front
of the blast wave was surging up the canyon outside. G x |eapt up
the steps to the dais, and | ooked around. Already parts of the



ceiling were beginning to cave in, and the machi nes were sparking
and goi ng dead.

G x cursed and dived through the small portal, feet first.
And as he dived, the portal w nked shut around him

There was a screamwithin the vaults, and then nothing, save
for a denmon's arm severed at the el bow, clenching and
uncl enching at sonmething it could not attain, lying on the floor
of the shattered room

Near the foot of the Ronom G acier, Feldon and Loran watched
as a great duststormswallowed the foothills far bel ow them The
sand had been drawn fromthe desert hundreds of miles away and
now fl ayed everything in the | ow ands. Even at their height, a
hot, dustladened wi nd swept over them and Loran pulled her cloak
tight with her left arm Beneath the cloak, her right armwas a
twi sted and nmangl ed remant.

Fel don surveyed the terrain bel ow them as one valley after
anot her di sappeared beneath the blast, |leaving only a churned fog
of dust and despair that was already trying to clinb their
mount ai n. The | ower peaks were al ready vani shing beneath the
assaul t.

"Well," he said at last, "it's over."

Loran said, "Cood."

And there was silence in Terisiare.

EPI LOGUES

Dl VERG NG PATHS

(64 AR

The dreans had called them Fromthe now rui ned nonastery and
fromthe gl ass-paved | ands of Yotia. Fromthe abandoned w eckage
of Tomakul and from hidden places within the old coasta
ki ngdonms. They brought with themtheir inventions, their devices,
and their notes on the nature of magic. The dreams beckoned them
to the Secret Heart of the Thran, to the caverns of Koilos, and
t hey obeyed.

They dug out the passage where it had caved in. They buried
t he bodies they found there and made a reliquary for the great
denmon's armthey found, eternally twitching, at the foot of the
dais. They repaired the machi nes as best as they were able,
gui ded by the old knowl edge and by their dreans.

At |l ast they were finished, and they placed the broken and
fadi ng power crystals in their holders, touching the glyphs as
t hey had been instructed. The machi nes humed and sputtered and
cane to a slow, flickering life.

Slowmy the air pursed and a swirling pool appeared, a gateway
into the prom sed | ands beyond. Through that gate canme a | ong
mechani cal arm tipped with talons, nmate to the one that they had
venerated as the armof G x.

The arm beckoned to them and w thdrew back into its own
| ands, and a voice rang out fromthe gate. "Enter ny children,"
it said, "enter and taste paradise."

Smiling, the priests of the Brotherhood of G x stepped up to
t he gateway and entered Phyrexia.

* * k* K %

What had once been a verdant coastline was now awash with
debris. The flotsam of great trees and the jetsam of huge
boul ders had been driven nmiles into shore, creating a bl asted
regi on along the shore, devoid of life.

Among the weckage was a | arge netal box, seven feet in



length, three feet in width and height. It had weathered the
destruction and cane to rest anong the other far-flung remains of
what had been Argoth.

Urza stood al ongsi de the box and pressed his hand agai nst the
lid.

The box's top slid along its casters, revealing the
slunmbering formof his former apprentice. Tawnos took a breath,
then sat bolt-upright, gasping for air. Hi s face was pale, and he
was covered with dead skin that had flaked off but had nowhere to
go within his confinenent.

Urza waited for Tawnos to regain his composure, standing as
patient as a statue. Tawnos took a deep breath, held it, then
took a second one. Then he | ooked around at the devastation that
surrounded them

"It is over," said Urza, sitting on the edge of the box.

Tawnos gul ped and | ooked around. "This was the safest hiding
place | could think of," he said. Urza did not reply. Tawnos
said, "Your brother?"

"Dead," said Uza. "I ..." He shook his head. "The denon, the
Phyrexian, killed my brother long ago. | never realized it."

"Where are we?" asked Tawnos.

Urza | ooked around and sighed, deeply. "The southern coast of
Yotia."

Tawnos blinked. "It has changed."

"The worl d has changed," said Urza, "because of what we did.
Because of what | did."

Tawnos clinbed out of the box, and Urza hel ped him Tawnos
felt weak fromhis incarceration and rubbed his arns and | egs,
both to shake off the dead skin and to restore circulation. It
was cold on this shore, colder than Tawnos renenbered it as a
yout h.

"I need one |last task fromyou, my former student," said
U za.

"Name it," said Tawnos.

"I want you to go west. Find the remains of the Union, the
scholars of the ivory towers. Tell them what happened here. Tel
t hem what we did, and what we failed to do. See to it that they
do not do the same. | trust you to do this."

Tawnos | ooked at the ol der man, but it seemed to himthat
Urza was no longer old. H's hair was blond again and his
shoul ders straight.

But his eyes were old beyond years and pai ned beyond norta
hurt.

"You can always trust me," said Tawnos. "Were are you

goi ng?"
Urza turned fromhis fornmer pupil. "Away," he said after a
short while. "I amgoing ... away."

"It looks as if we could use your help here," said Tawnos.

Urza nade a noi se that Tawnos thought was a nervous |augh. "I
don't think the land could survive any nore of ny help. | need to

I need to go away. And think by nyself. Where | will not harm
ot hers."

Tawnos nodded, and said, "I don't know if there is any place
that far away."

Urza shook his head and said, "There are places far beyond
the Iand of Terisiare, far beyond world of Dom naria. When |
poured ny nenories into the sylex, | saw them | see many things
that | had never seen before.”

He turned back to Tawnos, and the Master Schol ar saw Urza's
eyes. They were no |onger human eyes, but rather two genstones,



radiating with a cascade of multicolored hues: green, white, red,
bl ack, and bl ue.

M ght st one and Wakstone, reunited at last, within the
surviving brother.

The image was only for an instant; then Urza's eyes were
normal again. Uza smiled. "I must go away," he repeated.

Tawnos nodded slowy, and the man with human/crystalline eyes
stood. "You have | ong been a student,"” said Urza. "Now go be a
teacher."

As he spoke, Urza began to fade fromview Slowy the color
drained fromhim leaving only outlines; then they too faded.
"Teach them of our triunphs and our m stakes," said a distant
voice. "And tell Kayla to renenber nme not..."

" As you were, but as you tried to be," finished Tawnos,
but he was speaking to enpty space. Urza had passed fromthe
world into greater worlds that only his crystalline eyes could
see.

Tawnos | ooked around, but there was no sign of life. He
struck inland, hoping to get past the worst of devastation before
he had to travel west. He recognized no famliar |andmarks, and
he had the feeling that he would not for a long time. Tawnos
wonder ed how bad the devastation truly was.

And as Tawnos wal ked inland, he was greeted by the first
fl akes of snow drifting down a chill w nd.



