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PRol ogci e

The gods grew conpl acent in the sameness of their imortal |ives, content to
accept the worship of nortals and to rule their lordly domains. Eterna

i nperturbabl e, they passed the centuries in sublime disregard of the

fl esh-bound world bel ow

But occasionally the actions of a god' s worshipers brought that deity into
conflict with his fellows. Such a collision of godhood inevitably spelled
chaos, even conplete doom for the peoples in the divine one's fold.

So it was with Helmthe Vigilant, patron god of the Golden Legion. Hs
faithful, the crusading soldiery of that |egion, carried his banner forward
i nto new | ands—+ands of great riches and beauty, but of dark savagery as well.
WIllingly, eagerly, Helmfollowed. Now he faced gods from beyond his ken—gods
wi th an apparently unquenchable thirst for human hearts, human bl ood.

So, too, with Zaltec the Terrible, one of those thirsty |ords. The ravenous
god of war consumed the hearts offered by his priests with relish. Lordly
mast er of Maztica, he faced the invading forces of Helmw th a burning
increase in his own hunger. Zaltec needed nore hearts, nore bl ood.

And with Qotal, once hailed as preem nent anong the gods of Maztica. The

Pl uned One, however, had | ong since been banished fromthe True Wrld by those
who t hought gods could only be worshi ped with the sheddi ng of bl ood and the
taking of lives. Qotal sought to smooth the confluence of peoples and gods,
but his power was weak, his presence all but unknown.

And al so, below themall, seething with the darkness of her hatred and evil,
so it was with another god—a god whose presence and interest the deities of
Maztica did not
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even suspect. Lolth, the spidery essence of darkness and evil, dwelled far
fromthe others, in the infernal reaches thensel ves. Queen of the dark

el ves—+the drowtolth's hatred now focused agai nst those of her children who no
| onger held her name in awe.

To Lolth, to themall, the Sand called Maztica was a ganing board, a table
upon which lay the pieces of their imortal contest. It required but a

t hought| ess breath, or the casual flick of a linb, to sweep the board cl ean
THE HOUSE OF TEZCA

Hal loran felt certain they would die here in this miserable, waterless waste.
The sun assaulted themfromall sides, searing their skin, parching their
dusty mouths, blinding their eyes with an unceasing gl are.

H's tongue swelling in his throat, Hal |ooked about, only dimy aware of the

i nfernal surroundings. He and his two conpanions trudged wearily across the
House of Tezca, the great desert naned for Maztica's god of the sun. Harsh

yel l ow shards of rock jutted fromthe sandy ground, and | ow, w ndswept ridges
mar ked the horizon on all sides. In the far distance, purple nountains, capped
wi th blinding snowfields, |oomed against the skyline, taunting themwth their
unatt ai nabl e proni se of cool heights and rapid, icy streans.

Long since discarded, Halloran's steel helnmet and breastplate were now | ashed
to the saddl ebags of Storm his once-proud war-horse. The sturdy charger

pl odded listlessly, sometines tripping or stunbling. A few nore hours w thout
wat er, Halloran knew, and the steed would coll apse.

Rel uctantly, blinking against the pain, he | ooked to the nman and t he woman who
were his conpanions. They, too, could last but a matter of hours unl ess they
found water.

Poshtli, the Eagle Knight, seened | east affected. The proud warrior |led the
way, maintaining his steady stride across the rocky, undulating terrain of the
desert. For days, Poshtli's strength had gui ded and propelled them He had
brought themto the desert—for good reasons, Hal understood—but now the
torched | andscape had beconme a trap. Burdened by this responsibility, the
warrior drove hinself nercilessly, leading the way w thout a backward | ook
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Erixitl, the beautiful young woman who had showed hi m so many wonders of her

| and, seemed but a distant nmenory to Hal now It broke his heart to see her in
this wastel and that must soon claimthem all

She | ooked at himnow, her eyelids swollen by sun and dust. Her |ips, cracked,
sunbur ned, and bl eeding, could no | onger smle. She had not spoken since the
nmercil ess sun had risen uncounted hours earlier. If even her exuberant spirit
had been broken, Halioran knew, their doom nmust be inm nent.

For nmore countless hours, they marched, seeking shelter that could not be
found. Their |ast water gone, consumed at the end of the previous day's march
they all understood that their only hope lay in continuous, desperate search
"I have failed," Poshtli croaked finally as they crested yet another sharp
parched ridge. "It was a mistake to seek the desert dwarves. W woul d have
done better to brave the |ands of Pezelac and Nexal. There, at |east, we would
have found food and drink to sustain us."

Hal shook his head weakly. "But enem es, too. They would kill us before we
could ever reach the city."

Erixitl stunbled past, as if she did not hear. But she did. She knew that she
was the cause of their ill-chosen path, selected to avoid human habitati on and
the bl oodthirsty priests who strived to place her lithe body across a gruesone
sacrificial altar. Every tiny village had a tenple devoted to this god of war,
and any one of the priests to be found there would strive mghtily for the
chance to offer this girl's heart to Zaltec. She did not know why the priests
of Zaltec sought her death so unceasingly, but she understood that their
hatred was i npl acabl e.

Before entering the desert, they had slain one of these agents of death—not a
priest, but rather one of the black-robed | eaders of the cult of Zaltec known



as the Ancient Ones. Even the priests of Zaltec |ooked to the Ancient Ones for
| eadership and direction. Halioran had told her that these beings were known
as drow, or dark elves, in other parts of the world. Everywhere—en the Sword
Coast, in Maztica, or beneath the surface of the |land—they were hateful and
mal i ci ous.
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But the drow represented only one of the enenmy's tentacles. The savage priests
of Zaltec, the god of war, sought Erix's heart for their bloodstained altars.
And unlike the dark elves, the priests of Zaltec would be encountered in every
town, every small village, that lay in their path.

Anot her cause of their flight lay in Hal's forner conrades, now his enenies,
who fought under the gol den banner of Captain-General Cordell. The nercenaries
of the Gol den Legion had sailed fromthe Swrd Coast, the nbst popul ous shore
on the continent of Faerun, in search of the gold and spices of Kara-Tur. They
had found, instead, this land called Maztica, where gold aplenty awaited their
depr edati ons.

But his forner swordmates now sought Hal as a fugitive and traitor. Betrayed
by Bi shou Domi ncus, the dour cleric who spoke for the legion's warlike god,

Hal had fled into the interior of this strange |and. Pursued by the
frightening el f-wi zard Darien, Halioran knew that either the w zard or the
cleric would slay himat the first opportunity. He had only the conpany of
these two | oyal comnpanions to keep himfroma plight of conplete solitude.
Their only hope of sanctuary, the trio had decided, lay in the great city of
Nexal , the Heart of the True Wrld. There they would seek the protection of
the great Naltecona, Revered Counselor and ruler of all Nexal, and, perhaps
nore to the point, the uncle of the Eagle Knight Poshtli.

Hal and Poshtli | ooked across the bl eak | andscape fromthe crest of the |ow
ridge. No trace of greenery gave the pronise of water. The war-horse, Storm
hung his head listlessly. The faithful steed's eyes were glassy, his flanks
covered with dust.

A sense of despair dropped over themlike a black cloth. Wat could they hope
for, besides a slow, parched death? Earlier, Poshtli's goal +o reach the
desert dwarves that he knew dwel |l ed somewhere in this rocky wastel and—had
seened |ike a hopeful alternative to death by magic or sacrifice. But now that
hope faded, for they had seen no sign of any living creature for many days.
Suddenly Erix turned toward them her face brightening with faint vitality.
"Listen!" she croaked through her parched lips.
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"What ?" asked Poshtli, tensing.

"I dont hear anything" Hal said nunbly.

"You must'" she snapped. "There! There it is again!"
"Acry ... it sounds human," Poshtli whispered, his black eyes darting around
the horizon. Halloran had still heard not hing.

"This way!" Erix declared, her voice full of sudden hope. She hastened down
the sandy ridge, the nmen stunbling hurriedly behind her. Hal felt beyond hope,
past depair, only noting dimy that they noved again. Erixitl's trail swing to
the right, and they cane around a rough shoul der of rock. "There!"

The wonman pointed to a green splash of color against the brown rocks. At
first, Hal thought she had found some succul ent plant, but then the greenery
took to the air with a beat of powerful wings, trailing its bright-pluned tai
behind it.

"A macaw," breathed Poshtli. "A bird of the jungle! But here, in the desert?"
"He nust have water nearby,"” Erix replied.

The bird flew upward and circled themfor a nonment. Then it dove away, com ng
to light on another ridge that |ay beyond the low rise they had just
traversed. Eagerly, with a desperate sense of hope, they started toward the

bi rd.

It sat still, regarding themw th bright, unblinking eyes as they shuffled



forward as quickly as total exhaustion allowed. It squawked once, chopping its
hooked beak. The macaw s | arge yell ow claws shifted awkwardly on its stony
perch, but still it stared at them

Erix led the way. Suddenly she was no | onger stunbling. Scrambling up the
shal | ow sl ope, she al nost reached the bird before, with a sudden flip of its
wings, it again took to the air.

The macaw darted up and over the top of the slope, diving out of sight down
the far side. Halloran shook off an irrational fear that Erix would fly away
with the bird, disappearing fromhis life.

"Hurry!" Erix called excitedly, nearly sprinting to the top

The others joined her at the rocky crest, gasping for breath. Even Storm

| unbered al ong, alnost trotting,-unti
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they all stopped and stared in amazenent.

Before themlay a shallow valley, rocky, not as sand-covered as the
surroundi ng desert. Steep shelves of crunbling stone plumeted to the floor of
t he depression, which resenbled a great yellow bowl, perhaps half a nile
across. It was so deep that they could not have seen inside it unless they
were standing upon its rimas they now did.

At the bottom of the valley, a small blue pool, surrounded by green ferns,
grass, and a few stunted palmtrees, reflected the suddenly softened rays of
the sun. A gentle wisp of wind formed ripples across its smooth surface, and
fromthem the sunlight glinted Iike cool dianond.

Shrouded in dark cloth, the Ancestor approached the caldron of the Darkfyre.
The slender figure noved slowy, but with none of the stiffness common to an
el derly human. In a sudden gesture, he threw back his hood, allow ng the
crimson light of that infernal blaze to wash over his stark, pinched face.

Hi s dark features stretched taut over his narrow skull, and his white hair
clung to his scalp, too thin to conceal the shiny black skin bel ow The
Ancestor's nostrils flared with his breathing, and his thin |ips parted
slightly to reveal white teeth in red, clearly visible guns. H s arnms and | egs
seened not hing nore than bone, covered with tight skin. He was an inmage of
death, a gaunt, skeletal figure propped up by some unseen force.

Except for his eyes. Al of his energy seened to focus in those wide, white
orbs, reflecting the dimglow of the Darkfyre and anplifying it with heat of
their own. He stared in relish at the unnatural bl aze.

"The fire of true power!" hissed the ancient drow, his voice rasping |ike w nd
t hrough dry | eaves.

He watched the Harvesters now, as they fed hearts to the blaze. The Harvesters
were young drow, not yet ready for the exalted order of the Ancient Ones, but
dedicated to the attai nnent of that rank. Now they worked diligently,
tele-porting nightly across the land of Maztica to the sacrificial altars of

bl oody Zaltec, reaping the hearts torn from human
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victins in the sunset rites.

These grisly tokens of Zaltec's faith were brought here to feed the infernal
appetite of the Darkfyre. The god's hunger, dictated to the priests by the
Anci ent Ones, brought an endl ess stream of captives, slaves, failed
warriors—even faithful volunteers—+to the altars. And as the hearts fed the
fire, so did the power of Zaltec grow.

The cal dron and the cavern itself, the central neeting chamber of the drow,
actually lay far above the surface of nost of Maztica, excavated and eroded
into the towering summt of Munt Zatal. The vol cani c peak dom nated the
val ey of Nexal, overlooking that great city. Now the volcano runbled, as if a
giant belch signified Zaltec's pleasure with his neal. The sensation of power
as the rock trenbl ed beneath his feet pleased the Ancestor

Finally the Harvesters finished, and the Ancestor took his seat, alone in the
cavern. Fromhis great throne, he studied the circular stone depression before



him Sonme twenty feet across, its lip even with the cavern floor, the caldron
glowed with a crinmson, evil flane. The fresh hearts gleaned like red coals,

t hough they shed little heat. Mist of their power seethed downward, into the
heart of the nmountain and the soul of Zaltec hinself.

This is mght, the Ancestor realized. Zaltec is mght! The worship of the god
of war is a faith of true vibrancy and great power! Known to the Mazticans
even before the conming of the drow, Zaltec had not achieved his current

i nfluence until the Ancient Ones arrived. Spreading his cult of sacrifice,
they had fed the war god as never before. Soon Zaltec's power woul d be
supreme, unstoppabl e.

The Ancestor thought for a nmonment of Lolth, the spider goddess of the drow,
deified by others of his folk, in other parts of the world. The
personification of evil, Lolth was a cruel mistress, pronising power to those
who followed her faithfully.

Once the Ancient Ones had nunbered anong those faithful, devoting their
strength and their lives to the spider goddess.

"Bah!" he excl ai med, sneering. The other drow were fools. Lolth had forsaken
the drow of Maztica, had turned
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her back upon them when the Rockfire wacked the land. Splitting the very
earth, tearing the bedrock itself asunder, that convul sion had cut off the
Ancestors' tribe fromthe rest of the dark elf race. Now that tribe had becone
t he Anci ent Ones, spokesmen for the cult of Zaltec, revered by the peopl es of
Maztica. Lolth and her pathetic m nions, separated from Maztica by vast
stretches of land, counted for |ess than nothing here.

Zaltec al one becane their life and their future.

The Ancestor stared again at the hot, crinson hearts, glowing like coals in
their vast hollow Zaltec would rule the |and! The priests of that dark god,
foll owi ng the teachings of the Ancient Ones, worked to convert warriors to
their cause, marking themw th the snake's-head brand. The cult of the

Vi per hand had begun to flourish, and this was the perfect instrument for the
drows' work.

Anot her perfect tool sat on the throne of Nexal itself, the venerable drow
refl ected. The great Naltecona, Revered Counsel or of the Nexala and virtua
enperor of Maztica, served nicely as a figure to be held in awe. The ruler
hinself didn't see howw llingly he forwarded the cause of the Ancient Ones.
Yet Naltecona's death had | ong been foretold, and in his passing, he would
create a void of power across the land. Maztica would require new nasters. And
t he Ancient Ones, through the cult of the Viperhand, would be ready.

Two matters still caused the Ancestor some concern. One was the |anding of the
Col den Legion in Maztica. These warlike strangers threatened to destroy al

the preparations of the Ancient Ones. Wth their steel and their magic, the

i nvaders were a form dable foe. Still, the Ancestor had anticipated the

i nvasi on and had taken a precautionary step, sone ten years ago, to counter
it. That step had cone to fruition, and it nmight be that it would turn the

ol den Legion into a powerful, if unwitting, ally.

The other, nore vexing, matter was that of the girl, Erix-itl. She still,
sonehow, el uded them

Recal ling the vision that had chilled hi mdecades ago, the Ancestor faced his
gri mknow edge. Zaltec had sent hima warning, in the formof a white,
gleam ng star. In the draw s
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vi sion, that star touched upon themjust as Zaltec's mastery came to fruition
The resulting catacl ysmwacked the dark elves, bringing the tribe to ruin. As
an insignificant side effect, the continent of Maztica suffered horrible
ravages fromthe force of the sane convul sions.

After years of study, neditation, and sacrifice, the nature of the white star
had becone clear: A human girl held the seed of potential disaster. Not unti
much later had this girl been identified, again through the flam ng picture of
the Darkfyre, as Erixitl of Palul. She had been a nmere decade old at the tineg,



but orders for her death had instantly gone forth. Sonehow she had escaped al
his agents of murder-priests. Jaguar Knights, and finally even the drow

Spiral!, who had been slain by Poshtli and Halloran. Erixitl still lived, and
whil e she lived the Ancient Ones' machinations remained in peril. She nust
di e!

Then the nastery of Maztica would be assured.

Erixitl had never tasted anything sweeter than the water fromthe | onely
desert pool. The macaw squawked, approvingly she thought, from one of the pal m
trees as the three humans and the horse slaked their thirst in the shall ow

cl ear pond.

They col |l apsed in the shade of the palmtrees and said nothing for a tine as
the sun sank toward the horizon and | ong shadows stretched across the little
val e. The clear sky offered no sheltering cloud, and the desert heat stil
baked them For now, it was enough to live, to know that their throats would
not crack fromlack of moisture, or their lungs parch fromthe dry air.

"We' |l head north fromhere," Poshtli said after a while. "That should bring
us into the south of Nexal, away fromthe surrounding cities. |I'msure we can
carry enough water to make it that far."

"What then?" asked Halloran. Erix noted that his command of the Nexal an tongue
grew with each passing day. Though she had | earned his | anguage—ai ded by

magi c—the trio conversed in Nexal an, which they all understood.

"W will see ny uncle, Naltecona," explained the warrior
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"I expect that he will grant his protection, though there is no way to be
certain of that. Some of his advisors will surely urge your harm After

U atos, bad blood will flow hot among the warriors.”

The defeat of the nation of Payit by the forces of the Gol den Legi on had

i ncl uded a bl oody ranpage by the invading forces. The | egion had attacked the
Payit at their capital city of Uatos. It had been the first, but probably not
the last, violent conflict between the Iegion and the warriors froma nation
of Mazti ca.

"But Halloran didn't aid his conrades at U atos!" objected Erix. "He saved ne
fromthem "

"The great Nattecona will hear this, and we nust have faith in his w sdom"”
answered Poshtli.
"I"ll take that chance," said Hal. "For one thing, it seens we have few ot her

choi ces—save constant flight. It runs against nmy nature to flee my enemies
rather than to face them"

"Well said," Poshtli agreed. "Though we do well to choose a battle on our own
ternms."”

"Agreed." Halloran nodded. "Wen it conmes, it can't be any worse than some of

the other fixes |'ve gotten nyself into over the years. |'ve had battles
agai nst pirates and desert nomads, been surrounded by ogres ..."

"Ogres?" asked Poshtli. "What are these 'ogres?"

Hal | oran | ooked at himin surprise. "Well, they're fierce and huge—ki nd of

i ke humans, but bigger and dumber, and very savage. They're nonsters, of a
type simlar to ores and trolls. Dont you have creatures like that in

Mazti ca?"

Poshtli shook his head. "These nonsters, manlike but savage, do not exi st
here. We have the hakuna, the fire lizard, and other dangers. But for a lack
of ogres and ores, it seems we should be grateful.”

Erixitl listened to the nen talk of nmonsters and warfare, feeling the

weari ness creeping over her even before the sky had conpl etely darkened. She
wi shed that these minutes of peace m ght last into hours, or days, though she
feared this was inpossible. Neverthel ess, the prospects of future dangers
coul d not overcone her present contentnent.

In mnutes, she slept. But sleep offered no peace on this night.
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Erixitl became a bird, soaring above the expanse of Maz-tica. O perhaps she
was the wind itself, the warm enbodi ment of |ife-giving air, sweeping across
the True Wrld with a cl eansing caress. She swirled above snowy peaks, whisked
anong green forests and heavy jungles. She knew a sense of freedom and power
that had never been hers before.

Across Maztica she soared, over the lands of the Payit and the Kultakans, and
finally, at the center of the continent, the realmof mghty Nexal. The twin
vol canoes of Zatal and Popoi barred her way, but the wi nd broke up and over
the massif unchecked. She swept into the streets of the city of Nexal, and

t hough she had never seen the great city, she recognized it—ndeed, she knew
it well. Beneath the cool wash of a full noon, hanging | ow agai nst the eastern
hori zon, she darted around towering pyram ds, along nyriad canals, unti
finally she soared into the pal ace of Naltecona hinself.

But here sonethi ng was wrong.

Growing chill, she glided up the walls, onto the roof of the palace. There she
saw t he Revered Counsel or, resplendent in a feathered headdress and his cape
of many colors. Men of the CGol den Legi on surrounded Naltecona. In alarm
Erixitl coursed closer, noting the sharp shadows cast by the nmoon. The figures
stood in a circle, a tableau for her inspection

She saw a netal -helmed figure with steely hard bl ack eyes, and she knew this
was Cordell. Wth vague surprise, she noticed that Halloran, too, stood anong
them though his fornmer conrades did not desire his presence. She understood
these things, even as she witnessed the frozen scene.

And around the pal ace, across the floor of a broad, enclosed plaza, glowered

t housands of warriors. Upon the chests of many, Erix saw, was the pul sating
crimson head of a living snake. The forked tongues of these vipers flickered
forth, sensing blood in the air.

Then the stillness on the pal ace roof broke as, with slow but deliberate
nmoverents, the players came to life.

Under the glaring noon, slowy rising in the east, Naltecona fell dead. Erix
swept forward, too late for aught but a final circle around the bl eeding
figure of the greafr ruler
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The nmen of the | egion staggered back in consternation at the killing. The
worl d turned dark, and chaos fell fromthe skies. The | ooni ng vol cano runbl ed.
And then bl ack shadows spread across the face of Maztica. The | and becane a
great, gaping sore, and poison poured forth. It spread in a growing circle, to
the horizons of her vision, and it kept grow ng.

Eri x knew that she was seeing the end of the world.

"It's called steel,1" Halloran explained, showi ng Poshtli the gl eam ng edge
of his sword, Helnmstooth. "It conies froma mixture of nmetals, conbined under
great heat. Mostly iron."

He enjoyed talking to the warrior, and during their journey had come to
realize that he and Poshtli had nmuch in common. At tines, he al nost forgot
that this man was the product of a savage, bloodthirsty society.

"Iron? Steel ?" Poshtli repeated the foreign words, lisping themoff his
tongue. He had seen Hal's weapons in action, had held and exani ned t hem

bef ore, but now he took advantage of Hal's grow ng conmand of the | anguage to
ask about them "These nust be netals of great power."

"Perhaps. They are strong materials, and hold a keen edge. You' ve seen them
splinter wooden weapons and stone bl ades."

"These are nmetals that do not dwell in the True Wrld," explained the warrior
atrifle wistfully.

"I think they do," Hal countered. "But you lack the tool s—the 'powers' —+o
pull themfromthe earth."

"Metals. Silver and gold, these are the netals known to us. They are
beautiful, even desirable. They have many uses—for art, for ornamentation
Lords wear Up plugs and earplugs of these netals, and the dust of gold is used
for barter. It is easier to transport than a simlar value of cocoa beans. Yet
these netals do not cause a hunger in us such as they seemto anbng your own



people. Tell ne, Halloran, do you devour such netal s?"

Hal |aughed grimy. "No. We covet them sonme of us, for they have conme to
represent wealth. And wealth represents power in our |ands.”
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"We are of different worlds, different peoples,” said Poshtli, with a sl ow
shake of his head. He | ooked up, staring frankly at Hal. "Yet | am gl ad that
our paths have crossed."

Hal nodded in agreenent, surprised at the warmth of friendship he felt for
this warrior. "Wthout you, Erix and | would surely have perished by now, " he
said sincerely. "I can only thank whatever gods watch over us that we have,
the three of us, been brought together."

They both | ooked at Erixitl, who rolled restlessly in her sleep. Tossing her
head, as if in sudden dismay, she threw a hand upward. Her |ong brown fingers
rested across her forehead, and Hall oran was struck, as he had been struck so
many tinmes before, by her serene beauty. The ravages of their march, soothed
now by rest and water, seenmed to nmelt away from her

Soon the nen, too, settled back quietly. Poshtli quickly slunbered, but Hal
coul dnt keep his eyes cl osed.

H s mind was tornented by the confusing pictures of this land. He | ooked at
Erix and Poshtli, recognizing their nobility of character, the depths of their
friendship and | oyahy. Each could certainly have fared better al one, rather
than to remain with him a giant, white-skinned stranger from another worl d.
They showed himthe strength, the fineness of Mztica.

Vet he al so renenbered the brutality of a cleric in Payit, a worshiper of
Zaltec who had torn the heart froma hel pl ess woman hel d prostrate across his
vile altar while Halloran was restrai ned, helpless, scant feet away. He saw

i mges of that grim warlike god, and thought with a shudder of this culture
that tol erated such a bestial religion. He wondered in amazenent about such
peopl e, that they could accept as a god's due the gruesone sacrifice of so
many of their own.

Now he journeyed to the city at the very heart of this world. Wy? He asked
hinsel f the question that tore at him but he couldnt be satisfied with the
answer. True, he saw no other alternative. But he didn't bel ong herel
Everyt hi ng around hi m brought hone the alien nature of this land. The

bar bari sm of Maztican religi on shocked and appal | ed him

But where could he turn? Sitting up and shaking his head in frustration, he

t hought of his former conpani onHn the
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Col den Legi on. Doubtl ess they all wanted himdead by now—<ertainly that was
the desire of the dour Bishou Dom ncus and the quiet, nenacing elven mage,
Dari en.

He thought of his escape fromthe legion's brig, where he had been sent by the
Bi shou in the man's grieving rage over his daughter's death. Hal escaped,
seeki ng the chance to redeem hinself on the field. There he had found Al varro,
ready to tranple Erix into dust, consunmed by bl oodl ust.

The choi ce then, as now, had been clear. He saved her and they fled, though
the act must surely now have branded hima traitor

So he remamined with these true comnpani ons, acconpanying themto Nexal, to this
great city about which they both talked so reverently. He had, in truth,
nowhere else to go. But there was nore, nuch nore, to it than that.

He renenbered the Bishou's daughter, Marline, slain by the sacrificial knife.
At one time, he had thought he |l oved her. Now he knew t hat her beauty, her
snmle, her pleasant attentions had been food for his vanity, nothing nore. She
had been a shallow, selfish girl and he a foolish knave. Though that thought
relieved none of the pain of her death, it gave Halloran di sturbing notions
about his own life.

Once again his eyes fell upon Erixitl. She still tossed restlessly, and he

|l onged to take her into his arms, to hold her. \et he feared her reaction, and
so he only watched, feeling nore hel pl ess than ever



But he knew now that he | oved her

From the chronicles of Colon

In silent worship of Qotal, the Pluned Father, | remain a faithful observer of
doom

Li ke the venom of a snakebite on the leg or on the hand or arm the various
seeds of catastrophe gather in the outlying realms of Maztica.

Al ready the Payit have been conquered, subjugated by the invading nmen and
their brutal warrior god called Helm The venom gathers in Payit, and of
course it will How through the blood of Mztica.

DOUGLAS NI LES

And the Ancient Ones work their wack, leading the blind priests of Zaltec
closer and closer to their own bl eak destiny. The brand of the Viperhand
becomes their synbol, and like the spreading inflammation of poison, it
infiltrates and festers in the body of the True Wbrld.

Everywhere fractious differences divide the I and. Kulta-kans strive agai nst
Nexal ; Nexal strives to conquer all Maz-tica. This divisiveness, too, is

t oxi c.

So grows the power of destruction, venomin the muscle and bl oodstream

of Maztica. And as is the way of such poison, it flows through the body of the
land, until soon it will gather in the Heart of the True Wrld.
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THE CITY AT THE HEART OF THE TRUE WORLD

A smal |l deer slipped between two encl oaking ferns, silently pressing through
the deep jungles of Far Payit. The creature hesitated a nonment, then darted
forward, sensing danger but unable to pinpoint the threat.

Suddenly a huge jaguar |anded silently on the ground before it, fixing the
deer with a sharp, penetrating gaze. The smaller creature froze in terror
staring into those unblinking yell ow eyes. The only noverment was the trenbling
of the deer's thin legs, the quivering of its heaving flanks.

For | ong monents, the jaguar held the deer spellbound. Then, with a sl ow,
deliberate blink, the great cat dropped its lids over those bright eyes.
Instantly the deer |eaped away, springing through the brush in a desperate
flight. So fast, so terrified was its escape that it failed to notice that the
cat offered no pursuit.

"Well done, Gultec." The speaker, an old man with [ong white hair and brown,
wri nkl ed skin, energed fromthe brush and spoke to the jaguar

O to what had been the jaguar. Now, in the cat's place, stood a tall,
muscul ar man. Both nmen were clad in spotted |oincloths and otherw se were
naked and unar ned.

"Thank you, Zochimaloc," said the younger man, bowi ng deeply to his conpanion
When Gultec | ooked up, his handsone face winkled slightly in confusion. "But
tell me, Master, why do you bid me hunt thus, with no killing and no food?"
Zochi mal oc sighed, sitting lightly on a noss-covered log. As he waited for a
reply, Qultec pondered his own ease with this strange, w zened man. \Weks
earlier, the concept of a "master” woul d have been one that the Jaguar Knight
coul d never have accepted. |ndeed, death woul d have been pref-
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erable to his own servitude and devotion. But now the old man who had becone
his teacher seened the nost inportant thing in the world to Gultec, and every
day seened to bring nore evidence of how very little the warrior actually
under st ood.

"Soon you will be ready to learn nore," said the old man finally. "But not
yet."

Qultec accepted the statement with a nod, not questioning his teacher's

wi sdom

"Now l et us return to TulomlItzi," said Zochimaloc. In a flash, the old man's
form changed as he becane a brilliant parrot. Wth a quick thrust of his

wi ngs, he took to the air, vanishing anong the tree trunks and | eaving Qultec
to follow on foot.



The Jaguar Warrior pushed his way through the jungle patiently, though he
couldn't help reflecting on the changes in his life that had brought him here.
He renmenbered his despair when the netal -skinned strangers had destroyed his
arnmy and conquered the Payit-his nation. Then he recalled the freedomof his
flight into the jungle as a wild, hunting jaguar

Hs flight had ended with the hum liation of capture by men who served
Zochi mal oc; alnost inmmediately his captivity gave way to the discipline of his
teacher's | ong hours of training.

Never before had @ultec | earned so nuch or asked so many questions. He had
dwelled in the jungle lands all his life, yet Zochimal oc showed himhow little
he really knew about those jungles. @Qultec studied animals and plants, he
observed the patterns of the weather and the stars. Indeed, the pride of
TulomItzi was a building erected for no other purpose than the study of the
heavens!

Al of his studies, all the strength of his renewed discipline, his teacher
often hinted, would soon focus in a great purpose—the reason @ultec had been
brought to TulomItzi. That purpose remmined a nystery, but another trait the
warri or had devel oped was patience.

And soon enough, @ultec knew, this purpose woul d be made cl ear.
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They came around the shoul der of the great nountain and then stopped suddenly,
all three of themfrozen in awe. The blue waters of the | akes beneath them

far below on the valley floor, glittered like turquoise in the sunlight. On a
flat island in the center of the largest lake lay the valley's gem Nexal, the
magni ficent city at the Heart of the True World.

"See the four |akes?" said Poshtli, pride thrummng in his voice. "Naned for
the gods. Here before us, on the south, is broad Lake Tezca, for it lies along
the tracks to the sun god's desert."

He pointed to the right. "Th the east, the | argest—take Zaltec, naned for the
war god. Largest, because war is man's grandest purpose, and no nmen are better
at war than the Nexal!" The warrior suddenly cast a sideways gl ance at
Hal l oran. He had recited, by rote, the |l essons he had | earned as a youth. Now
he thought of Hal's countrynmen in the Gol den Legion and no | onger felt so
certain.

Quickly he pointed into the distance. "Lake Azul, deep and cold, naned for the
god of rain. And here, to the west, is Lake Qptal"

The latter was a bracki sh brown in color, obviously shallow, since tufts of
grass and reeds extended far into the lake fromits marshy shore. "The small
stagnant one," Poshtli said, a hint of sadness in his voice. "Naned for the
absent god (ptal, who turned his back on his people and left themto the
hunger of the younger gods."

Halloran tried to absorb the vista before him Hi s exhaustion vani shed in the
first noments of that stupendous view. The days of marching northward, finally
| eaving the desert behind, the fatigue of the long clinb up this mountain, al
di sappeared in a sensation of reverent awe.

"Not hi ng you' ve said has prepared ne for this," he noted haltingly, not

| ooking at Poshtli as he spoke.

"It is the place | have dreaned about," Erix added quietly.

Hal | ooked at the three blue | akes, a rich deep blue, renenbering that each
was naned for a bloodthirsty god of sacrifice. The fourth, the ugly brown one,
they dedicated to the "Plumed God," the one who had di sappeared. Still, he
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had | earned that many Mazticans, including Erixitl, believed the tales that
Qotal would one day return

They | apsed into silence again, Halloran still staggered by the wonders bel ow
them the city of white buildings and col orful plazas, covering many mles in
breadth; the tall, terraced pyranm ds, gathered around and dwarfed by the

nmount ai nous massif the Nexal ans called the Great Pyram d. He | ooked upon
Nexal 's spraw i ng pal aces. He wondered at Nexal's great size, at the green
fringes surrounding the buildings, extending into the | akes thensel ves. These



floating gardens spread |like a blanket of nmpbss on the surface of the water,
encircling the city in a belt of abundance.

The scope and scale of the city astounded him He had seen WAt erdeep, had
lived in Calinshan and Amm, had travel ed the length of the Sword Coast in the
Real ms. Yet none of those civilized | ands could boast a city that conpared to
Nexal in size or grandeur. He estimated that a thousand or nore canoes plied
the waters of the |akes, while countless nore naneuvered through the city's
canal s.

Erixtl of Palul saw the city for its beauty. She saw the profusion of flowers
and their brilliant gardens, the glimrering bl ankets of feathers floating
gracefully in the air above the markets. Fountains and pools reflected
sunlight froma thousand | arge arboretuns.

"My uncle is lord of it all,"” said Poshtli, his voice proud but surprisingly
subdued. He had led themfromthe desert, into the high nountain pass, and now
he seemed oddly overcone hinsel f, though he had spent nmost of his life in the
great netropolis bel ow.

"I't surpasses anything 1 have ever seen—the colors, the setting, the sheer
size of the place! Wth no wall for defense, no bastions ..." Hal's voice
trailed away. For a nonent, he even forgot about the savage rites that were
the centerpiece of religion in this amazing place bel ow them The colors
seened to wink at themin the undying sunlight, beckoning themto descend, to
enter.

"Did I not tell you it was truly the grandest place beneath the sight of the
gods?" boasted Poshtli, beginning to | ead them down the trail. "As for
defense, no nation in Maztica would dare strike at Nexal. Even if they did,
the | «*es pro-
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vi de barrier enough. Now, come. We will reach ny uncle's pal ace before dark!"
The path tw sted down the nountai nsi de, between | oom ng Munt Zatal to the
left, and another great peak, called Myunt Popol, to the right. As they
descended, the brush around them became thicker, soon towering into |ush green
trees that blocked for a time their view of the valley floor

Soft breezes ruffled the trees, which rem nded Hal of the tall cedars found
al ong the Sword Coast. The steep descent passed easily, and they encountered
no people along the forest trail

After an hour, they reached a |ush garden that surrounded a rock-wall ed
spring. The trail circled the pool, and Halloran saw a stone-lined trench
filled with rapidly flowing clear water, |eading away fromthe spring.

"An aqueduct!" he marvel ed, seeing the |ong span of stonework that carried
water into the city.

"W have plenty of water in Nexal," explained Poshtli. "But this fromthe
Cicada Spring is the sweetest to drink. It runs into the center of the city,
where it can be sanmpled by all."

He led themfromthe garden, and the trail again emerged onto a cl eared
nmount ai nsi de. Vast, terraced fields of mayz, the plunp grain that, in Hal's
experience, seened to feed all of Maztica, surrounded them and they could

| ook over the softly waving fields to the city again. Wth Nexal noticeably
cl oser now, Hal saw clearly the wi de stone causeways that led fromthe shore
to the city on its bright, lush island.

Erixitl | ooked over the city as Poshtli described to Halloran the construction
of the aqueduct, which had occurred when the Nexal an warrior had been a boy.
She saw an abrupt shadow fall across the sun, though no cloud appeared in the
sky.

Suddenly Nexal |ooked to her as it had in her dream a cool, barren city
illumnated by white noonlight. She felt a flash of terror and, with a short
gasp of fright, she tried to turn away.

But she could not. She saw the darkness |inger over the plazas and the great
market. It centered around the Geat Pyramid, with its bloodstained altars. As
she | ooked upon the place of those scenes of sacrifice, the shadows grew
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darker still, until finally she forced herself to | ook away. For a nonent, she
cl osed her eyes, shudderi ng.

Finally she turned back, and the city, with its intense, fragile beauty,

gl owed again with a sense of vibrant vitality. She sawit as it was now and
relished its grandeur. But still the nenmory of the shadows renained, and as

t hey neared Nexal, the frightening darkness [ ay heavy on her mind

Al too soon, she feared, the brightness and vitality before her could be
gone.

Nal t econa rested, dozing lightly in the soft pluma of his great feathered

t hrone. The cushion of |uxurious feather-nmagic held his body effortlessly,
floating easily above the dais in the center of the great cerenonial chanber.
The Revered Counsel or, confortable in a soft gown, bedecked with bright
feathers on his head, at his shoul ders, and knees, enjoyed a rare nonent of
peace.

Around himthe priests, warriors, and sorcerers who made up his court stood in
awkward silence. Their attendance was not required while the rul er napped, but
none possessed the courage to | eave and ri sk awakening the great man by his
departure.

Stirring slightly, Naltecona feh his surroundi ngs and even sensed the

awkwar dness of his courtiers. Let themstand, he told hinself. Let themlearn
some of the discipline that nust guide my every nove. He felt a vague sense of
scorn for these old nmen who fawned over him and foUowed him yet seened to
offer no help in those natters where the counsel or nost desired advice and

wi sdom Matters such as the puzzling strangers who had | anded on the shores of
the True World and conquered the Payit in a single, brutal battle.

Dozi ng again, Naltecona dreamed of the presence of his nephew, Poshtli. There
was a true man! A warrior of courage, a man of w sdom and restraint. Too bad
he coul d not replace a dozen of these fools around himw th one nore |ike
Poshtli .

The doors to the throne room opened softly, yet the noverment was enough to
waken the Revered Counselor. He
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| ooked up in annoyance.

A priest hurried forward, pausing to bow obsequiously three tines before he
approached the feathered throne. The emaciated cleric, his frail |inbs and
face covered with the scars of self-inflicted penance, finally stood before
his ruler. H's hair stood tall above his head, a series of stiff spikes caked
with the blood of the priest's sacrificial victims. He waited silently, his
eyes downcast, as Naltecona blinked and stretched.

"Yes, Hoxitl?" inquired the ruler, recognizing the high priest of Zaltec
before him Zaltec was the patron god of the Nexala, and his patriarch

Hoxitl, claimed powerful rights of counsel

"Mbst Revered One, we have word out of the desert of your nephew, Lord
Poshtli. It is said that he returns with one of the strangers as his prisoner.
This news is pleasing to Zaltec and the Ancient Ones."

"I have no doubt of that," said Naltecona ironically. He understood that any
new prospect of sacrifice was pleasing to the god of Hoxitl. He | ooked at his
other courtiers. "This is the proof for those who doubted Poshtli's eventua
return. He left in search of a vision. | have no doubts that his visions have
shown hi mnore than nost of you will ever know "

"I ndeed, " said Hoxitl, with another hunble bow "The w sdom of Zaltec has

bl essed him™"

Nal t econa' s gaze penetrated the priest, though the still-bowi ng cleric seened
unaware of his ruler's stare. "There is nore than one source of wisdomin the
True Wrld," he said sharply. "Do not let your faith blind you to this fact."
"Indeed,"” said Hoxitl, concealing his skepticismw th another bow

"I's that all?" asked the counsel or, boredom creeping into his voice.

"There is another matter," replied the priest. "Should ny lord counsel or deem
it his pleasure to attend, | informyou that we will consecrate nore warriors



into the cult of the Viperhand tonight, at the setting of the sun."

Vi perhand. Naltecona felt a chill with the word. The cult of the Viperhand
seened to grow daily since the arrival in Maztica of the strangers from across
the sea. It had al ways
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been the cult of Zaltec's faithful followers, but now warriors, priests, even
conmon workers flocked to the tenples to swear eternal allegiance to the god
of war and to wear his bl oody brand.

The mark was w el ded by the high priest alone. Tbnight that brand woul d be
pressed forever into the flesh of nore young Nexal ans.

Nal t econa sighed, ignoring the high priest's request. "Co-ton, cone here," he
called, turning to the rest of his retinue.

A white-robed priest bowed and stepped forward fromthe group. This one, in
stark contrast to Hoxitl, appeared well fed, even to the point of a slight

pl umpness. Hi s shock of white hair and his winkled brown skin were cl ean
unmar ked by scars, blood, or dirt. Colon, high priest of Qotal, approached the
counsel or silently. Indeed, he did everything silently, in deference to a vow
he had made to his imortal master, the Butterfly God.

"Leave us for a monent," Naltecona ordered Hoxitl. That priest scow ed at

Col on but stepped obediently away.

"One of the strangers comes to Nexal ," explained the counselor. As always, he
felt confortabl e speaking to the un-answering Colon. "Hoxitl w shes to place
his heart upon the altar of Zaltec.

"We know of the prowess of these strangers. Perhaps it would be good to have
this one dead, no longer a threat. But 1 am curious about them and how nmuch
of a threat can one man be to our city, our nation?"

Also in Naltecona's mind were the | egends predicting the return of Qotal, the
Butterfly God, to Mazlica. He would return fromthe eastern ocean, it was
said, in a great wi nged canoe. Sone |egends had even predicted that he would
be pal e of skin and bearded of face, just |like nost of these strangers!

These runors lay heavy in the ruler's mnd, but so, too, did the hunger of
Zaltec. And now his cult, the cult of the Vi-perhand, spread nore rapidly than
ever before. Wth the coming of the strangers, the young warriors of Nexa
seened nore eager than ever to nake that sacred vow to Zaltec.

Col on, of course, nade no reply, but the voicing of his
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doubt s propelled Naltecona into decision

"I will not allow his death ... not inmmediately," he explained to Coton. "I

must allow himto live, even protect him that | may |earn nore about himand
his people.” H's mnd made up, Naltecona |lurned back | o Hoxitl.

"The stranger will be spared,"” he told the priest. Then he added, in deference
to a vengeful god, "But | shall attend the consecration of the Viperhand al
sunset . "

Darien stretched | anguorously and arose fromthe bed, naked, crossing to the
candl esti ck beside the door. Cordell held his breath, entranced by the pure
whi t eness of her form the graceful curve of her al bino skin. Squinting her
tender eyes against the candle's brightness, Darien extinguished the flane
with a quick puff of breath, plunging I he cabin inlo darkness.

She returned to the bed, sonmething Cordell snelled and felt but could not see.
He silently cursed his lack of night-vision, so desperately did he wanl to

| ook upon her. Whatever the nature of this burning feeling—was it need,
desire, perhaps |ove?-he had felt it growinlo a fire | hat consumed his heart.
Now it burned as he wel comed her into his arns.

Finally she lay sleeping beside him The gentle sounds of the cily of U atos
around them shoul d have soothed Cordell into slunber as well. But instead he
focused on the upcom ng day, and on the march he would order his nen to
undertake at first |ight.

He prepared to |l ead the Gol den Legion on a m ssion of unmatched audacity, and
Cordell hinmself confessed to slight doubts as to the rationality of the plan



Hs force, five hundred steady veterans, would be augrmented by perhaps five

t housand warriors of the conquered Payit, whose capital city of Uatos his

| egi on now occupi ed.

From here, he would |lead themto Nexal. Tales of that city's wealth, of the
gold and power that lay lhere, drew himinexorably. These were the fruits of

| he expedilion, the gold that had drawn them across | he Trackl ess Sea. They
woul d march 1o I he heart of this savage continent!

He understood that the arny awaiting himin Nexal was
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greater—mny tines greater—than the force he had defeated here in Payit. His
i nformant had al so told himthat another warlike nation, Kultaka, |ay across
his route of march to Nexal. They coul d be expected to resist the passage of
Cordel Ts force

O course, there was no finer band of men than the iron-hard troops of the
Col den Legi on. Their acconplishnents since the start of this voyage al ready
guar ant eed success. They had conquered a nation of warriors nunbering nore
than a hundred thousand souls. They had gat hered enough treasure to pay for
the expedition ten tines over

Yet Cordell was prepared to risk it all for this audaci ous ganble. |ndeed, he
had made the stakes plain for all his men by sinking the fifteen ships that
had carried themfromthe Sword Coast to this distant shore. The hul ks of

t hose vessels lay on the bottom of the shallow | agoon, beside the fortress
call ed Hel msport just outside this city. The fleet gone, there could be no
backi ng away fromthis chall enge

The capt ai n-general rose and paced his sl eeping chanber as the night hours

ti cked away. He thought of his captains—the steady Daggrande, the
hot-tenmpered Alvarro, Garrant, all the others—Aen he could trust and rely
upon, once he hinself provided themw th | eadership.

The spiritual guidance of his nen he trusted to the grimfiishou Dom ncus, now
propell ed by an inplacable hatred for these savage peopl e who had sacrificed
hi s daughter Marline on their gruesone altar. And, too, he had the w zard
Darien at his side. The albino elf was a force equal to a whole arny.

O the native warriors, he was not so certain. He would allow themto
acconpany him as gui des, and al so because their nunbers woul d i ncrease the

i mpressi veness of his force. But he suspected that nost of the fighting before
t hem woul d be borne by his |egionnaires.

"Can we do it?" he asked, half al oud, addressing the god Helm lord protector
of the legion. Hs nortal advisors, nost of them had counseled that his plan
was madness—the | egion would be cut off and surrounded halfway to their goal
Only Daggrande and Al varro, perhaps because of the warlike challenge, had
shown ent husi asm about the march. But
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that didn't alter the loyalty of the rest, he knew.

The CGol den Legion would follow Cordell to Nexal. This he knew wi thout a doubt.
The question then becane sinple: Wuld they ever come out again?

Their view of the city grew before the trio with each step of the | ong descent
fromthe garden and the spring. They passed through many vill ages of small
straw huts, or buildings of shining whitewashed adobe, always drawi ng stares.
Sonme of these villagers, intrigued by the tall stranger, or perhaps by his
great black horse—a creature unique in their experience—followed the little
party at a respectful distance as they drew ever closer to the shore of the
gl eam ng bl ue | ake.

Late afternoon brought no break to the summer's heat as they finally
approached the water and the white stone causeway that led |like an arrow to
the colorful island city.

The Jaguar Warriors at the end of the causeway stared in astoni shnent as
Hal | oran, Erix, and Poshtli approached. The guards' faces, franed by the open
jaws of their jaguar-skull helmets, showed eyes wi dened in amazenent. Spotted
hi des of tough /u' shna-enchanted catskin cl oaked their bodies, and they



hal f-rai sed their obsidian-studded clubs, called nmacas, as the strange party
appr oached.

They stared not so nuch at the humans, as at the great black beast that anbl ed
pl aci dly behi nd them

"Greetings, Jaguar Knights!" cried Poshtli in delight. He strode proudly ahead
of his conpanions. The rivalry between the orders of Jaguar and Eagle Warriors
was well known, and now the plumed warrior, resplendent in his cape of black
and white eagle feathers, took great pleasure in the astonishnent of the
guards. Poshtli was also the easily recognized nephew of the great Naltecona
hi nsel f, and thus was not casually chall enged.

The Jaguars stared, nute, as the three humans and the horse nmarched up to the
term nus of the causeway. Behind them many villagers followed tentatively.
The latter waited in anxious curiosity to see how the guards would react to
the unusual trio.
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"Have you | ost your manners?" Poshtli demanded jn nock indignation as the
Jaguar Knights stared in silent awe. "A beautiful wonman arrives at the
causeway to Nexal, and you give her no wel cone?"

Finally one Jaguar recovered his voice. "Wa-what is that creature?" he
dermanded.

Poshtli threw back his head and | aughed, in what Hal judged to be a conmand
performance. The guards stared at the horse, then at Hal, who again wore his
steel breastplate and shiny hel m

"Storn?" Halloran asked Erix, trying to follow the conversation. He sensed
Poshtli's joking manner but did not understand the conpl ete exchange.
"Enough! " proclai med Poshtli, gesturing the warriors aside. "W wUl explain
everything to nmy uncle! Cone, ny friends—the palace awaits!" He gestured to
Hal l oran and Erix to follow himonto the | ong causeway. The smoothly paved
roadway, a full thirty feet wide, ran perfectly straight fromthe shore to the
city, perhaps a nmle and a half away, that beckoned them on the centra

i sl and.

Hal saw the Jaguar Knights falling into file behind them and as he | ooked
backward, he saw that they had begun to | ead quite a procession. Apparently
every farmer, wife, curious child, or patrolling warrior had noticed their
passage. Mdire than a hundred Mazticans foll owed themtoward the great city.
Hal | oran quickly forgot the growi ng crowd behind them as they neared the
dazzling nmetropolis itself. The pyram ds, brightly painted, decorated wth
feather plunes, alnost alive in their brilliance, dom nated the city and the
entire valley with bright hues of green, red, blue, and purple. But colors

dom nated every structure, not just the pyram ds. Bushes of bright crinson

bl ossonms gl owed on every street corner; the canals were lined with a profusion
of hanging, flowery vines; bright feathers outlined many houses, while col ored
tapestries decorated bal conies, walls, and doorways.

The causeway itself, Halloran saw, was guarded in several places by renovable
wooden pl anks that extended across gaps in the stonework. Hi s soldier's eye

t ook note of
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t hat defensive capability.

The | akes on either side were blue and crystalline, deep enough that he could
barely make out the bottom even through the clear water. He saw fish probing
t he weedy rocks that supported the causeway. Dozens of canoes drew near
carrying curious Mztican fishermen. Ahead, the pyram ds and pal aces | ooned

hi gher, even nore magnificent in proximty than they had been in the distance.
Surrounded by this growing retinue, they passed fromthe end of the causeway
onto the wi de avenue leading to the heart of Nexal. Here young girls greeted
them spreading flower petals on the roadway in their path and | eadi ng t hem
toward the pal ace. Now the white houses of the city surrounded them though
frequent canals, passing under stone bridges, rem nded themthat the |ake
coul d never be far away.



Poshtli strode proudly at the head of the procession, un-noticing of Erix and
Hal . The latter wal ked sl owy behind the Eagle Knight, |ooking to right and
left, up and down, in conplete, speechless awe. The wonders of Nexa
overwhel med them both, and they could only stunble al ong, nutely absorbing the
spectacle. Halloran couldn't begin to estimate the nunmber of Mzticans who
gat hered at the roadsides as word of their arrival spread. He was sure, very
early on, that the crowds nunbered in the thousands.

"Look—there's one of those priests!" barked Hal, warning Erix as he spotted a
scarred, emaciated cleric in the crowd. The sight of the man's black hair,
bristling in the bl ood-caked spi kes he had seen before, sent a tingle of

appr ehensi on down Hal's spine.

"A priest of Zaltec," said Erix warily. "There will be many of them here."
The bl ack-robed cleric stared at them as they marched past, but he made no
attenpt to interfere with their progress. Indeed, his scarred face split into
a smile as be saw t hem advance toward the tenples that | ooned at the heart of
the city.

"It's hard to inmagine such magnificence coupled with such savagery," Hal

munbl ed, half to hinself.

Eri x, however, heard him "That is part of the wonder of
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Maztica, and of Nexal," she replied in a matter-of-fact tone. "W can only

stay close to Poshtli and hope for the best."

Hal decided not to admit that he already felt lost. He knew that he could
never have made it this far without Erixitl's help, to translate and gui de and
explain things to him Instead, he held his tongue, though he took her hand in
his own. The cool, responsive grip of her fingers made himfeel a little
better. His tongue was tied by the enotion he felt, for it was nore than just
gratitude that drew himto Erixitl of Pal ul

Finally they reached a closed gate in a wall no higher than Hal's head. The
stone barrier ran for hundreds of yards to the right and left. Beyond it
towered the grandest of the pyram ds and pal aces.

"This is the sacred plaza—the heart of the city" Poshtli explained. "Al of
the greatest pyranmids are here, also the palaces and cerenonial centers. W

will enter and I will find you quarters. Then | will see ny uncle. | know he
will wish to speak with you as soon as possible."

The gate swung open at sone unseen command, and Hal -loran and Erixitl foll owed
Poshtli into the sacred plaza of Nexal. There was no crowd here, just a
smattering of curious warriors. Halloran nodded noncommittally as Poshtli |ed

himtoward a | ong, |ow building of whitewashed stone.

Behind them with a dull thud, the gate in the wall slamred shut. None of them
paid attention. Poshtli unconsciously accel erated his pace, pausing to greet
some of the tall warriors who approached curiously at their entrance. He
enbraced a pair who wore the black and white feathered regalia of the order of
Eagl es.

Hal | oran and Erix | agged behi nd, overwhel med by the grandeur of the sacred
center. The huge area was nostly open plaza. It was surrounded by the |ong,

| ow wal |, and doni nated by half a dozen pyram ds—ef which the nost massive was
the Geat Pyramd itself, rising fromthe city's heart.

Several massive, |ow buildings spraw ed across |arge areas here. In contrast
to the brilliantly painted pyram ds and the bright tile nosaics on the wall,
these | ow structures gl eaned brightly, their walls inmaculate with fresh

whi t ewash.
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"That is the palace of Naltecona," said Poshtli, pointing to the |argest of
the white buildings. It stood on the far side of the plaza. "There is the

pal ace of his father, Axalt, who died many years ago." Poshtli pointed out

ot her buil di ngs, each named for a previous counsel or.

"Why does each ruler build a new pal ace?" asked Hal, stunned by the vast works
of architecture. None of themwas tall, but the snpboth stone walls, w de



doorways, roofs alternating between peaked thatch and flat, walled platforns,
seemed to stretch for mles.

"The power of Nexal has grown with each, and so each nust express that power
with a dwelling nore grand than his predecessor. Besides, the buildings have
secrets. Each counsel or constructs conceal ed passages known only to hinsel f
and his Lord Architect. The pal aces are nore than just grand houses; they are
synmbol s of the growing m ght of the Nexal al"

Poshtli turned to Hal with a smle. "And you will see that the plaza all ows
room for even nore."

Erixitl stopped in shock, suddenly recognizing the pal ace of Axalt. Her dream
It had been atop that pal ace that Naltecona had been slain! Her eyes fixed
upon the building as she nunbly foll owed the nen across the pl aza.

"Now, come. First we will find you quarters—a place where you can keep your
horse, as well!" boomed Poshtli, gesturing themtoward the |arge pal ace just
beyond the Great Pyranm d.

"Storm shoul d stay outside," Hal countered. "Though I would |ike himnearby."
He had forgotten that the Mazticans would have no famliarity with the
guartering and tendi ng of horses.

About then, Halloran noticed with surprise that |ong shadows, betokening the
arrival of evening, stretched across the plaza. He hadn't noticed the day slip
away, so distracted was he by their entrance into the city.

Hal's head involuntarily swiveled this way and that as he followed his friend.
They passed a small pyramd that he thought was made of crunbling stone. But
as they reached it, he sawwith a chill of horror that the entire
structure-perhaps sixty feet high-was made of human skulls, care-
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fully arranged so that their unseeing eyesockets were all directed outward.
Erix, he saw, also stared at the gri m nonument.

Chilled, Halloran once again felt a sense of bleak despair. What am | doing
here? he asked hinself. He felt like a twig, swept along in the current of a
raging river he could not damor divert. Stealing a glance a Erix—his only
anchor in this turbul ence-he wondered if the evidence of Nexal's cruelty

di sturbed her in the slightest. She showed no reaction; after all, he thought,
she had been rai sed anong these people. Perhaps she was used to such
architecture

He | ooked up at the Great Pyranmid as they passed in its shadow. The structure
was too steep for himto see the platformat the top, but he could well

i magi ne the regular scenes of murderous sacrifice that occurred up there. The
shadow seenmed to |inger over himas they pressed forward, once again under the
sun.

They were greeted at the wi de' doors by bowing warriors and several enmaci ated,
scarred priests. The latter |ooked intently at Halloran and Erix, and the
former | egionnaire grew distinctly unconfortable under the probing gaze.

"We nust find them quarters—targe, airy apartnments where the stranger can keep
his nmonster nearby!" Poshtli explained earnestly, with a subtle wi nk at
Hal | or an.

Hal ignored the incongruity of the horse follow ng themthrough the w de,

pal atial corridors. Qther attendants and warriors joined them keeping a
respectful distance.

"Here," said Poshtli, sweeping aside a curtain of hanging beads with a
flourish. "You will stay here as ny guests. | go to find ny uncle, but | wll
soon return.”

Erix and Hall oran stepped through the curtain to find thenselves in a small,
sun-drenched courtyard. A fountain spurted in the center of the area, which
was filled with bl oom ng fl ower bushes and small trees.

"Look at these roonms," breathed Erix, gesturing toward the shady chanbers
surroundi ng the garden. '

Hal | oran stood nmute with astoni shnent. He saw gol den objects, depicting



beasts, birds, and humans, hanging fromthe walls. One wall of a large room
was decorated in a detailed tile mural, obviously depicting the valley of

| f exal be-
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fore it had been dom nated by human settlements. Qthers held thick piles of

sl eeping mats, a small pool for bathing, and a barren roomthat Erix guessed
was to provide guests with the proper setting for nmeditation

Meanwhi | e, Hal | oran unl oaded his pack, renmpving some of his val ued

possessi ons. There was the silver sword, Hel nstooth, of course, which renai ned
girded at his side. He also had an extra steel sword and a dagger —aeapons of
unique worth in this city of flint and obsidi an bl ades.

Next he pulled out a heavy, |eather-bound volune. He couldn't suppress a
shudder of apprehension at the sight of the speUbook. It belonged to the

wi zard Darien, the albino elf who was |ieutenant and | over to Captai n- General
Cor-dell, hinself commander of the CGol den Legi on. Though Hal |l oran had stol en

t he book inadvertently, he knew that the wi zard's vengeance woul dn't stop
short of his death should their paths ever cross again.

Still, he hadn't cast the book away. For one thing, he had been studying parts
of it—sinple, |ow power spells such as he had once | earned, when he had spent
his youth in apprenticeship to a powerful wi zard. Also, he felt that the book
woul d be a powerful bargaining chip should a confrontation with the al bino

wi zard ever ari se.

Next he came upon the tightly wapped bundl e of |eathery snakeskin that had
given himhis first experience with Maztican magic. This, Erixitl had
expl ai ned, was hi shna—the magic of talon and claw, not the p/uma-nmagic of
feathers and air. The snakeskin had bound himtightly upon the conmand of a
cleric of Zaltec, and only the pluma of Erix's feathered token had rel eased
him Neither of them knew how to use the snakeskin, but knowing its val ue,
they had carried it with them

Finally he found the two bottles of mmgical potions. One, he knew, contained
the elixir of invisibility. The other one he had never exam ned. Erixitl
deeply distrusted the magical |iquids, and sonme of her nervousness had rubbed
off on him Thus he had never taken the sanple sip that m ght have all owed him
to identify the stuff.

"Come over here!" Erix cried, suddenly taking his hand and pulling himthrough
t he garden. "Look!" she cried,
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pointing to a small tree where several brilliant birds sat. They had small,
hooked beaks, and gl owed in shades of red and green

Hal | oran saw the birds dimy, thrilling to the touch of her hand, breaking the

contact reluctantly when they were interrupted by servants bearing pl ates of
beans, mayzcakes, and veni son. These were set upon a low table in the garden
Storm drank deeply fromthe pool and then began eating | eaves from sone of the
fl ower bushes.

Erix and Hal sat on the ground beside the table and began to eat. Their eyes
met and renai ned together. Halloran felt a whirlw nd of enotions now that
their journey was conpl eted. He knew that he couldn't have made it w thout
Erix, but that was only a small part of his internal turnoil.

Their entrance into the city, when they were surrounded by the people of
Maztica, brought sharply hone to Hal the extent of his al oneness. He couldn't
forget that these barbarous folk m ght place him wthout notice, on the
evening's sacrificial altar. He had only the friendship of the Eagle Knight
Poshtli to protect himthat, and his own wits, skill, and strength. It seened
a slimmargin of safety when cast against the presence of tens of thousands of
savage Mazti - cans.

Still, there was Erixitl. The beautiful woman sitting across from himhad cone
to represent life and purpose to the former |egionnaire. Now that they had
reached this, their goal, he wanted to hold her at his side, to sonehow nake



certain that she would never |eave. But he didn't know how to articul ate those
feelings.

Erix | ooked at him and he wondered if she understood his feelings. Perhaps
she did, for at length she finally spoke.

"I feel," she admitted with a soft smle, "as though | have finally cone
hore. "

Nal t econa reclined in the featherlift that slowy raised himto the top of the
Great Pyramid. The setting sun cast a rosy glow across Nexal, filtered between
the giant mountains that bordered the lush valley that was the Heart of the
True Wrld. One, Zatal, runbled om nously. A cjoud of
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st eam hung above the summit, though the counselor took little note. The

vol cano had | oonmed over head t hroughout the history of Nexal; often it had
grunbl ed, but never had it roared.

Soon the lift reached the top of the structure, pausing as Naltecona slowy
rose to his feet and stepped onto the stone platformthat |ooned high above
his city. Hoxitl awaited him here, together with a group of his priests, the
evening's sacrifices, and the newinitiates to the Viperhand.

The tenple of Zaltec was a | arge square building atop the pyram d. Here stood
that hungry god's bl ood-caked altar, and beside it squatted the statue carved
in Zaltec's inage—a giant warrior armed with maca and javelins, with a
beast-1i ke, leering face. The statue's nouth gaped open, waiting for its

i mm nent feast. Hoxitl went to the altar and turned to Naltecona.

"Zaltec's pleasure will be great now that the Revered Counsel or again attends
his rites,” murnured Hoxitl. He gestured to his priests, and they haul ed the
first victima young Kul takan warrior—+o the altar. The warrior's eyes were

bl ank and he nade no sound, though he fully understood his fate.

The priests drew hi m backward across the altar block, and Hoxitl raised his

j agged obsi di an bl ade. Wth one sharp cut, he slashed the warrior's chest and
reached in to pull forth the still-beating heart.

| mredi ately one of the initiates rushed forward, stunmbling to kneel before the
high priest. Hoxitl raised the heart toward the now vani shed sun, then threw
it into the nouth of the statue of Zaltec beside the altar

The man kneeling before Hoxitl was a Jaguar Knight, who now tore his spotted

breast cloak aside. Hoxitil lifted his voice in a shrill, angry chant. His
face distorted into a nask of passion, twisted by the intensity of his prayer.
Then the priest pressed his hand, still crimson with the blood of the

sacrifice, against the warrior's chest.

A hiss of snpke and steam erupted fromthe Jaguar's brown skin, and the stench
of burning flesh wafted through the air. Hoxitl's palm flat against the man's
chest, seared his skin in the dianond-shaped head of a viper. Aided by the ar-
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cane power of Zaltec hinself, the brand scarred his skin and grasped his soul
in a viselike grip. The scarring caused the warrior to grimce with pain, but
the man made no sound. Finally Hoxitl pulled his hand away.

There, seared permanently into his chest, the warrior now wore the crinmson
brand, in the shape of the deadly snake's head. The wound glistened |ike an
evil sore, seenming to give the snake a life of its own.

"Wel cone, " said Hoxitl, his voice a |low hiss. "Welcone to the cult of the

Vi per hand. "

From the chronicles of Colon

At the bidding of the Plumed One, | continue the tale of Maztica's waning.

The True World cries for the presence of Qotal, but the Plumed One pays no
heed—er at | east he gives no sign. Perhaps, like his priests, he is bound by a
vow of silence. He, too, feels the torment known to us.

To feel the need to speak, to correct wongs, to teach and gui de—that is the
curse of our order. But to be bound by the vow, to only watch and wait and
wonder —that is our discipline and our comand.



And now | see in my dreans that the strangers cone toward Nexal. They bring
the shining light of their silver swords, their know edge and magi c. But
behi nd them and even, | sense, unknown to them follow the shadows and the

| oonmi ng dar kness.
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The crimson heat of the Darkfyre lit the cavern in a hellish glow. A dozen

bl ack-robed figures stood about the vast cal dron, watching the seething nass
of the bl ood-drenched bl aze.

"More!" commanded t he Ancestor, his voice a rasping hiss.

Anot her one of the Harvesters stepped forward, carrying the basketful! of his
ni ght's reapi ng. Reaching a bl oodstai ned hand into the basket, the Harvester
drew forth a lunp of flesh that had, hours earlier, punped life through the
vei ns of a Nexal an capti ve.

But that heart had been ripped forth by Hoxitl, a bloody tribute to his brutal
god. Then, when the priest and his attendants had left the pyram d, the
Harvester had arrived. Each Harvester traveled the secret ways of the Ancient
Ones, teleporting nightly fromthe Darkfyre to the sacrificial pyramds

t hr oughout the True Wrl d.

This one had clained the hearts left atop the Geat Pyramd of Nexal. It had
taken himbut nonments to pull the still-warm hearts fromthe gapi ng nout h of
the statue where Hoxit] had thrown them Placing the grisly tributes in his
basket, the Harvester had returned themto the Hi ghcave in the space of a
bl i nk.

"More—mke it burn!" hissed the bl ack-robed Ancestor again, and the Harvester
hurled the rest of his basket into the caldron. The Darkfyre hi ssed upward in
greedy acceptance of the nourishnent.

"We face a great challenge," the Ancestor finally said, speaking very slowy.
"I do not need to rem nd you that we stand al one, forsaken by our kin, even by
Lolth herself. Since the time of the Rockfire, we have been isolated, and
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yet we persevere.

"And so we rnust nurture our new god, feed the fires of our own power, and show
our will to these savage humans. This is our task

"Spirali set out to do this task, to work our will in the formof the girl's
deat h. Though he was granted even the aid of the hell hounds, he failed. H's
death is just reconpense for that failure.”

"The girl has come here, to Nexal," said one of the robed drow after nore than
an hour had passed. The great city sprawled in the valley below them for the
H ghcave was set high in the flank of the great vol cano, Zatal, that

over| ooked the city.

"Indeed,"” replied the Ancestor. "Finally she cones to us, that she may be
slain."”

"It will not be easy," cautioned the drow. "It is said that she has the
protection of Naltecona' s nephew. Lord Poshtli."

There was no reply as the Ancient Ones absorbed this news. Poshtli was well
known t hroughout Nexal as an intelligent, capable, and utterly fearless

war ri or-nobl e.

"Poshtli helped themto kill Spirali," said the Ancestor. "For this, he should
be made to suffer. The girl's death may be just the beginning."

"Did they learn our nature when Spirali died?" asked another drow. The Ancient
Ones took great pains to conceal their racial identity fromthe hunmans of
Mazti ca.

"Who knows? And | do not care." The Ancestor wheezed as he continued. "G eat
events have occurred, and others are about to begin. A chain of destiny is
unfol ding, and the secret of our race will becone insignificant as this chain
advances. "

"The cult of the Viperhand gains strength daily," offered another drow after
further |ong pause.



"Good. Let the cult of violence grow like a weed, that it will be ready when
we call upon it" The Ancestor nodded his satisfaction

The ancient elf drew hinmself to his full height before continuing. "Renmenber
t he prophecy! Qur destiny will be realized when we defeat the |ast obstacle,
the one who is chosen by Qotal to be his chanpion. The chosen one is net a
war -
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rior or priest, as we had once supposed. No, it is this young wonan!

"When she has been renmpved fromour path, the death of Naltecona will open the
way for us! Wien the Revered Counsel or perishes, the cult of the Viperhand
will see that we gain nastery over the True World!"

The Ancestor |ooked at the robed drow around him his expression chall engi ng
each to dispute his words. Satisfied, he concluded with a voice grown suddenly
firm

"Nor does it matter whether or not she or her comnpani ons know who we are. \Wat
does matter is that she gives her heart to Zaltec soon! She nust diel"

Wth a soft hiss, the Darkfyre rose and sparked in its caldron, then settled
back with a runble, as if it chuckled in gleeful agreenent.

The inside of the lodge filled with snmoke, steam and sweat. The red gl ow of

t he | ow banked fires cast the slick, bronze skin of the building s naked
occupants in a crinmson sheen. One of the warriors threw nore water on the
coal s, and another cloud of steam hissed into the air.

This was the sweatl odge of the Order of Eagles, and the highest-ranking
warriors of that avian banner had gathered to wel cone Poshtli hone in the
cleansing ritual of the elite fraternity.

The returned warrior sat at the head of the | odge, between Chical and Atzil,
two old veterans of the Eagle Knights. For the first time since their arrival
in Nexal that day, Poshtli felt as though he had really conme hone.

After he arranged for quarters for Hal and Erix, he had spent a frustrating
hour trying to arrange a neeting with his uncle, the great Naltecona. Finally,
at sunset, he learned that the counselor had left the palace to attend the
sacrifices on the Great Pyramd. Surprised and slightly worried, Poshtli, too,
had departed the royal grounds to enter the city. He had conme to this sturdy

| odge, the headquarters of the Order of the Eagle Knighthood.

For a long tinme, the two dozen or so men who occupied the | odge sat in
silence, letting the perspiration drip from
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their bodies, driving confusion and doubt fromtheir mnds. As the sweat
trickled fromtheir pores, they felt a purification that extended deep into
their bodies, reaching even to their warrior souls. Wth the stoicismof their
mlitary fraternity, they sat unconplaining as the heat intensified and the
steam grew t hi cker and thicker, penetrating deep into their lungs with each
deep, rhythm c breath.

"It is good to cleanse nyself again," said Poshtli after a |long silence.

"You have been gone a long time," Chical answered. "In the wilds, they tel
ne."

"Yes. | have not entered a | odge of Eagles since | left Nexal. But on this
journey, | have seen many other things."

"They tell me you have net one of the strangers, a white man," said Chical
Chical was old and bent at the waist, with a face covered with winkles. H's
long hair was pure white, and he kept it tied in a braid that reached his
wai st. Like nost Mazticans, his body was virtually devoid of hair except for
that on his head. He was the Honored Grandfather, the | eader of the Eagle
Kni ght s—a proud warrior in his prime, whose wi sdomand intelligence allowed
himto | ead the Eagl es even though his physical peak was | ong past.

"Indeed | did, Father," replied Poshtli, using the honorary termfor his
teacher and nentor. He described Halloran to the others. "The invaders are
strange men, and the nonsters that they call 'horses' are fast and fearsone,"”

he concl uded. "But they are not gods or denons—they are undeniably nen.



Hal loran is a courageous warrior, and his sword is sharper than any maca in
Maztica."

He related what he had heard about the battle of U atos, where a snall force
of the strangers had routed a huge arny of Maztican warriors.

"Pah!" uttered Atzil, the venerable warrior on Poshtli's other side. "How can
you conpare Payit warriors to the Nexal ? Perhaps these white nmen did defeat
the Payit, but it is inconceivable that their small nunbers represent any
threat to the Heart of the True Wrld!"

Poshtli shook his head. "I nean no disrespect, buH coun-
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sel you to observe and study these strangers before taking action."
"Wse words, my son," said Chical, nodding. "An Eagle flies always with the
arnmy of the strangers. Qur latest word is that they are preparing to march

again. W do not know where they will go, however."
"They will come to Nexal," said Poshtli w thout a nonent's hesitation
"How can you be so sure?" demanded Atzil, the sudden tension in his voice

bel ying his previous assertion of confidence.
"They are shrewd, and they hunger for gold. These are two things | have

| earned about the strangers. They will learn as nuch as they can about Mztica
before they act. They are certain to di scover that nowhere in the True Wrld
will they find as rmuch gold as we have here."

"Certainly they would not think they could march to Nexal and take our gold,"
demanded Atzil indignantly.

"I do not know," replied Poshtli, shaking his head. "But | would not be
surprised to see themtry."

"My son, there has been much tal k of these strangers during your absence,"”
broke in Chical gently. Poshtli noticed, with surprise, that the other
warriors had silently slipped fromthe | odge. Now just the three of them sat
in the long, dark room A slave entered quietly and threw nore water on the
heat ed rocks, sending another cloud of steaminto the air The m st hung heavy
in the air of the |odge.

"This man who came with you, the one you call Halloran, has been expected,"”
Chi cal explained. "There are sone who wish to speak with him But there are
others who wish to see his heart given to Zaltec at the earliest possible
tinme."

Poshtli sat up straight. "lIs this the way we treat the guests of Naltecona?"
he denmanded.
"Silence!" Chical's voice grew nonmentarily harsh, then it softened. "It is not

certain, but the cries for his heart cone fromthe very highest authority!
And, as yet, he is not Nalte-cona's guest—he is yours."

" But my uncle will welconme him" protested the young Eagle. In truth, Poshtl
grew suddenly concerned. He had been surprised when his uncle, the Revered
Counsel or, had been
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too busy to see himthis afternoon, following his return to the city. Now he
began to wonder if Naltecona had avoided himfor a different reason

"That is not certain,” interjected Atzil, "for other voices may carry nore
wei ght . "

"More wei ght? What higher authority can there be than the Revered Counsel or ?"
"Zaltec hinself," said Chical sinmply. "Zaltec may desire his heart."

"Through the words of his Ancient Ones?" asked Poshtli, unable to keep the
scorn fromhis voice. He renenbered the death of the Ancient One called
Spirali, slain by hinself and Halloran. Hal had referred to the creature as a
drow and had expl ai ned that there was nothing supernatural about them though
there was a great deal that was evil. The warrior knew that his conrades
weren't ready for that tale yet.

"Do not underestimte the powers of Zaltec," warned Chical- "You are young and

strong. W know of your bravery, and your recent acconplishment even suggests



a capacity for wisdom" The venerable Eagle smled slightly, taking the sting
fromhis words. "But you are no match for the cult of Zaltec."

"The man comes to Nexal under ny protection! Anyone who tries to take himwl|I
first have to deal with ne!"

"You are a proud Eagle, my son." Chical met Poshtli's gaze squarely. "The
order is also proud of you. Never has one so young proven hinmself of such
wort h. You have commanded the arny on canpai gns to gather many prisoners; you
have fought and bested the bravest warriors of Kultaka and Pe-zelac. Now you
have enmbarked on a quest for a vision and have gained that vision to return
with this stranger.

"You are a great Eagle Warrior, Poshtli," Chical continued, his voice stern
"And you have sworn your obedience to the order. If you are told to | eave the
stranger in the hands of others, you will obey."

Chical rose suddenly, with the fluid nmotion of a much younger man. Atzil, too,
st ood.

"You have no choice," concluded Chical softly. He and Atzil turned and | eft
the | odge. -
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Poshtli sat al one, dunbfounded. He stared into the air, seeking an answer. But
all he saw was the snoke and the ash and the steam

The white-skinned hand held the quill lightly, carefully scribing the synbols
fromthe scroll into the | eather-bound tone. As each synbol was copied, it
flared briefly into bluish light before disappearing fromthe scroll. Finally

the spell was reproduced in the book, and Darien tossed the now usel ess
parchnent of the scroll aside

Many bl ank pages renmained in that volune, yet this was the |ast of the

wi zard's scrolls. The rest of her incantations would remain | ost to her

Until she recovered her spell book

Darien's tight lips curled into a sneer of hatred as she thought of the
treacherous Halloran. H s betrayal of the legion, his escape from

i mprisonnent, these were only mnor matters to the el fnmage. But, she vowed as
she had vowed nmany tinmes before, for the theft of her spellbook, he would die.
Shaki ng her head, she saw with irritation that sunrise had begun to col or the
sky beyond the wi ndow of her room Qutside, she heard Cordell and his officers
bar ki ng commands, preparing the |egion for the march

Unconsci ously tightening her hood around her face, though the hateful sun
woul d not crest the horizon for several nore mnutes, she pondered her own
goals. Her hatred for Halloran simered | ow as she considered nore inmedi ate
concer ns.

The march on Nexal would begin today. She sensed Cor-dell's passion for the

m ssion and knew that she could do nothing to alter his ains. For a noment,
she felt as though she was |osing control of things, that events had started
to nove forward without her. Gimy she shook off the notion, standing and
gat heri ng her own possessions to herself. She couldn't allow that to happen
couldn't let the future plot its own course.

Cont rol —her control —eant everyt hi ng.
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"PoshtH didn't return here last night, did he?" asked Hal-' loran. He had
slept late and now wandered sleepily into the encl osed garden, where he found
Eri x.

"Nor this norning," she replied. She sat quietly, |ooking thoughtfully into
the garden's fountain. lIdly she picked up a peach and took a bite of the juicy
fruit. Halloran noticed his own hunger and took a half melon fromthe bow of
fruit that had been delivered to their quarters.

He carried the | eather-bound spell book with him At first he had intended to
sit out here in the garden and study it. Hys early training as an apprentice
magi c-user lingered in his mnd, at |east enough so that he coul d understand
some of the sinpler portions of Darien's book

But now such a pursuit seemed a dull way to start the day, and so he returned



the tone to his knapsack. There he found the two potion bottles. One, he knew,
caused invisibility, but the effects of the second were unknown. He picked up
the second bottle, |ooking at the clear glass vial curiously.

"No!" Erixitl's scream al nost caused himto drop the vial. Instead he set it
back in the pack and | ooked at her in surprise. Her face had paled with fear
"That one—t frightens ne!" she said softly. "Throw it away!"

"That doesn't make any sense!" he argued. He resolved to sanple the vial and
learn its contents sonetime when Erix wasn't watching.

"So there has been no word from Poshtli?" Hal ventured.

Erix seened relieved at the new topic of discussion. "I wonder what he told
his uncle," she nused. "How rmuch do you think Naltecona has heard about your
| egi on?"

"I't's not 'my' |egion anynore."

Hal vividly renenbered his last view of his former conrades, the elite conpany
of lancers. Under the command of the brutal Captain Alvarro, they had ridden
anok, stanpeding like animals anong the Mazticans who had gathered to watch
the battle at U atos. Uncounted hundreds had died sinply to slake the man's
thirst for blood. Indeed, it had
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been Alvarro's charge toward Erix that had forced Hal to take up arns agai nst
t he | egi on.

"I"mcertain Naltecona has heard enough to make hi m concerned."” Hall oran
spoke, as did she, in Nexalan, now feeling quite confortable with the tongue.
"Poshtli will make hi munderstand!" exclained Erix enthusiastically. "I know
he will. He seens terribly wise for one so young."

Hal | oran turned away, suddenly tense. He | ooked at the beauty around them but
all he could see was a strange, foreign world. Wat did Maztica know of

wi sdon? OF under st andi ng? These peopl e marched conpl acently up the steep
pyram ds, offering their lives and their hearts to a god!

What kind of god would ask such a price? And what kind of people would obey?
Maztica remai ned a dark puzzle to Hal, a place that made himfeel very much

| ost and al one.

Yet, despite his loneliness, there was Erix. Hal couldn't help but contrast
the frightening aspect of Maztica with her. Even if he had another place to
go, Hal wasn't certain that he could | eave her

"Do you renenber that night, back in Payit, when we thought we had escaped?"
he asked her. The warnth of that night, which they had spent sl eepi ng—al beit
chastel y—+n each other's arnms was a nenory that seemed to grow warner wth
each rem ni scence. It had been a tine before their enem es surrounded them
when the | and had seemed to beckon themw th opportunity.

Al so, it had been a night of closeness they had not repeated since. He studied
her face as he asked the question.

"Yes—yes, of course," she said quickly. A flush crept over her features, and
she | ooked away from him

"I wish, sonmehow, that we could go back to that feeling of..
O... what? Sinple love? He couldn't define even for hinself what he was
trying to say. He gritted his teeth in frustration. Wy couldn't he tell her
how he felt?

Eri x stood and | ooked at himw th understanding. "W can't go back to that. W
have enenmies now... the priests of Zaltec and the Ancient Ones certainly stil
seek us, though perhaps we have avoided themfor a while. And the Gol den
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Legion—wi Il your old conrades | eave us in peace?"

As if to enphasize her remarks, at that nonment they heard a call from beyond
the reed curtain doorway to their apartnents.

"Enter," called Erix.

A tall Maztican nman entered and bowed stiffly. He wore a headdress of red
feathers and a cape of feathers, golden, green, and white. Two | arge pendants
of solid gold hung fromhis ears, and his lower |ip bore a golden ornanment. He



was followed by two slaves dressed in clean white tunics.

The visitor's eyes net Halloran's. "The Revered Counsel or, Nahecona, requires
your presence in his throne room"

"Allow ne a few minutes to prepare,"” replied Halloran after a noment's pause.
The invitation wasn't a surprise, but it had caught himoff guard. He wanted
to polish his breastplate and carefully don his arnmor for this neeting. "W
will be ready soon."

"You are to cone alone," said the courtier. "Wthout the woman.'
never wavered from Hal | oran.

Qut of the corner of his eye, Hal saw Erix clench her jaw. "I need her to
transl ate" he objected.

"The counsel or was nost specific. Fenales are never allowed into his sight
during the day, unless he specifically requests their presence.”

Hal searched for another objection, feeling very vul nerabl e about the
prospects of going on his own. He was surprised when Erix gestured, and he
turned to | ook at her.

H s eyes

"Go!" she told him in the common tongue. "You nust not dispute the will of
Nal t econa. "
"Very well," he agreed, watching as she stalked fromthe garden into her own

sl eepi ng chanber. Switching back to Nexalan, he told the richly garbed
nmessenger that he wi shed to dress. The man stood silently as Hal donned his
breastpl ate and boots and set his helnet on his brow Grding his sword to his
belt, he followed the man fromthe apartnent, cursing the haste that had given
himno time for spit and polish

They inarched silently down several long corridors, then stopped before a pair
of massive doors. Here, to Hal's surprise, the courtier doffed his feathered
accoutrenents,
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handi ng themto an attendant who gave himin return a tattered | eather shaw .
The nobl eman pl aced this shawl over his shoul ders.

The attendant |ifted another of these ragged cl oaks, | ooking nmeaningfully at
Hal | oran. But the nobl emen shook his head slightly, |eading the forner
legionnaire into the throne roomas the slave | ooked after themin surprise.
Hal | oran's steps slowed as awe overwhelmed him The inside of the chanber was
huge, with a high ceiling of thatched | eaves supported by heavy beans. Gaps
between the ceiling and the top of the wall allowed natural light into the
room

Per haps two dozen people stood in the chanber, Hal saw. Wth one exception
they wore the tattered | eather cloaks and torn rags such as the messenger had
j ust donned.

The exception, Halloran knew, was Naltecona.

The Revered Counsel or of Nexal reclined on a floating litter of brilliant
feathers. The litter hovered over a platformseveral feet above the floor of
the room The attendants, Hal noted, all stood on the fl oor

He was surprised when Naltecona rose to his feet as Hal approached the throne.
The ruler wore a headdress of enerald feathers, |ong plunmes of iridescent
green that waved regally high over his head. Gold chains encircled his neck
and gol den ornanents weighted his wists, ankles, ears, and lip.

As the counselor rose, a great cape of feathers spread behind him floating
wei ghtlessly in the air and trailing after Naltecona as he noved forward.
"Greetings, stranger,"” said the Revered Counsel or, approaching Hal and then
stopping two paces away to | ook himup and down.

"Thank you. Your.. . Reverence," replied Halloran, uncertain of the correct
title. H s Nexal an, which had begun to flow so snoothly with Erixitl, all of a
sudden felt Iike a clunky foreign tongue, sonething he would never master
Nal t econa cl apped hi s hands, and several slaves brought forward bundles to |ay
at Halloran's feet. "Please accept these presents as a token of welcome to our
land," offered the ruler.
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Hal | oran | ooked down at the array, suddenly dizzy. He gl anced quickly past the
feathered cloak and thick bolts of cloth, instead focusing on two bow s that
had been placed with the treasure. He wanted to kneel down and scoop up those
bow s, one of which contained a pile of netallic yellow dust and the other a
pil e of snmooth, creamcol ored pebbles, but he managed to marshal his
restraint. Instead, he bowed formally, studying the treasures surreptitiously
as he bent over them Cold! And pearls! H's heart |eaped in excitenent.

"Your generosity overwhel ms ne, Excellency," he said haltingly. "I regret that
my poor traveler's |l ot does not allow nme to repay you in kind."

Nal t econa held up a hand, dism ssing the apol ogy. He obviously relished the
role of the beneficent one. "Are you an emni ssary—a speaker—for your people?"
inquired the ruler.

Hal | oran phrased his answer carefully. "No. | ama solitary warrior, one who
travel s the Iand such as your nephew, PoshtU. | seek a destiny that is nine
al one. "

He didn't want to adnmit that he was a fugitive fromthe | egion, a man who
undoubtedly had a price on his head by now. But neither could he m srepresent
hi nsel f as CordeU s agent.

Nal t econa nodded t houghtfully at the explanation, scrutinizing Hal as he spoke
of a search for destiny. Cbviously the ruler was a man who believed in

desti ny.

"Hoxitl, Colon... cone here," ordered Naltecona. Hal saw two elderly nmen—ene
filthy, scarred, and enmcial ed, wearing a robe of stained dark clolh; ihe
other clean and well fed, dressed in a white tunic—step forward fromthe crowd
of attendants behind the counselor. The clean one, Colon, rem nded Halloran of
Kachin, a cleric of the god Qtal who had died defending Erix fromthe drow

elf Spirali. Naltecona confirmed this connection with his next words.
"These are ny high priests, Hoxitl of bloody Zaltec, Colon of the Bulterfly
God, Qotal. I wish for themto hear your answers to ny questions. Now, tell ne

who is your god?"
Hal | oran | ooked up, startled by the question. Gods had never played much of a

role in his life. Still, it seemed to be a question that required an answer.
*Q
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"Almghty Helm the Eternally Vigilanl" he said. That warlike god, patron
deity of the Colden Legion, was as rmuch of a spiritual light as Hal could
claim

"W have many gods in Maztica," explained Naltecona. "Zaltec and Qotal, of
course, but there are also Azul, who brings us rain, and |ezca, god of the
sun, and many nore."

"Many, and enough," added Hoxitl quietly. That cleric, his face sneared with
dirt, ashes, and dried bl ood, regarded Halloran with hate-filled, burning
eyes. "W have no roomfor a new god in Maztica!"

Hal  oran met Hoxitl's gaze with a challenge of his own. Though no great
devotee of Helm he would not yield to the cleric's inplicit assertion of

Zal tec's sovereignty.

"You must learn nore of our gods," continued Naltecona. "Tbnight il wll

pl ease ne to have you attend our rituals. You may accompany nme to the G eat
Pyram d, for the sunset rites of Zahec."

Hoxitl leered at himas Hal's heart pounded and his mnd reeled with horror
He recalled the rituals of Zaltec, the hearts torn fromcaptives and of fered
to sate the hunger of the bloodthirsty god. Halloran did not fear for hinself,
but his revul sion was so strong that the thought of the rite al nmost sent him
l ungi ng for the depraved Hoxitl, his hands clawing for the priest's throat.
He call ed upon all of his restraint, keeping his voice dispassionate as he
addressed Nal t econa.

"I amgrateful for your invitation," he said quietly. "But | cannot attend
your ritual. My god will not permt it"

Nal t econa took a sudden step backward, alnost as if he had been struck. His



eyes narrowed. Over his shoul der, Hal saw Hoxitl's snol dering gaze break into
a raging fire of hatred. Colon, on the other hand, |ooked nildly anused. Tine
seemed to conme to a halt as Naltecona stared at Hall oran

"Very well," said the counsel or abruptly, whirling around and stal ki ng back to
his throne, the feathered cape floating dream |y through the air behind him
For a nonent, Hal stood still, wondering if he should | eave. Then Naltecona
stopped and turned back to his guest. The Revered Counsel or's eyes gl eaned

i ke cold, black ice.

"Take his gifts to his apartnents,"” he* barked at the two
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sl aves who had brought the parcels forward. Then he turned back to Hal. "You
are dism ssed," he said shortly.

Erixitl paced around the | uxurious apartnent. The lush garden, the splashing
pool, the fabul ous ornaments, everything seenmed suddenly |ike a netal cage
that inprisoned her spirit and seal ed away her future.

Sonet hi ng about the pool rem nded her of a stream she remenbered from her

chi l dhood—a crystalline brook that splashed through the town of Palul, her
native village.

Pal ul. The town that she knew was a bare two days' journey away, now that she
had reached Nexal. She had been stolen fromher hone ten years ago by a
Kul t akan Jaguar Kni ght who had sold her into slavery. Fromthere, she had been
traded to a priest fromdistant Payit, where she had been taken just before
the strangers' arrival

But now she had come back to the I and of Nexala, to the city of Nexal. She
wondered if her father still lived, if he still worked his col orful plunma.
Unconsci ously she touched the anmul et at her throat, her father's gift to her
The feathered token had power, she knew—power that had saved her life nore

t han once.

Lotil the featherworker had been a good father, a sinple man who worked with
hi s hands and | oved col or. |Indeed, he used varieties of hues and shades in
ways Erixitl had never seen el sewhere.

She remenbered, too, her brother, Shatil, who was just beginning his
apprenticeship to the priesthood of Zaltec at the tine of her capture. Had he
been accepted into the order? O had his heart been given to that bl oody god
inultimte atonenent, a comon end for apprentices who failed?

She had al ways assuned that she would return to visit her village once the
journey to Nexal had been acconplished. Now they were here, and Pal ul seened
to beckon. Halloran, who had once been so |ost in Maztica, now seened

sel f-assured and at | east noderately fluent in the Nexal an tongue. Still, she
knew t hat she didn't want to | eave him Indeed, her thoughts about Hall oran
had grown in-
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creasingly, disturbingly warm She wanted himto need her

And Poshtli—-what had happened to Poshtli, anyway? The Eagl e Knight certainly
didn't require her presence. Let both of those nen get al ong wthout her, she
deci ded suddenly. Tlirning toward the door, she nmonentarily considered

mar chi ng straight out of the city and striking out on the road to Pal ul

But she stopped when she saw the tall figure at the door. Poshtli nodded once
and stepped into the apartnent. Though he didn't wear his helnet, his cloak of
bl ack and white feathers made his shoul ders broad, and his eagl e-cl aw boots
seened to add authority to his step

The kni ght | ooked around, apparently to see if Hal was present. Then he

st epped toward her.

For a nonent, she saw himas a magnificent nan. He was such a grand warri or
so tall, so proud, so handsone! He reached his hands out to her shoul ders, and
the ook in his dark brown eyes was warmw th snol dering heat. Not fully
under st andi ng why, she shyly renmoved his hands and turned away from him

"Has anyone bot hered you here?" he asked, his voice strangely intense.

"Bot hered us?" She turned back to himin surprise. "No, of course not. \Wat do
you nmean?"



Again he fixed her eyes with that | ook of intensity, and she squirmed under
hi s gaze, "There may be danger," he said, suddenly |ooking away, as if

di stracted. "More than | anticipated." He | ooked back at her, and she heard
the deadly seriousness of his voice. "Erixitl, please call me if you see
anything that frightens you—anything at all!"

Erix suddenly felt alarmed. "What is it? Wiy should we worry?"

"I't's nothing," the warrior scoffed, abruptly casual. "I want to make sure the
pal ace slaves are treating you well. And Halloran? He ... is well?"

"Of course he's well!" Erix detected a strain in Poshtli's voice as he
nmentioned the other man's name, and she felt a little thrill. "He's gone to
speak with your uncle. Naltecona didn't desire to see me, however. | suppose
... What is it?" She noted, with annoyance and then alarm that Poshtli had
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ceased to listen to her

"Remenber, | shall be nearby," said the knight. "Do not hesitate!" Once again
t hat snol dering heat flushed his eyes.

"I'f you need help, call nme." Then, with a swirl of black and white feathers,
Poshtli was gone.

The long road inland tw sted back and forth across the face of the nountain.

Li ke a |l ong snake, part feathered and part arnored, the colum wound al ong the
turns of the trail, slowy creeping away fromthe coast.

The CGol den Legi on marched at the head of the columm, the nercenaries setting a
bri sk pace even over the rough ground. The conpani es of footmen narched two or
three abreast on the winding trail, arnor-plated swordsnen | eading the way.

Hel net ed crossbowren, | ed by the redoubtable Oaggrande, followed, and then

mar ched t he spearnen, the caval ry—+espl endent in shiny breastplates on their
pranci ng, eager nounts—and the ranks of lightly arnmored swordsnen.

Several dozen | arge, shaggy greyhounds bounded besi de the col um, obviously
delighted in the return to the march. Cordell watched the dogs with mld
anusenent, remenbering the shocking effect they had had upon the Payit, who
had never seen a dog bigger than a rabbit before.

Behi nd the Gol den Legion trailed the colorful spectacle of five of the huge
regi ments, called "thousandnmen," of the Payit. That nation, conquered by these
strangers from across the sea, had now thrown its mlitary weight behind that
of the netal -shelled invaders.

The azure waters of the Ccean of the East, known to the legion as the

Trackl ess Sea, slowy slipped fromsight, now barely visible through a notch
inthe hills behind them The trail they followed wrked its way up to a high
saddl e- shaped pass between two snow capped summits. This, their Payit scouts
had told them marked the border to the |lands of the warlike Kultaka.

Cordell, at the head of the columm, disnounted when he reached the pass. He
tethered his horse beside the trail as his troops marched past. dinmbing
several dozen feet to one
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side of the pass, the captain-general |ooked fromthe ocean to the east, past
the colum of his troops, into the green bow of the Kultakan farm and to the
west .

For a tine, his eyes lingered on the ocean. He renenbered the turquoise purity
of those coastal shall ows, a deeper, richer blue—er so it had seenmed—han any
shore along the Sword Coast. He blinked, nonmentarily melancholy, for he knew
that he woul d not see his honeland again for a long time. Sone of his men, he
suspected, had laid eyes upon it for the last time. Shaking his head, he

qui ckly bani shed the norbid thought.

"They' re wat ching us, you know. "

Cordell turned to regard Captain Daggrande. The dwar-ven crossbowran had
clunped to his side and now stood | ooki ng over Kultaka.

"Of course they are," agreed the commander. "I want themto see us, and
wonder . "

Daggr ande nodded approvingly. Payit informants had told themthat the Kultakan
arnmy was |large and fierce, second only to Nexal in the mlitary heirarchy of



Maztica. Still, none of the legion's officers shrank fromthe inevitable clash
that their march was certain to provoke.

"Darien is observing Kultaka even as we march," explained Cordell as Bishou
Dom ncus joi ned them

"May the vigilance of Hel mopen her eyes wide." The tall, dour cleric scow ed
at the green valley, willing the enemes of the legion into view

"She wiD find them" assured the general

"Yeah," said Daggrande, with a spit to the side. "That she will." The el ven

mage Darien, with her white skin and al bino's bl eached hair, had al ways
unsettled the dwarf. Her abilities would inarguably prove useful, perhaps even
deci sive. By now, she no doubt flew over the Kultakan cities, invisible.
Nevert hel ess, sonething about her never failed to arouse Daggrande's ire. He
buried his feelings forcibly, know ng that his commander |oved the el ven wonan
with a passion as consuming as it was nysterious.

"Hel m curse all these devils!" snarled the Bishou, though there was still no
sign of nmovenent in the Kultakan valley. Since the death of his daughter on a
sacrificial altar in Payit,
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t he Bi shou had sworn a grimvendetta against all of Mztica.

A red-haired horseman rode up to them reining in his steed but not

di smounting. He flashed a grin at the others, displaying many gaps in the

teeth that showed through his thick, orange beard. "I hoped they'd be here to
nmeet us," he | aughed, with a contenptuous |ook at the valley before them
Still laughing, he kicked the flanks of his horse and galloped on, riding

besi de the colum that twisted its way down the far side of the pass.

Cordell shook his head, trying to conceal his concern. "Captain Al varro has

al ways been a little too eager to fight," he said so that only Daggrande coul d
hear. "I hope he's ready when the time cones."

Now their allies, the Payit warriors, passed before them These tall spearnen
wor e headdresses of multicolored feathers. They marched proudly, brandishing
their weapons for their new comuander's benefit.

"They' ve recovered well fromtheir defeat," observed Cordell. Barely a nonth
had passed since the | egion had dealt these warriors the stunning battlefield
defeat at U atos.

"They're | ooking forward to giving some of the same to their neighbors,”
remarked the dwarf. "They've never cared nmuch for the Kultakans." Daggrande
had hel ped to train the Payit, and had conme to understand a little about the
Mazti-can mnd—ot a great deal, but certainly nore than any of his conrades.
One nore man cane to join themas the warriors filed past. This one di snobunted
awkwar dl y and wheezed as he took the few steps upward to join them The others
ignored his arrival until he spoke.

"This is crazy!" excl ai ned Kardann. The Hi gh Assessor of Amm, he acconpani ed
the expedition in order to tally the and treasure they gained. He had never

i magi ned hinmself marching with a small colum of soldiers into the heart of an
eneny-held continent. "We'll all be killed!"

"Thanks for sparing ny nen fromthe insight of your prescience," said Cordel
wyly. "In the future, | expect you to keep such outbursts to yourself."
Kardann bit his lip, scowing at the general. He feared Cordell, but it was
not the fear of the soldier for the harsh
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conmander. Kardann feared Cordell the way the sane man fears the nmad. The
account ant suppressed a shudder as he recalled the outcone of their |ast

di sagreement. Cordell had ordered his entire fleet of ships sunk, sinply to
convince his nmen that they were here to stay.

Now Kardann wanted to point out the folly of their venture, but he was afraid
to speak. He hated the thought of this expedition into the unknown, but he

hat ed even nore the thought of being | eft behind. Besides, he knew that

Cordell didn't take his warnings seriously.

The capt ai n-general slapped his gloved hand agai nst his thigh, reinvigorated



by the sight of his troops. The | and before them | ooked smooth, rich, and

i nviting.

"Come, ny good nen!" he conmanded, including Kardann in his expansive gesture.
"On to Kultaka—the first step on the road to Nexal!'"

Far from Maztica, deep in the nether regions, dwelled Lolth, spider goddess of
the drow. Her presence on thecon-tinent of Faerun lay far to the east, and far
beneat h the | ands washed by the sun. Those of her dark elves wholived to the
west, beneath the place called the True Wrld, formed a small tribe,

i nsignificant anmong the vibrant, savage nations of the drow.

Yet Lolth was a jeal ous goddess—a deity who woul d brook no faithl essness. Now
she heard the words of the Ancestor. She heard them and seet hed.

Forsaken by their god? So they cl ai ned now. They worshiped Zaltec, they fed
hi m and used his priests |like puppets. Now they worked his people into a
frenzy, using their power—-seated in the Darkfyre—+to formthis cult called the
Vi per hand.

So the Ancient Ones despaired of Lolth? Indeed.

Before she finished with them the black spider goddess vowed, they woul d
learn the true depths of despair.
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KULTAKA

Takamal , war chief and Revered Counsel or of Kultaka, was wi dely known as the
wi sest man in the Time Wrld. Had he not defended his honel and agai nst Nexal an
depredati ons throughout his lifetine of nore than seven decades? True, the
Kul t akans were a fierce and warlike people with a fine warrior tradition, but
their numbers were only a quarter or less of the equally warlike Nexal ans.
Only once, when the forces of Nexal had been conmanded by the young but highly
acconpl i shed Eagle Warrior, Lord Poshtli, had the two sides exchanged equa
nunbers of prisoners. Al ways before and since, the Kulta-kan forces left the
field with two or three Nexal an captives for every one they |ost.

But now Takamal confronted a problemfor which his long rivalry with his

i nl and nei ghbor had not prepared him He was an old man, but still spry, and
so he stal ked about his throne roomin Kultaka, |oudly demandi ng answers from
the enpty room For this was the way Takamal pondered.

"Are they truly mghty? They defeated the Payit in a great battle at

U at os—so0? Does this nean they can defeat the Kultaka? Can they beat ne?"
Takamal pounded his fist into his palm seething. Just this once, he w shed
that the gods would answer! He heard the clatter of javelins in the courtyard
out side as young tribesnen trained under the strict eyes of older warriors.
Per haps that was his answer. In truth, he knew that it was. He would face this
probl em as he faced every other threat to his domain.

"My observers say they bring five thousandnen of the Payit—bah! They do not
concern me. And the tale of their battle against the strangers, fighting them
in an open field!
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This is foolish, when the gods have provided themw th ground to concea

them "

Now, Takamal sensed, the gods |istened. One god, in particular, he wanted to

t ake heed.

"Zal tec, your shining spear shall precede us to war! | wll neet these
strangers and their fawning Payit slaves—but | will choose nmy ground wth
care."

He scow ed, nodding his head so that his feathered headdress bobbed in the
air. He stood tall and crossed his arns across his breast, addressing the

i mge of Zaltec, god of war, in his mnd. Takamal reached a decision, and as
al ways the deciding lightened his spiritual burden

"The entire m ght of Kultaka shall gather, a | eague of thirty thousandmen! Qur
Jaguars will rend, our Eagles pursue, and we will send these foreigners back
to the seal”

The coals lay cold in the firepit Dank humidity lingered in the air of the

| odge, a rem nder of the steamthat had perneated the | ow house nmany hours



earlier. Poshtli sat alone, as he had sat throughout the |ong hours of the

ni ght, long since the other Eagles had departed for their homes and beds and
worren.

Faint outlines of sunlight cracked through the door, telling himthat the new
day had dawned. But still he could not bring hinself to | eave.

What was there for him beyond the sanctuary of this hallowed | odge? Though
his face remai ned an expressionl ess mask, Poshtli's soul withed in an agony
of torment. Never had he felt so powerl ess.

Once again, on the previous night, Chical had warned himagainst interfering
inthe fate of the two he had brought to Nexal. Poshtli regretted their
decision to come here, for he felt he had done nothing but lead his friends
into a great trap

True, Halloran seemed safe enough for the tine being. Naltecona had seened to
take a liking to the soldier, spending many hours each day tal king to Hal
about the world across the Eastern Sea. Certainly his uncle would not order
harmto his guest.
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But ot her, darker forces seethed bel ow the surface, and these were the powers
agai nst which Chical had warned him The priests of Zaltec clanored softly,
but with increasing agitation, for the heart of the intruder. O the woman,
Erixitl, they said nothing, but the Eagle Warrior had seen the glint in
Hoxitl's eye as the high priest had observed her in the sacred plaza. It was a
| ook he imagi ned upon the face of a great hunting cat before it sank its fangs
into the flesh of its gentle, unsuspecting prey.

And so the agony of his own hel pl essness tore at him aggravated by the sense
that it was he who had brought his conpanions into this danger. For Hal, he
could do little—indeed, he could do nothing, wthout renouncing the sacred
vow he had taken to his order.

Finally Poshtli rose to his feet with Iiquid snoothness, despite the |ong
hours of immbility. Perhaps, for Hal, he could do not hing.

But he decided upon a plan to protect Erixitl.

The days in Nexal passed quickly for Halloran, but not so for Erixitl. Every
day the soldier was sumoned to another audi ence with Naltecona. The Revered
Counsel or pressed himfor details about Hal's world, about the |ands of
Faerun, the gods that were worshiped there, the magic that was practiced
there.

Hal grew nmore and nore torn between fascination with this beautiful, ornate
culture, and horror at the underlying butchery required by these peoples

gods. He felt a genuine respect for Naltecona, perceiving the counselor as a
man of wi sdom and pride, not afraid to adnit that he didn't understand
everyt hi ng about the worl d.

And the wonders of Nexal! He saw little of the city beyond the walls of the
sacred plaza, yet even within that small area, there towered structures of
dazzling height. Around him painted on the sides of the pyranmds, a nyriad of
bright patterns and colorful nurals caught his eyes. The gardens and fountains
were clean and fresh, nore serene than any he had known in his honel and.

But atop the pyram ds, he knew that a steady, routine
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sl aughter occurred night after night. The priests of Zaltec were everywhere,
with their blood-caked hair and filthy, scarred bodies. They | ooked at him
hungrily, and he met their gazes with a harsh, disdaining stare of his own. So
far, neither he nor the priests had blinked.

Never after that first day did Naltecona agai n suggest that Hal acconpany him
to a sacrifice. Oten he asked himabout Helm and Naltecona seened interested
to note that Cordell, the | eader of the strangers, also worshiped this god.
Meanwhi l e, for Erix, there were hours of solitude in the peaceful garden
which felt every bit as nuch a cage as ever. She wanted to see the city with
Hal  oran, or Poshtli, but instead she found herself wal ki ng about with an
escort of pal ace slaves. Sonmehow the sights that she had al ways expected to



dazzl e her seemed di sappointingly nundane.
At other tines, the strange shadows surrounded her, threatening to block out
the sun, even the world itself. They becane so dark, occasionally, that she

couldn't see the ground beneath her feet—though full, cloudl ess daylight
rei gned overhead. She grew hesitant to raise her eyes upward, for always she
saw t he | oom ng presence of Munt Zatal. It seenmed, to her suddenly keen

vision, that the mountain swelled like a festering sore, ready to explode its
putrescence across the True Wrld. Oten she felt the earth rumbling beneath
her feet, though others around her seemed to take little note of the trenors.
She began to wonder if she was | osing her mnd

She found occasional monents of pleasure in the great marketplace. Anong the
presents that had been placed in their roomwere sacks of cocoa beans, and
feathered quills filled with gold dust—the two principal forns of currency in
the great city. For the first time in her life, Erixitl had her own noney to
spend. She al so had the nost el aborate marketplace in the True Wrld to spend
it in.

There, vendors fromall the |ands of Maztica—except, of course, for

Kul t aka—effered their goods for sale or barter. The nmpbst conmon neans of
exchange was the cocoa bean, which she had seen in the abundance of its
harvest in Payit. It amused her now to see peddl ers counting the brown
nuggets, one by one, in order to conclude a sale.
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They traded for fine bolts of cloth, for bright shells and long quills filled
with gold dust. Carvers offered tiny replicas, in wod or stone, of the gods.
St onechi ppers presented sharp-edged macas and knives, and obsidi an-ti pped
javelins and arrows. Bowyers sold their weapons, hewn fromthe nost resilient
willow or the hardy cedar

She stopped once, nonentarily enthralled by the pluma offered by a hunble
feat herworker. The craftsman, a winkled old man whose ninble fingers belied
his otherw se arthritic appearance, held up a cape for her inspection. The
garment was a fine nmesh, interwoven with tiny tufts of the nmost brilliant
feathers she had ever seen.

Al most ever seen, she rem nded hersel f, unconsciously touching the token at
her throat. That gift fromher father was nore than a decade ol d, yet though
its feathered fringes were single, delicate strands of color, the amul et
hadn't | ost a single plune over the years.

"I see you know of pluma" said the old nan sagely. He let go of the cape, and
it hung notionless in the air. The man made a curt gesture, and the cape
swirled around Erix to settle softly about her shoul ders.

"Take the mantle," offered the featherworker. "May it protect your skin as the
amul et protects your spirit."

Eri x was about to protest, to offer the man sone paynent for the cape. |ndeed,
it was the first thing she had seen in the market that really attracted her
attention. Vet the featherworker was suddenly engaged in an earnest sales talk
with a tall Eagle Knight. Though Erix cane past this spot a little later, she
saw no sign of the old man nor his bl anket of goods. Strangely, none of the
ot her vendors nearby seenmed to renmenber him

But the cl oak was soft and warm on her shoul ders and seened to |ighten her
spirits somewhat as she returned to the palace, to the apartnents around the
garden. And as she expected, there was no one there.

This time her solitude was short-lived, however. The rattle of the doorway
curtains told her that soneone stood w thout, and she | ooked up to see
Poshtli, silently awaiting her permi ssion to enter.

"Come in," she said, delighted to see the warrior. Hi s face,
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whi ch had been unusual ly taut since they had arrived in Nexal, seened once
agai n snooth and untroubl ed.

Erix spun, allowing the feathered cloak to rise fromher shoulders and circle
her in the air, a brilliantly colorful frame for her own brown skin and



swirling black hair. "Do you like it?"

"It's beautiful,"” he said, and he neant it. "But not as beautiful as the woman
it warns."

Eri x stopped suddenly, |ooking at Poshtli in surprise. Suddenly she bl ushed
and | ooked down, pleased but taken aback by his remark. He stepped to her
side, and she | ooked up at hi m agai n.

"Erixitl ... 1've wanted to speak to you for weeks, since the day we net, to
tell you what's been in ny heart. Al ways sonething seened to stop nme. W
haven't been al one, or ny tongue woul d becone tied into a knot in ny nouth and
| could not speak.

"But no nore!" He held her shoul ders and | ooked into her eyes, noting the
flecks of green there. "You are the npbst entranci ng woman | have ever known.
Your beauty | eaves nme without words. No ot her woman has done this to ne!l™

"My lord!" she blurted, stunned by his words. A turbulent flash of excitemnment
grew in her stomach, but it was a tense, nerve-w acking feeling.

"Erixitl of Palul, will you becone nmy w fe?"

For a nonent, she froze. Her excitenent turned into fright, or at l|least a
certain breathl ess nervousness.

But then suddenly his Iips were pressed to hers. H's kiss was hot, and she

wel coned it with warnmth of her own. She felt him holding her, and she wasn't
at all sure she wanted it to end.

Hal loran's step was light as he hurried back to the apartnent. Naltecona had
just offered hima house of his own, as repaynent for Hal's teaching the
Revered Counsel or nore of the ways of the strangers.

The soldier had made it clear, and the ruler had accepted, that these | essons
did not include teaching Maztican warriors how to fight against the

| egionnaires. A fugitive from
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the [ egion he m ght be, but he couldn't bring hinself to help prepare for the
deat hs of his former conrades-in-arnmns.

But it was not the nen of the Gol den Legion that Hal thought of right now The
one who mattered awaited himin the quarters around the garden

For a nonent, he winced inwardly as he thought of how little time he had spent
with Erixitl since they had reached Nexal. Appointments with Naltecona, visits
to the | odges of the Eagle and Jaguar Knights, |ong discussions with Mazti-can
al chem sts and sorcerers—all of these had kept himbusy. He had allowed his
fascination for the newness of Nexal to deprive himof the company of the one
wi th whom he nost wanted to share his life.

But no nore. Now, with the secure offer of a house, he was no |onger a
wandering fugitive. He had grown to love this nagnificent city. Mre
importantly, he realized that he | oved the wonan who had brought him safely
her e.

H's step increased in urgency as he turned the |last corner. He reached for the
beaded curtains, his heart singing. Then he heard voices frominside, and
unconsci ously he froze.

" becorme ny wife?" The words were Poshtli's, Halloran sensed with a cold
stone sinking into his stomach. Wat woul d she say?

Then, through the beads of the doorway, he saw Poshtli scoop Erix into his
arms. Her own arms went around his shoul ders, pulling himcloser

Stunned as if he had been struck on the head, Halloran |l owered his hand from

t he doorway. Stunbling slightly, he turned and wal ked away.

Fire surged upward, illum nating the inside of the |ong building. Apprentices
threw nore wood on the flames, and now bright, yellow light surrounded the
great statue of leering, bloodthirsty Zaltec.

Hoxitl entered the room shedding his dirty robe and ap® preaching the statue
naked but for his breechclout. H's hands were red, caked with the blood of the
Vi per hand cerenony. Toni ght, as upon so many ni ghts since the strangers had
cone to the True Wirld, he had branded many* of the

70

VI PERHAND



faithful with the sign of the hand.

Like all the others, they took the vow, pledging hearts and m nds, bodies and
soul s—their lives thenselves—+to Zaltec. In this age when strangers from across
the sea marched in their land, they found their only confort in this cult of
hatred, and only Zaltec offered hope of successful resistance. The cult
flourished, and this pleased Hoxitl. He suspected that the cult of the

Vi per hand woul d be the only force that could truly stemthe tide when war
swept the land as it inevitably nust.

But now he had other, nore inmedi ate concerns.

"What is the word?" he inquired of a priest who enmerged fromthe shadows to
stand beside him [|ooking up at the statue.

"I't will have to be done in the palace," said the newconer, Kallict. A young,
vi gorous priest, Kallict had shown great skill with the sacrificial blade and
possessed a keen wi sdom for one of his age. Many priests thought he m ght one
day succeed Hoxitl to the rank of patriarch

The current high priest scow ed at the news. "Does she not venture into the
city?" he demanded

"Rarely," replied Kallict. "She has gone to the market several tines, but

al ways with an escort of pal ace sl aves—and al ways during the day."

"Taking her fromthe palace will be difficult," said the high priest.

Kallict renmoved a stone knife fromhis belt. Facing the ol der priest squarely,
he extended his arm which was covered with long, straight scars. Laying the
bl ade against his own skin, Kallict drew the knife sharply toward hinsel f. Red
bl ood welled fromthe wound and dri pped, unheeded, to the floor as the young
priest |ooked at his patriarch.

"By Zaltec, | will find a way to do it." They both knew that his vow was as
good as the bl ood that now collected into a small pool on the floor

"They await us on the slopes," reported Darien. "Beyond the next pass lies
their city, so | amcertain they will fight us here."
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Cordell took the elfwoman's hand in gratitude for the warning. Wthout it, his
| egi on woul d al nost certainly have marched into anmbush

"Deploy to neet them" barked the captain-general to his assenbled officers.
The legion's march had taken it westward down a wi de valley. Now they neared
t he hi gher ground, where the valley rose to this saddle-like pass, many mniles
inland fromthe border of Kultaka.

"Daggr ande, deploy your crossbows across the front. Gar-rand, advance up the
slope in a diversion. See if you can lure theminto a charge. Alvarro, keep
the lancers hidden, in reserve."

Wth the efficiency of Iong practice, the Gol den Legi on depl oyed for battle.
The Iight foot soldiers of Garrand's conpany spread into a skirm sh line. The
heavy crossbowren of Daggrande's units took station behind them while Alvarro
hel d his horsemen out of sight. The warriors of the Payit Cordell sent in two
great wings to the right and left, using his Maztican allies to insure that
his legion wasn't caught in a flank attack

An overcast sky hung heavily over the valley, alnost touching the highest of
t he surroundi ng peaks. All nmorning long the gray bl anket had pressed cl ose,
dar keni ng the | andscape, threatening and runbling, but yielding no noisture.
A shower of arrows, as thick as a sumer downpour, soared outward fromthe

sl opes, arcing down to spray the assenbled footnen of Cordell's |egion
"Shiel ds up!" shouted Daggrande, nervously eyeing the heights.

Wth a clatter of stone against steel, the arrows shattered agai nst the netal
buckl ers and hel mets of the |l egionnaires. One or two found a chink, driving
into a bicep or painfully pricking a shoulder, but nmpost of the missiles
bounced harm essly fromthe protected troops. '

Again and again the arrows flewinto the air, |ike a streaking cloud of

| ocusts, but always the netal shields of the |egionnaires saved them from

cat ast r ophe.

"Move up, nowtook lively!" Daggrande raised hi § stee



VI PEBHAND

crossbow, searching the brushy sl ope before themfor sone sign of the eneny.
He saw the Kul takan archers backing up the hill, away fromhis slowy narching
conpany. The tenptation to charge themwas great, but the dwarven veteran
shrugged it away. The ninble warriors would have no difficulty slipping away
from his heavily encunbered troops.

I nstead, the conpany marched to the measured cadence of the drummer,

mai ntai ning a straight line even as a portion scranbled through a ditch or
anot her section forced its way through a dense thicket.

"Halt!" he cried, as they reached a steeper, rockier portion of the slope.
"Shi el ds!"

Again arrows showered them as thick as a cloud of stinging insects, but
fortunately with not nmuch greater danaging effect. The dwarf saw with

sati sfaction that, though several of his nen bled fromfresh and obviously

pai nful wounds, not one of them had broken ranks or fallen

Now a shrieking din of whistles, horns, and shrill yells suddenly broke from
t he ground above them Were Daggrande had seen a broken sl ope w th occasiona
fl ashes of novement, now he beheld a horde of many thousands of feathered,

pai nted Kul takans. The natives |eaped to their feet fromcountless holes in
the earth, as if they had appeared by magic.

Anot her shower of arrows erupted, and even before the mssiles fell to earth,
the Mazticans broke into a how ing downhill charge.

"Fly, nmy feathered ones! Fly to victory!"

Just beneath the top of the ridge, Takamal sprang to his feet. The war chi ef
of Kultaka turned his face to the sun, raising his voice in a long, ululating
how , letting the exultation of his own spirit lift the hearts of his charging
warriors.

Behind him a rank of warriors stood, each holding a |l ong pole. Atop each
shaft fluttered a different banner of brilliant feathers. Wen raised al one or
i n conbinati on, they served to comunicate orders to the Kultakan arnmny.

Al ong the ridgetop, the Eagle Knights stood above a steep
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enbankment. The bl ack-and-white-cl oaked warriors hurled thensel ves into space,
changing to the fornms of diving birds and soaring free before they crashed to
the rocks bel ow

"See the strangers recoil!" cried Naloc, high priest of Zaltec and Takanal's
Iifel ong advisor.

I ndeed, the feathered swarm of the Kultakan charge had swept fully around the
silver figures of the eneny. Virtually imuobile in comparison to the fleet
Kul t akans, the strangers could only tighten their ranks and form a rough
circle against the all-around assault.

"Still, they fight well,"” adm tted Takanmal as his flash of joy settled back to
grimdeternination. "Very few of them have been slain."

Bel ow t hem the Eagles settled to earth. Quickly they became humans agai n,

rai sing the wooden macas and whoopi ng as they hurled thenselves into the
attack. Against themstood a single line of the strangers, wielding their
silver shields and those long, nmetal knives. As the two lines clashed, dozens
of Eagles fell, but only one or two of the eneny.

The chief knew that his encirclement would have nmeant the annihilation of any
Mazti can foe. Many of his warriors had fallen to the silver knives and
nmetal -ti pped arrows of the soldiers, and he knew there woul d be nuch grieving
after this fight.

"Even the Payit serve themwell," observed Nal oc. Takamal had ordered snall,
sharp attacks agai nst each side of the eneny position. The strangers' Mztican
allies held both flanks of the position w thout faltering.

"Bah! W send only a diversion against them" Takamal barely took notice of

the natives anong the eneny. "It is the foreigners we nmust beat—and | ook, we
press t hem back!"
"And still no sign of their nonsters." Nal oc | ooked anxiously about the field.

Nei t her of them knew fully what to nake of the tale of the half-man, half-deer



creatures that rel putedly hel ped the strangers to rout the Payit. The stories
had seened fantastic, yet the defeat of the Payit couldn't be questioned.

"If they appear, so be it. W are ready." -~
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As if inreply to lakamal's chall enge, they saw the objects of their curiosity
erupt froma narrow draw with shocki ng speed.

"By Zaltec, it's true!" whispered Naloc in awe.

Takamal did not answer. He stared in amazenent, but wi thout fear, at the

t hundering creatures. The man-forns grew ri ght out of their backs, he could
see. They cane in four waves, about ten of the nonsters in each. Around them
dashed shaggy, slavering beasts with Iong white fangs and bristling spiked
collars. They rem nded Takamal of coyotes, but they were nmuch |arger and nore
savage of aspect. Also, these beasts fought with every bit as nuch bravery as
the soldiers, |eaping against the warriors and tearing with their savage jaws.
The great beasts and their smaller conpanions raced forward, up the snoot hest
ground in the center of the pass. Each of the nonsters carried a |ong
spear—the | ongest spears Takamal had ever seen—and the force of their charge
carried themlike a landslide into the first ranks of the Kultakan warriors.
The warriors didn't even slow them down. Takamal saw wi th grudgi ng admration
how t he beasts tore a swath of death through his beautiful feathered ranks.
Later, he knew, he would suffer for the broken bodies left in the wake of the
attack, but now his m nd worked rapidly, searching for the proper counter
stroke.

"There!" he said, pointing along the route of the charge. "They cone as we had
hoped. "

"Your wi sdom once again shows the bl essings of Zaltec," marvel ed Naloc, wth
an awestruck | ook at his chief. It had been Takamal who had guessed that the
nmonsters, if they appeared, would attack along the stretch of smooth ground.
And it was here that the Kultakan | eader had laid his trap.

Alvarro grinned as his lance tore through the feathered shield of a Kultakan
warrior. H's horse thundered forward, eagerly tranpling the panicking spearnen
before them Beside him the ranks of the |ancers spread apart. Now they
advanced in a line that meant death for any native warrior
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unfortunate enough to stand in its path.

The captain rode at the fore, urging his charger to keep just a neck ahead of
the rest of the line. His black armor distinguished him but his helnet al so
trailed a black streanmer, insuring that his nen could see hi manywhere on the
field—his nen, and the eneny, too, Alvarro thought with a |l ook at the fleeing
nati ves before him

The savages were breaking! H s heart pounded with excitement as he saw that
his riders would carry the battle. He struck again, and this time the |ance
was torn fromhis hand, stuck in the body of its victim The rider pulled his
| ong-sword, as nost of the horsenen around hi mhad al so done.

The charge carried the riders onto the I ower slopes of the ridge. Soon they
woul d reach the warriors surroundi ng Daggrande's conpany, relieving the
encircl ed | egi onnaires.

The horseman didn't see the tall pole, with its banners of bright feathers,
dip and wave atop the ridge. He woul dn't have understood the conmand that the
gesture issued, in any event-But he saw Us results.

The charge continued, though the smooth ground gave way to rougher terrain.
Sheer momentum carried themonward, until suddenly Alvarro found hinsel f anong
rocks and brush instead of the open field. From behind this cover swarned a

ni ght mare attack that stopped the cavalry charge cold.

Al varro gaped in astoni shnment as a huge spotted cat, bigger than any |eopard,

| eaped onto a rock. Wth a shrill cry of rage, the beast exposed |ong fangs
and curved, wi cked claws. Still snarling, the cat |eaped.

Instinctively Alvarro brought his sword up, but it was the equally instinctive
reaction of his horse that saved him The steed reared backward in panic, and
with its front hooves, it struck the feline to earth. The cat crouched,



snarling, and Alvarro saw to his horror that nore and nore of the creatures
were energing fromcover to spring on his unsuspecting riders.

"Back!" Captain Alvarro how ed, his voice shrill. "Away fromthese devils!" He
struck one of the creatures on its skull, killing it. At the sane tine, he saw
a horse stunble
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and fall to the earth under the wei ght of several cats. The rider, screamn ng
interror, was torn fromthe saddl e and qui ckly di sappeared beneath a

ni ght mari sh tangl e of claws and fangs.

The horsenen desperately pulled away, and in nonments, the |line thundered
backward in full retreat. Not a steed escaped w thout raked, bleeding flanks
and | egs.

Once again Alvarro led his riders, this time in terrified flight. Flecks of
spit drooled fromhis |lips as he choked back the inarticulate fear. But he
could not pull his reins.

"Hel m curse him" snarled Cordell, his stonmach turning to a knot as Alvarro
turned away fromthe jaguars. "The worthl ess dog!"

"Who coul d stand agai nst those devils?" chall enged Bi shou Dom ncus. "They are
clearly the work of their foul gods!"

"Did either of you see that?" asked Darien coldly. Her voice got the nen's
attention abruptly.

The trio stood on a snmall rise, below the slope where the battle raged.
Cordel I, knowi ng that the survival of Daggrande's conpany itself was at stake,
turned to her in annoyance.

"See what ? What are you tal ki ng about ?"

"Up there," the wizard said, pointing coolly. Darien's shocking white skin
showed as she raised her hand to point toward the ridgetop. Normally she

di sli ked exposing any patch of her skin to the sun, but the heavy overcast of
t he day spared her disconfort.

"That feathered pol e?" asked Cordell, his mnd quickly grasping Darien's
meani ng, if not her intent. "That nust be the war chief. The Payit did the
same thing."

"A great chief,"” nused the wizard. "That was a clever trap, and it was his
pol e that signaled the attack."

Cordel | | ooked skyward again, his black eyes flashing. "I see what you nean,"
he breathed softly.
"OfF course!" lakamal, carefully watching the battle, saw

DOUGLAS NI LES

the horseman fall and instantly understood the nonsters. "They are only beasts
that carry men into battlel™

H s heart surged, full of pride at the noble attack of his Jaguar Knights.
Dozens had been sl ain beneath the feet of the |unbering beasts, but still they
pressed their attack. And now the riders had been pushed back

"Magni ficent!" whispered Nal oc. "Zaltec has sniled upon us this day."

"Perhaps he will snile upon us," cautioned the chief. "But the attack isn't
broken yet. Wtness how the silver soldiers resist, even when surrounded." He
gestured toward the field bel ow, where the circle of swordsmen still stood
am d the howing mass of Kultakan warriors. For many minutes, they had been
cut off fromthe rest of the legion, yet no nore than a dozen had fall en—and
at the cost of nmany hundreds of Kultakan dead.

"Now Signal the advance!" barked | akamal .

Two of his signal nen rai sed banners, each of which glowed bright crinson under
t he heavy gray sky. The pennants streaned in the slight wind, stretching

wei ghtlessly into the air. For a monent, the battle paused as the Mazti-cans
took note of the command fluttering fromthe knoll atop the ridge.

But then they saw sonething el se up there. Naloc, and | a-kamal hinself,
whirled in astoni shnent as a figure suddenly appeared on the ridgetop, barely
thirty feet away.

The newconer was a woman, | akamal saw-a woman with shockingly pale skin, and
hair the color of snow She wore a dark robe, but now the wi nd whi pped that



robe away from her body and he saw the bl eached skin on her arms, her |egs,
her torso.

He saw, too, that she was very beautiful, in an icy sort of way. A golden
circlet surrounded her brow, and her high cheekbones suggested nobility. Her
eyes were wi de, pale.. . and enpty.

"By Zaltec!" gasped Naloc. The cleric seized his sacrificial dagger and held
the stone bl ade over his head, |unging toward the wonan. She seened to be

unar med, though Taka-nmal noticed a slender stick thrust through her belt.

She rai sed a hand and spat a word at Nal oc—a won*—and
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the cleric grasped his chest with a dull noan and col |l apsed to the ground. He
ki cked his feet reflexively, as does a sacrifice sonetimes even when his heart
has been torn away. | a-kamal knew that Nal oc was dead.

The war chief of Kultaka stood tall, unbent even after his seventy years. He

| ooked up at this slender fermal e, who now turned those icy eyes on him

| akamal stood and watched. So, too, did the warriors of Kultaka, gathered on
the field bel ow

A bolt of yellow energy, like a shot of lightning fromthe cl ouds, exploded
fromthe woman's hand. She pointed her finger, and the power surged forth with
a hiss and a crackle, faster than the eye could foll ow

The magi c drove into | akamal, for a nmonent outlining his body in sizzling bl ue
flame. The snell of burned flesh wafted through the air. Still the great chief
of the Kultakans made no sound, no novenent. The energy of the |ightning bolt
expl oded past, striking two of his flag-bearers dead behind him

Then | akanal toppled, his |life burned away by sorcery. Rigid and scarred in

death, the war chiefs body fell forward, tunbling fromthe ridge to spill down
the long slope, finally crashing to a halt anong the still, stunned nenbers of
his arny.

A few feathers from his singed headdress floated through the air, comng to
rest on the ground atop the ridge, far above the Revered Counsel or's shattered
corpse. Those feathers, and two footprints outlined in black soot, were al
that remai ned to show where | akanal had been

From the chronicles of Colon

The | egend of the Plunmed One's departure includes the prom se of his return
Qotal journeyed to Payit and clinmbed aboard a great feathered canoe, to sai
onto the Eastern Ccean. He turned his back upon Maztica, for everywhere the
peopl e foll owed gods of lust and blood. Zaltec sniled, to see the Feathered
Serpent sail away.
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But Qotal promi sed that one day he would return. He told of three signs that
woul d preface his arrival and bade the folk of Maztica to watch and to wait.
First would cone the couatl, messenger of Qotal and harbinger of his return.
Second woul d be granted the C oak of One Plune, to be worn by Qotal's chosen
one, offering protection and beauty so that all may learn the glory of his
nane.

Third, and nost nysterious, would cone the Summrer |ce.

But for now, these tales are nmere | egends. Even the couatl, who tantalizes ne,
| see only in ny dreans.

*80

DANCE OF THE JAGUARS

TulomItzi sprawl ed across the jungle hills of Far Payit, a large city that

| ooked like no city at all. Several stone pyramids jutted steeply above the
treetops, and the great dome of the observatory squatted atop the highest
hill. Wde grassy paths tw sted anong trunks and vines of forest, and severa
| arge green expanses of |and had been cl eared of trees altogether

But the overwhel mi ng presence of the forest ruled the | and. The structures of
men, such as they were, became a part of the jungle rather than its conqueror
"OfF course," Zochimal oc had explained to Gultec, "at one time the city housed
tens of thousands of people.” Now a nere fraction of that nunber dwelled



there, the descendants of Tulomltzi's |ong-forgotten founders.

The people of Far Payit differed little fromhis own in appearance, CGultec
realized. Short and well-mnuscled, deep brown of skin, they were an

i ndustrious, inventive folk. Their culture, however, seened very foreign to

t he Jaguar Kni ght.

Never had he seen people of such gentleness. They knew not hing of war, save
that it was a scourge known in their distant past. Yet their know edge in

ot her areas astounded him

The surgeons of TulomItzi knew cures for the poison-that-sickens-blood, for
t he di sease of body rot, and for other horrors that would result in sure
fatality for a Payit or other Mztican. Astrononers studi ed the skies,

predi cting even such things as the irregul ar passage of the Wandering Stars.
Here nusicians created lyrical ballads of |egend and romance.

@ul tec had conme to know and | ove these folk, but none did
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he revere so nmuch as his teacher. He thrilled to each nminute with Zochi mal oc,
and each day seenmed to open the door to new wonders of know edge and
under st andi ng. Today, Zochi maloc wal ked with himto the cetay, the great well
that lay to the north of the jungle city. It was, Zochi prom sed, to be an

i mportant |esson.

"Once the cetay was used for sacrifice," explained the wi zened teacher as they
reached the lip of the depression. "But now it serves best as a source of

wi sdom Cone, sit with ne here.”

The cetay was a circular hole several hundred paces across. Stone walls

pl umreted, with many jagged outcrops, to a clear surface of water hundreds of
feet bel ow them Zochimal oc, who wal ked with a | ong wooden staff today,
settled easily onto a benchlike boulder at the very lip of the well. Qultec
sat beside him

For a long ti me—nore than an hour—the two sat in silence. Qultec studied the
snoot h, blue water so far below him He saw slight swirls in its surface, as
if a hidden current agitated its depths. G adually, unconsciously, his mnd
enptied of its external concerns.

After his nmonths of study, Gultec recognized the plants of the jungle for al
their beneficent or dangerous qualities. He understood the arrangenent of the
stars in the heavens and their influence upon earthly concerns. He could now
freeze any animal with tbe force of his gaze, and he suspected that this
mastery extended to humans as well.

Zochimal oc did not allow himto test the latter ability, however, on the free
peopl es of Tulomltzi. And unlike any other land GQultec knew, these fol k of
Far Payit kept no sl aves.

An overwhel mi ng sense of peace flowed through Gultec. He felt a contentment he
had not previously imagined, and his mnd floated freely with the rel axi ng
pace of his nmeditation. Slowy, then, the gentle tapping of Zochimaloc's staff
penetrated his awareness, and he | ooked up at his teacher

"What thoughts are in your mind, Gultec?" asked the old man in a kindly tone.

Qultec smled softly. "I feel that this is a haven for ne, a calmeye in the
storns of the True World. Know edge of
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TulomItzi nust be kept fromthe rest of the world, or | fear your fragile
peace will vanish."

"Know this, Qultec," Zochinmaloc replied with a deep sigh. "Qur peace wll

i ndeed disappear. It will not be terribly long before it does, though perhaps
we have a little nore tinme than Nexal."

The Jaguar Knight | ooked around sadly, trying to imagi ne TulomlItzi suffering
the ravages of war. It never occurred to himto question his teacher's

know edge. If Zochinmaloc said this, it nmust be true.

"This is why you have been brought here, Qultec. Qur people know nothi ng of
war. You do."

Now he turned to the old man in shock. "What can | possibly teach you? The



wi sdom of your people shows me to be a nmere jungle barbarian in contrast! And
the only inmportant war | ever fought, | lost!"

"Show nmore faith in yourself," Zochi mal oc chi ded gently.

"But | have so nuch nore to |earn!"”

Smiling, the teacher clinbed to his feet, without the aid of his staff. "You
know nore than you think. The fornms and shapes of your body, for instance.

Whi ch do you know?"

"I ama man and a jaguar/' said @Qultec, surprised at the readily answerable
guestion. He rose to stand beside his teacher at the |ip of the deep cetay.
"A bird?" asked Zochi ironically. "A parrot, perhaps?"

"No, of course not!"

"But think of the parrot, Qultec. Think of the bright feathers, the strong

wi ngs, the sharp, hooked beak, the powerful claws. Think of these things!"
Surprised by the sudden sharpness in his teacher's tone, the warrior's mnd
pictured the jungle bird. He didn't see the sudden, quick |ash of Zochimaloc's
staff. H's teacher pushed himsharply, his frail frane striking with
surprising power.

Qultec tunbled fromthe rock, dropping into the rocky pit of the cetay.
Shocked, his arns reached out reflexively, but the attack had been too sudden
t oo unexpected. He grabbed nothing but air.

But he grabbed the air, and it held him Wth a soaring dive, his bright green
tail feathers instinctively steering his
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flight, he flashed across the surface of the water. And then he spread his

wi ngs and he flew

Eri x rose and paced the garden again, confused and nervous. \Were was Hal ?
This was his | ongest absence since their arrival in Nexal a week earlier. The
| ong shadows in the courtyard told her that sunset approached, and Hal's

audi ences with Naltecona had never before | asted rmuch beyond noon

Then the shadows darkened. She turned away, suddenly frightened, until she
realized that it was only a cloud passing over the sun. Still, those bl ack

i mages continued to dance around the corners of her vision, filling the spaces
around her with shadows.

A vague shudder passed through her body. She recalled the dreamthat had cone
to her in the desert, of Naltecona slain anmong the men of Cordell's |egion
The shadows around her darkened the pal ace, darkened it even nore than had the
nmoonl i ght in her dream

She thought again, wistfully, of Poshtli's visit earlier in the day. He had
been so noble! Hi s proposal had fallen on her like a shock, and she knew it
offered a life such as, weeks earlier, she could never have imagined. Alife
of luxury and confort, with slaves for every need, anong the society of the
grandest folk in all Nexal.

Why then had she rebuffed hin? She was still not sure. She only knew that,
after moments in his arns, her |lips pressed to his, she sensed that he did not
| ove her. Erix also knew that, though she was dazzled by his prowess and
presence, her affections did not extend to |ove.

So, gently and quietly, she had told himso. He had accepted her decision wth
surprise, but not anger. Pdshtli had bowed formally and |left. The Eagl e Kni ght
had no sooner departed than she found herself anxiously awaiting Halloran's
return.

But that had been hours ago. Her eagerness had turned to anxi ousness, unease,
and now it threatened to beconme fear. Surely the Revered Counsel or woul dn't
harm a visitor under his own roof, would he? \Y
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She | ooked out in the courtyard, where the gay splashing of the fountain
seened to nmock her. Stormraised his head, as if the horse sensed her eyes
upon it. Then the mare anbled to the fresh pile of clover and grass that the
sl aves had brought that norning.



Suddenly the horse, the whole scene, fell into darkness, as if sonething huge
blotted out the sun. Again that terrible sense of a doomfilled destiny seized
her. Involuntarily she clapped her hands to her eyes and noaned, wlling the
shadow away.

"What is it? Erix, what's the matter?" She felt the touch of strong hands on
her shoul ders and spun to grasp Halloran in a fearful enbrace. He held her
soothing her gently, until finally she risked another | ook at the courtyard.

Once again the slanting rays of the | ow sun cast bright illumination on the
dancing fountain and its framework of bl ossons.
She saw Hal |ooking around in alarm "It was.. . nothing," she expl ai ned

qui ckly. "Just a sudden chill."

He sensed that she wasn't telling himeverything, but he didn't press the

i ssue. He had noticed her sudden, brief distractions before, on their journey
to Nexal, but she had never offered himany expl anation

Let Poshtli worry about it, he thought, alnost savagely. Abruptly he dropped
his arms to his sides and turned away.

Erix, surprised by his sudden shift, spoke tentatively. "Wat happened? | —+
was worried about you."

He turned to her and she drew back, frightened by the took of anger on his
face. "I went for a wal k. Through the market, to the floating gardens. |
wanted to see the city."

"But we were going to do that together when you had time!" Erix's objection
cane nmore from surprise than annoyance

"Together? | hardly think that woul d be appropriate, anynore, do you?" The

pi cture of Poshtli wapping this woman in his arns flashed again through Hal's
m nd, and he wi nced at the painful nenory.

"But ..." Erix couldn't understand his anger. "Wiy are you talking like this?
Wiat's the matter?”

Hal | oran whirl ed away, pacing across the garden. Wrds of anger and jeal ousy
surged through him Only with the
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greatest effort could he hold them back. In his heart, he knew that Poshtl
had been too true a friend to deserve the vitriol that Hal wanted to spew.
Finally he turned back, speaking to her from several paces away. "Nahecona has
of fered me a house. | can no | onger stay here, for obvious reasons. | will
nove there as soon as it can be arranged. Until then, | will try to | eave you
your privacy."

"What do you nean?" Erix felt a brief flash of panic.

But then her own anger took over. How could he treat her like this? She had
been worried about him relieved to see him Suddenly the nere sight of him

i nfl aned her. She had to get away from himor her anger would not be
contained. In that nonent, she knew that she would take the journey she had
thus far delayed, to the one place in the world she could go.

"Never mind! | don't need this place either! 1'm going home—honme to Palul, to
nmy father and brother! Take your house and live |ike a great, w se nan!"

For a nonent, Halloran stared at her, dunb with shock. He thought of Poshtli
wondering if the noble warrior knew his betrothed planned to suddenly depart
Nexal . "Hone? But what about—=

"You can stay in Nexal—see the city all you want!" she shot at him cutting
himof f. Suddenly she shivered as that shadowy presence crept into the room
against the walls and floor, muffling her sight. Darkness welled around her
casting the shadows across the garden, even bl ocking out the sun. Only
Hal | oran stood out before her, in the light.

But she turned her back on that light, and then she was out the door.

"The cult of the Viperhand spreads quickly," hissed the drow, his hood thrown
back so that the crimson blush of the Darkfyre washed over his black face and
white hair. "But we control it well, for it lies under the thumb of the
priests.”

The drow spoke to a circle of his equals, and to the Ancestor. The Harvesters
had yet to begin their grisly *night's
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wor k. For long noments, the group remained silent as the Ancient Ones
nmedi t at ed.

"The Vi perhand does well. Wen our need arises, it will be ready." The words
cane fromthe Ancestor, his voice rasping through the cavern. "Let the humans
spread their cult of Zaltec and let it further our own ends."

"The priests want to give the white stranger's heart to their god," said the
drow, persisting.

"We require that the girl be slain. She alone, by the prophecy, carries the

threat to us of ultimate failure. Yet this man helped to kill Spiral!. He has
protected her from Payit to Nexal, and still they remain together. Let the
priests and their agents kill themboth. It will serve as a useful warning to

t he strangers."

"We cannot expect a single death to frighten themoff!" objected another of
the Ancient Ones.

"OfF course not. But our vengeance will be exacted for Spiral!. And the only
one of the invaders to see Nexal thus far will be destroyed. The others will
take some tinme to reach here

"During that tine, the cult of the Viperhand can grow stronger still, so that
when the invaders arrive, we will be able to neet themw th strength." The
venerabl e drow | ooked at his conpanions. Hi s eyes, stark white and very wide
agai nst the m dni ght skin of his face, gleaned.

"Let the word be sent to Hoxitl," said the Ancestor, his voice suddenly firm
He | eaned forward in his thronelike chair. The cherry gl ow of the cal dron

di sappeared, lost in the greater darkness that was the Ancestor

"The girl and the nman shall die tonight!"

"These are the sons of Takamal."

Darien enotionlessly gestured at five warriors. The el ven w zard had used her
magic to learn the Kultakan tongue, speaking to the natives who had been
sumoned to their city square. Now she awaited Cordell's instructions. The
once proud men now stood, al nbpst naked, before their conquerors. The neeting
took place in the center of the city of Kultaka, in the very shadow of
Zaltec's pyranid.
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Around the | eaders stood the trimranks of the CGolden Legion and its Payit
allies, surrounded by the silent masses of Kultaka.

"Why have they doffed their clothes?" asked the general. "Tell themto put
themon."

"They say that their defeat has left themunwrthy to wear the garb of
warriors."

"Nonsense!" Cordell smled at the Kultakans—the full, ingratiating smle that
hel ped hi m conmand, to the death, the loyalty of his nen. "Tell themthat we
have not conquered them that we are in fact very sorry so many of their brave
warriors have died in battle against us."

Darien turned and translated as Cordell |ooked around at Kultaka. The city
showed far |ess opul ence than had U atos. Unlike the capital of the Payit,
many of the structures here had been built for defense. The flat houset ops
were surrounded by wai st-high walls. Wndows were snmall. The streets were
still lined with flowers, but the profusion of feathermagic that was so
extensive in U atos was conpletely absent here.

It had taken only hours to discover that the Kultakans were much poorer in
gold than either their jungle neighbors to the east, or, reputedly, the

Nexal ans to the west. \Wat few treasures they had were stacked here, willingly
of fered by the abject sons of the slain war chief.

"The ol dest, this one catted Tbkol, asks why you show such ki ndness. Is this
how you prepare your captives for sacrifice?" Darien pulled Cordell's
attention back to these men. And now his plan for themwas conplete.

"You are not our enemes! W did not want to attack you. W nerely sought
passage t hrough your |ands, and sone food. W are on our way to attack the
treacherous Nexal ans, whose |l and |lies beyond your own."



Cordell saw, without surprise, that the Kultakans were intrigued by his reply.
Tbkol spoke again. "Surely it is a-great tragedy that we did not know this,
for the Nexal ans are our greatest enemies! It is good that you attack them"

"And truly, we shall beat them" replied the captain-general. "For we have
been tested this day against the finest warriors in Maztical" *
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Now he saw t he heads come up, sone neasure of pride returning to the
sharp-featured faces. Tbkol spoke again. "We offer you what food you desire,
and oursel ves as slaves. May your march be a success." Tbkol, mmcked by the
ot hers, bowed deeply.

"I could never see such men as you reduced to slaves," objected Cordell
raising his voice. "No! Indeed, | can only see you as warriors! Proud, strong
men, marchi ng agai nst Nexal I'"

He had seen the worth of the Payit in battle, and now he found a force of
warriors that showed far greater skill, and | arger nunmbers, than the |egion of
his Payit allies. As he continued, he sawin the faces of Takamal's sons
surprise at his words. A faint | ook of hope in their eyes convinced himthat
he took the right tack; he sensed that these warriors would do anything to
regain their own manliness.

"WIl you not join nme? Your hosts, added to ny legion, will make a splendid
spectacle for the march on Nexal!"

Tbkol saw no need for hesitation or consultation before he replied.

"We are eternally grateful for the kindness of our conqueror. W offer you
what ever captives you need to cel ebrate your victory. The rest of us shall be
proud to march with you to Nexal!"

"Captives?" Cordell suddenly saw their neaning. "No! W do not slay our
enemes to feed our god. Instead, there will be this decree, the one | aw

will place upon you."

Now t he general's eyes flashed as Darien translated. The Kultakans stood as if
spel | bound, awaiting his command. "There is to be no sacrifice anmong you! Hold
your captives as slaves or let themgo as you wish. But you may not offer
their hearts to your pagan gods!"

Tbkol recoiled as if struck. Instinctively he | ooked up at the nearby tenple,
as if expecting a bolt to issue forth and strike Cordell dead. But nothing
happened.

"Do you understand?" barked the | egion's commander

"It shall be as you command, " said Tbkol, wi th another |ow bow.
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The four Jaguar Knights stood stiffly before Kallict as the priest perforned
ritual cuts, scarring their earlobes, forearns, and cheeks with short chops of
hi s sharp obsi di an dagger. None of the nen cried out, of course, for to do so
woul d have betrayed the trust of their vow

The vow of the Viperhand.

After the ritual scarring, each of them stepped before Hoxitl and knelt. The
only sound was the high priest's chant as he pressed his freshly bl oodi ed hand
to the chest of each supplicant.

Finally the four stood branded, their spotted cl oaks thrown open so that the
raw wounds on their chests stood proudly forth.

"You Jaguars have been selected by Kallict for your bravery and your devotion
to Zaltec," said Hoxitl, fastening each in turn with the burning glare of his
passi onate gaze. "Your task is sinple and direct, and your service will be in
the nane of Zaltec hinsel f."

The Jaguar Knights bowed their heads hunmbly, but the high priest smled to

hi nsel f as he saw their bodies tense with excitenent.

"There are two peopl e—a wonan of Maztica, and a man fromthe
strangers—dwel ling in the pal ace of Naltecona. Zaltec hungers for the man's
heart. He wi shes to taste of the stranger's blood. The woman, too, nust be

sl ain, though she can die in her chanbers.



"You are to enter the palace tonight. Kill the woman and bring the man to us.
And know that Zaltec shall renmenber and reward."

The horse whi nni ed nervously, and Halloran cane instantly awake. Storm had
grown fat and lazy on the easy life in the palace, and the horse rarely nmade
any sound of distress or displeasure.

But again that whinny, and this time the alarmin the sound was cl ear. |ndeed,
t he horse sounded close to panic. Hal felt pressure against his chest and
realized he had fallen asleep with the heavy spellbook on top of him He had
been studying it, trying to master a few nore of its secrets, when
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sl eep had cl ai med him

Then he remenbered. Erixitl was gone! Al the |oneliness and despair came back
to him a wave of hopel essness that left himweak and paral yzed on his bed.
Never in his life had he felt so alone, so useless. Roughly he forced the
enotion aside, fixing his attention on the disturbance that had awakened hi m
Sliding Hel nrstooth fromits scabbard beside his bed, Halloran extended the

| ongsword before himand silently stood. The di m gl ow of the enchanted

| ongsword' s bl ade barely illum nated the chamnber.

A sudden stench assailed his nostrils, remnm nding himof an inn he had
frequented back in Mirann. The place had been surrounded by alleycats, and the
odor rem nded him of the tonctats who sonetinmes yow ed on the fence outside

A low grow runbled in the darkness, confirm ng his suspicions.

"Kirisha!" he cried, and instantly the roomwas awash in cool, white |ight.
The magic spell allowed himto see and al so startled and frightened the

i ntruders.

These, he saw, were a pair of nonstrous jaguars. Halloran gaped in shock for a
nmonent, but then his fighting instincts took over. The cats crouched in the
doorway to his room blinking at the light and uttering their deep, runbling
growms. One spread his jaws in a snarl, and Hal grimaced at the huge fangs he
saw t here.

Storm in the garden, whinnied in terror, and Hal didn't stop to think

I nstead, he charged into conbat with an al nost wel cone sense of rel ease.
Hel nst oot h pricked one of the jaguars in the shoulder, but then Hal grunted in
pain as the other sprang at him raking his thigh with long, curving cl aws.
"Dam!" he hissed, |inping backward. He lunged into another attack, but both
the cats | eaned ninbly out of the way.

He heard another sound in the | arge room beyond his own. Mre of them For a
monent, his heart filled with panic as he saw two jaguars slinking toward
Erix's room It was with a great sense of relief that he renenbered she was
gone, safe on the road to Pal ul

But that sane relief quickly turned to anger. His frustra-
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tion with her departure, and now a growi ng sense of outrage at this invasion
gal vani zed himinto action. He feinted at one of the cats and then, as the
other lunged toward him turned to sink the point of his blade into the second
cat's well-muscl ed chest.

As quickly as Hal struck, the first jaguar |eaped toward him and he scranbl ed
desperately backward, barely avoiding a potentially disenboweling slash at his
gut. He felt acutely aware of his vulnerability. His steel breastplate hung
besi de his bed, but he had no chance to don it.

Suddenly the unwounded jaguar sprang into the air, in a powerful |eap that
drove toward Hal's face. The man tw sted out of the way but heard the cat |and
behi nd hi mwhile the other one crouched, still menacing himfromthe door

Hal 's reaction was as instantaneous as it was desperate. Know ng the two-sided
attack neant certain death if he let themspring, Halloran struck first,
driving savagely at the wounded jaguar in the doorway. He slashed at the
creature's face and then, as it tw sted aside, drove his sword into the
unprotected flank. Hel mstooth |unged forward al most of its owmn will, as if the
st eel bl ade sonehow sought the blood of this feline victim The sharp tip
penetrated fur, skin, and nuscle, finally puncturing the savage heart.



Wth a yowl of pain and dying rage, the animal fell to the ground, kicking

hel pl essly. Hal gaped, watching the fur-covered |inmbs slowy stretch and
twitch. A paw distorted grotesquely, the claws extendi ng and strai ghtening.
Then the cl aws becane fingers, the fingers of a human hand that lay linp in
death. The body of the beast, as it perished, returned to the formof the nman
that was its soul

H s fascination with the gruesome transformation al nost cost Hal his life. A
premoni ti on of danger warned himto roll to the side, and he barely dodged the
| eapi ng attack of the jaguar that now sprang out of his room This cat, and
the other two that darted out of Erix's enpty room now faced Halloran. In the
courtyard, the horse cried again, a whinny shrill with panic. At least Storm
still lived, Hal thought.

But the three cats crept closer, jaws wide. Their yellow eyes gl eaned at him
reflecting the glow of his light «pell
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nmocking himwith their advantage in nunbers.

Behind him Hal felt the corner of the room bl ocking himin. He knew that he
was trapped.

"Can you listen to nme, G andfather?" asked Poshtli, bow ng hunmbly outside the
door to Colon's cranped quarters.

The high priest was the only person the warrior could turn to, the only one
upon whom he woul d confer the honorary title of "G andfather."” Col on had

al ways been his trusted adviser, and even after the cleric took his vow of
silence, Poshtli had found these one-sided discussions very useful. And Col on
too, seened to enjoy the conpanionship.

The cleric of Qotal smiled gently, waving a piece of copal incense around his
smal | painting chanber, leaving a trail of sweet snmoke in the air. He gestured
for the Eagle Knight to enter and sit.

"I feel as if | amin the grip of a giant's hand" said Poshtli, clasping his
hands together and staring into Col on's deep, unfathomable eyes. "I have
answered whal | |houghl was Ihe will of the gods. | have brought the stranger

to Nexal because that was the hope of the city. H mand the woman, Erixitl."
For sone reason, it was difficult lo say her name. He told Coton of his
proposal, her gentle rebuff. "Perhaps she doubted the depth of ny devotion

Truly, | offered ny hand out of fear for her, though indeed she is slrong,
smart, and very beautiful. She would be a fine wife.

"And her life is in danger! | have brought this trouble upon her! By marrying
her, | hoped to protect her!™

Col on stood and stepped to the door of the small chanmber. The sun had | ong
since set, and he saw the dying torches on top of ihe great pyramd, |eft

I here by lhe priesls of Zaltec hours earlier, before they had descended from
their grimevening rituals. Poshtli lurned lo followthe cleric with his eyes.
"I have seen the destiny of Nexal, Gandfather! It is to lie in ruins—n

bl ack, smoki ng weckage!" The Eagl e Kni ght stood. "M/ visions have shown ne
that this stranger offers sone hope of salvatation, bul now he, too, is seized
by events beyond his control!"
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Poshtli abruptly reached his hand to his shoul der and pl ucked one bl ack,
white-tipped eagle feather fromhis cloak. He offered the plume to Col on, and
the old cleric reached out to take it.

"If I aid Halloran, | shall break the vowto ny order, for this 1 have been
forbidden to do." Now the knight's pain was nmirrored in the cleric's eyes.

"I have spent ny life striving to be the finest Eagle Warrior the True Wrld
has ever known. Now the life of a man from another world can snatch that away

fromme. For | know this, Gandfather: |I cannot let himdie."
Col on nodded, his face expressionless. As always, however, the silent cleric
had hel ped Poshtli in sonme mysterious way to clarify what was in his own mind

Now t he warrior nodded respectfully and thanked the cleric for listening. Then
he stepped quickly from Colon's tenple.
Sonme unconsci ous sense of urgency propelled Poshtli's step as he slarted into



| he pal ace, toward i he apartments Naltecona had provided for his friends. As
he drew closer, his hurried gait broke into a trot, and Ihen a run

Poshtli dashed around the corner before the apartnents, somehow certain that
danger | ooned. He saw a group of slaves huddl ed outside the door, listening in
terror but nol daring to peer inside.

"Move, damm you!" he cursed, knocking the sl ower ones aside.

He sprang through the door and i medi ately saw the dead Jaguar Kni ght
illuminated in | he strange pale glow that enmerged fromHalloran's room A
growm in the corner called his attention to | he shadows, where he saw Hal |l oran
backed into a corner, facing three nonstrous felines.

Poshtli barked a sharp sound, |he shrill, keening cry of the hunting eagle.
Instantly two of the jaguars spun to face this new threat, while the third
crouched before Hal, its tail twitching tautly fromside to side.

For a nonenl, ihe Eagle Knight froze. His maca fell light in his hand, eager
for blood. Bul suddenly the nenory of his vow, the clear orders fromthe

| eaders of his order, cane back to him He was prohibited, by Ihe terns of
that vow, from aiding Halloran against the forces of Zaltec. *"
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The great cats crept forward, threatening grows runbling fromtheir deep
chests.

Poshtli ignored Ihe feline attackers for a noment. Then slowy, deliberately,
he lifted his Eagle helnmet off his head and tossed it aside, shrugged his

cl oak of feathers fromhis shoulders, and let it settle to the ground around
his feet.

Now he crouched into a fighting stance with his nmaca rai sed toward the cats.

"Tell me when," hissed Hal, lifting the silver shaft of his | ongsword.
Poshtli nodded. "Now "
Sl ashi ng downward with the wooden club, Poshtli |eaned forward. The bl ade,

studded with razor-sharp bils of obsidian, chopped into the back of one of the
jaguars. The creature howl ed in agony, trying to twi st away, but Poshtl
circled with the creature's turn, using it to block himfromthe attack of the
ot her enraged feline.

Meanwhil e, Halloran darted at the third cat. The animal reared up, slashing
toward the man's face, but Hal ducked under the attack and drove his bl ade
into the beast's heart. Before it had stopped twi tching, he |eaped across its
fallen body and drove his blade into the |ast of the jaguars.

For a few nmoments, they stood panting anong the four bleeding bodies. The |ast
three shifted back to human formas they died, feet and arms and | egs and
hands growing fromthe spotted feline |inbs.

"Erixitl?" asked Poshtli, slowly and fearfully.

"She's ... safe. She's gone," Hal answered.

"Gone?" The Eagle Knight didn't hide his surprise.

"Back to Palul, to her home." Hal explained Erix's sudden decision to the
knight, omitting the details of their argunent. He found it hard to rekindle
his jeal ous anger, much of which had previously focused on Poshtli. Wile he
m ssed Erixitl already, he was grateful that she had been gone on ihis night.
To Hal's surprise, Poshtli seened pleased to hear of her departure. Indeed,
Hal couldn't figure out why the warrior wasn't nore di straught at |he sudden
absence of his bride-Io-be.

"Thai could be the safest Ihing," he replied. "Wo el se knows where she's
gone?"
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"No one, so far as | know. Just you and me." "Let's keep it that way. | think
it is best for her if Erixitl of Palul disappears for a while."

From the chronicles of Colon

Seeking the |ight anmong the deepeni ng shadows.

The darkness haunts ny dreanms nightly, this same bl ackness of which Poshtti
speaks. It is a vision of a wasteland, a place of death and decay, of
nmonstrous deformity and perversion. It is a ruined expanse of ash and gri ne,



and it is called Nexal

| fear this vision nore than | have feared any other thing in ny life. It is a
grimdestiny that may be greater than any of the humans who hope to stand
against it.

And if it prevails, | fear that we of Maztica—eur city, our nation, our
peopl e—+ fear that we will soon be but a nmenory, a distant vision that will
vani sh forever with the lives of our children

PALUL

"That light—hat is its source?" Poshtli gestured to the mlky glow that stil
emanated from Halloran's room

"It's ... sorcery. Sonething |ike your pluma" Hal pointed to the gl ow ng
aperture. "Kirishone" he said, and instantly darkness cl oaked the roons.
"Kirisha!" He repowered the spell, enjoying the | ook of surprise on Poshtli's
face.

"Can all of your people do this . .. sorcery?"

"No. | studied this craft when | was much younger, but | know very little of
real power. | can illumnate a room shoot a bolt of nmagic, maybe make someone
fall asleep if | try hard—that's about all. But there are those who devote a
lifetime to the practice of magic—+they are to be feared greatly." The picture
of the elfmage Darien came vividly to mind. It was a picture he hoped he woul d
never have to face in the flesh.

The know edge that he held her spellbook intruded itself once nore, uneasily,
into Hal's mnd. Oten he wi shed that he could sinply return the tome to her
but that was inpossible. Undoubtedly, however, she was very nmuch interested in
regaining it.

"You cone from a wondrous and frightening people, Hal-loran. My only hope is
that you are not to be the ruin of Maztica."

Poshtli fixed himwith a | evel gaze, and Hal squirnmed, finally | ooking down in
di sconfort. H's eyes fell on Poshtli's cloak, now stained with the blood of a
dead Jaguar Knight, on the floor

"Why did you take your cloak off?"

The i mediate pain in Poshtli's face shocked Hal, all the nmore so since it was
the first such enmotion he had ever seen
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the stoic warrior express. He regretted the question as soon as he uttered it.
Poshtli took a deep breath. He knelt, w ping the blood fromhis weapon on the
spotted cloak of one of the slain men. When he rose and | ooked at Hal again,
his face was lined with strain. "I cannot tell you. But | have no regrets, and
I amno | onger an Eagle Knight."

The inference was not difficult: By aiding Hal, the knight had viol ated sone
trust of his order. He had shed his cloak and hel net before the fight
deliberately. And yet it was a decision he had nade resol utely.

"Thank you," said Hal, suddenly finding it difficult to speak

Poshtli nodded, a half-smile on his face. He held up his weapon, and Hall oran
saw t hat several of the obsidian teeth were chipped. "Hard skin," the Mztican
grunted, indicating the corpse at his feet.

"Just a minute." Turning to his saddl ebag, neatly stowed in a corner, Ha

wi thdrew a weapon fromw thin a rolled-up blanket. It was a straight, slender

| ongsword, with a doubl e edge of razor-sharp steel. Halloran had kept it even
after he had regai ned his | ost Hel nstooth, know ng that the weapon was
priceless in the True Wrl d.

"WIl you take this?" he asked, extending the hilt to the former Eagle Knight.
"Now t hat you don't have your order behind you, perhaps you'll need a good
weapon in front of you."

Poshtli took the weapon and hefted it, surprised by its tightness. He knew,
havi ng seen Hal use his blade in conmbat, that it could cut through any weapon
wi el ded by his countrynen and render their cotton arnor usel ess.

"Thank you," said the Maztican sincerely. "It may not replace ny feathers, but
it gives me an effective claw "

"Perhaps we'll need it. 1've left ny |egion, and now you have departed your



order. It looks like it's you and ne agai nst Maztica, friend."
Hal fell his conradeship with this brave man deepen. He regretted his earlier

j eal ousy, though the nenory of Erixitl in Poshtti's arms still gave hima
sharp jab of pain. Still, the terrible sense of |loneliness he had felt at her
departure be-
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gan to |l essen. Was there any real purpose in his being here? Could he in fact
make sone kind of difference? Halloran resolved to find out.

Poshtli | aughed, but there was a serious edge to the sound. "W're both | one
wol ves, Halloran of the Sword Coast. But perhaps not so al one as we m ght

t hi nk."

"What do you nean?"

"At first light, | suggest we seek an audience with ny uncle. W'Ill see what
the great Naltecona has to say about an attack under his own roof."

Her first night out of Nexal, Erix had barely enough time to cross the
causeway to the mainland before sunset brought a tenporary end to her journey.
She sought shelter for the night in one of the travelers' inns that comonly
dotted the | andscape near Nexal

These sinmple hostels offered a straw mat for sleeping and a bow of beans or
mayz, for a few cocoa beans or other barter goods. Fortunately, she had
brought a small pouch of beans with her when she left the pal ace. The beans,
her new feathered cl oak, the pluma token from her father, and her dress were
the only things she had taken with her

She paused outside the inn and | ooked back at the valley, sharply etched as it
was in the slanting rays of sunset. Shadows w sped (ike black snoke through
the streets and across the | ake, and she could no longer tell if they were the
products of her disturbing premonitions or the actual descent of evening.
Beyond the city, she saw Mount Zatal clearly outlined against the sky. The
mount ai n seemed ready to burst, swollen as it was fromthe vol canic pressure
wi thin. She imgined the folk of Nexal, busily going about their evening
tasks. Cant they see it? Don't they understand the danger? Wth a deep sigh
she tried to accept the fact that they could not.

One person down in that city she thought about in particular. How could
Hal | oran have hurt her so? He hadn't tried to stop her fromleaving, hadn't
offered to come along. A lunp caught painfully in Erix's throat, and she
roughly
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tossed her head, |ooking away. So be it, she decided, though the decision of
her mnd did not extend to her heart.

A file of slaves entered the yard of the inn, followed by a plunp mnerchant.
Eri x saw them set down great bundles of brightly colored cloth while the
merchant, with a curious | ook at her, passed inside. Her sense of nelancholy
grew as she | ooked at the bright materials.

The col ors brought back menories of her father. How he had | oved his col ors!
The way his fingers could work a single delicate plune into a work of art had
al ways amazed and thrilled Erix. She wondered if he still worked at his art,
or even if he still lived. Wwuld he know her, this woman who had been a girl
when | ast he saw her?

Sighing, inpatient with the journey before her and depressed by the man and
the city behind, she turned to the door and entered the | ow building. She drew
i mediate stares at the inn, for a wonman traveling al one was an unusua
visitor. She shrugged off the | ooks, and also the attentions of several young
Jaguar Knights who were on the road to Nexal. After sleeping lightly, Erixitl
left at first light.

The next day took her out of the valley of Nexal, into the high country that
began to |l ook very faniliar. She spent that night in the village of Cordotl.
Fromthere, she could see the glorious city behind her

But also fromthere Erix could look into a rich, green valley to the east. At
the far side, she could barely make out the squat bulk that was the pyramd in
Palul. The tiny glinpse nade her heart pound, and she could sleep but little



that night, leaving early again the next day. By wal king fast, she hoped to
reach Palul white there was still tinme left in the day.

Her pace accel erated even nore as, shortly past noon, she reached the
mayzfiel ds below Palul itself. The steeply clinmbing trail was no deterrent.
She even i magi ned she could see the tiny dot of her father's house high on the
ri dge above the town. t

Erixitl entered the town and paused, |ooking around at the whitewashed,
flat-roofed buildings. The pyramd still stood in the center of the plaza.
Once it had seened huge, but now it |ooked like a cheap imtation of the grand
edifices in Nexal. The trees | ooked somewhat bigger, and she~didn't
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see anybody that she recognized, but it wasn't hard to renenber that this was
the town where she had spent her first ten years.

Erix started through the square, toward the trail that led up the ridge to her
father's house. Suddenly she stopped, appalled. The whol e pl aza had gone dark
around her. A terrible sense of foreboding gripped her soul, weakening her
knees. Erix couldn't lift the shadows by rubbing her eyes, so she kept her
gaze directed downward. Frightened, she hurried through the town as quickly as
she coul d.

Past the pyram d, she saw the | ow stone building that housed the priests of
Zaltec. A pair of statues, depicting squatting, fierce jaguars, stood to
either side of the dark doorway. For a nonent, she considered stopping at the
tenmpl e and inquiring about her brother, Shatil. But she discarded the idea,
since the priests had little time for wonen, and, in any event, the news m ght
be bad. Erix well knew that only about half of the apprentices actually
advanced to the priesthood of that grisly order. The others usually nade the
ultimate paynent for their failure.

And in truth, it was her father that she truly |Ionged to see again. She
wonder ed about stopping to ask soneone if Lotil the featherworker was well, if
he still lived in the white house on the ridge, but this know edge, too, she
preferred to gain for herself. Through the town, she nearly ran up the trai
that cut steeply back and forth as it ascended toward the house.

Finally she stood before it. The whitewash had fallen away, she saw with
surprise, leaving the walls cracked and in need of repair. Nor did the flower
beds around the house show the |life they had once exhibited. Her father had

pl anted and tended them for he |oved to be surrounded by col or.

Hesitantly she advanced to the door. There she saw the fanmiliar figure,
hunched over his feather-loom Perhaps a little nore bent, nore frail than she
remenbered, but it was him She felt her breath catch in her throat, and for a
nmonent she choked, speechl ess. Then she found her tongue.

"Father!" she cried, bursting through the door. Lotil |ooked up quickly in
surprise. His expression crinkled into a
1a
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grimace of disbelief as he stared past her, clinbing to his feet.
"Father—+t's me! Erixitl!" She sprang toward himand swept himinto her arns,
feeling his thin body beneath her skin. Still his eyes | ooked past her, though
he enbraced her warmy and sobbed with joy. He | eaned back, and she saw his
wrinkled face, his thin white hair, and finally she understood.

In a gesture of nonstrous cruelty, the gods had taken his sight, leaving this
man who so loved his colors conpletely blind.

"Why must you see ne so early? Wiat is wong?" inquired Naltecona, |ooking up
at Poshtli and Halloran froma plate of half-eaten mayzcakes. Around him on
the floor of his dining chamber, were arrayed nmore than a hundred ot her

di shes, for it was the Revered Counselor's habit to choose his neals only
after a multiplicity of alternatives had been offered.

"And where is your helmet? And your cloak?" Naltecona suddenly demanded,
studying Poshtli curiously. The warrior wore a clean white tunic, with his

| ong black hair tied behind his head. It was the garb characteristic of a



conmon warrior.

"That is part of our tale," explained Poshtli. "Can we wal k el sewhere, away
fromthe ears around us?"

Nal t econa | ooked around questioningly. There were only slaves noving about the
di ni ng chanber now, though often other nobles or priests called upon himhere.
"Very well. Let us go to the nenagerie."

Wthout a further word, the ruler led themthrough back passages of the

pal ace, places Hal had never been before. He had heard of the counselor's
garden of caged beasts, but he hadn't yet seen it. From what he had been told,
he knew it was a private spot, reserved for Naltecona and his nost influenti al
confidants.

Finally they energed froma w de doorway into an encl osed courtyard. Open to
the sky, the area contained a profusion of flowers and trees. It was only as

t hey”st epped

»1 R«

VI PEHHAND

al ong the gravel ed path anmong the foliage that Hal saw cleverly conceal ed
cages.

The first of these—small and carefully built into the shrubbery—ontai ned
birds. Hal stared, distracted, at green, red, and gold parrots and macaws such
as he remenbered from Payit, but also el egant geese, a colorful array of ducks
guacki ng around a small pond, peacocks, herons, and hawks.

One of the macaws squawked, a famliar sound. Wth a pang, Hal renenbered the
macaw that had led themto water in the desert, for the bird caused himto
think of Erixitl.

Alittle farther on, they reached a cage that Hal at first thought was enpty.
In the shadows beneath a spreading tree, however, he saw stealthy novenent. In
seconds, a slick black feline came into view The creature |ooked like a
jaguar except for its inky pelt, and as it slinked along the fence, it

grow ed, a sound identical to that great spotted cat's nenaci ng snarl

"Yes," replied Naltecona in response to Hal's quizzical |ook. "It is a jaguar
These bl ack ones are very rare, and thus very precious."
"A creature of the night, the jaguar;1l said Poshtli, slowmy and carefully. H's

uncl e | ooked at himcuriously, and the warrior quickly explained the attack on
Hal the night before. He added the reason for his doffing of the Eagle
regalia.

"This you woul d do for the stranger?" asked Naltecona, as if Halloran were not
there. The question needed no reply. Both Hal and Poshtli noted that the ruler
had shown no surprise when told of the attack. Now he | ooked at his nephew

apprai singly.
"The loss is to the order of the Eagles. | am proud of you, nmy nephew. The
stranger shall be safe under nmy roof. | shall nmake the decree nyself. As to

puni shrent of the transgressors, your weapons have seen to that."

Hal was about to point out that the Jaguars must have received their orders
from somewhere, but he caught Poshtli's warning glance. |Instead, he nodded and
sensed Naltecona's relief as the counselor led them farther along the wal kway.
The beast in the next cage caused Hal's pulse to race. The
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| argest creature in the nenagerie, it sprang at the bars as the humans passed.
Its lionlike face contorted into a nask of hatred as it slashed wi th huge
paws. A pair of great, leathery wings flapped fruitlessly fromthe creature's
shoul ders. Barely visible beneath the creature's flowi ng mane was a ring of
brilliant feathers encircling the beast's neck. It opened its mouth w de, and
Hal cl apped his hands over his ears.

"You know of the hakuna',' said Naltecona, noting Hal's protective gesture.
The sol di er was enbarassed when the creature spouted an incongruously mld
squeak. "This one has been altered. Its roar has been muffled by that collar
of plum"

"Good idea," grunted Halloran sheepishly. "The one tine |I net one of those



things, it knocked me flat on ny back with its roar."

"Rare is the man who gets up to tell that tale" observed Poshtli as they
reached the next cage.

This one was enpty, but also unique in that its cage was a screen of thin
sapl i ngs, not the heavier but w der-spaced poles that encl osed nost of the
other cages. On the wail at the back of the cage, outlined in brilliant
nosai cs of turquoi se, jade, and obsidian, was the figure of a | ong snake. It
was unusual, both for the pair of wings that sprouted fromits body and for
the feathers that appeared to cover it in lieu of scales.

"The couatl." Hal identified the creature before the others could speak
"You are also famliar with the feathered snake?" inquired Naltecona,
surpri sed.

"Indeed. It was a couatl that brought Erix and |I together. It gave her the
gift of tongues. That's how she | earned to speak the | anguage of Faerun."

He noticed Poshtli |ooking at himin shock, Naltecona with frank disbelief.
"You never nentioned this!" accused the warrior

"I"'msorry!" Hal was taken aback. "Should I have?"

"The couatl is the harbinger of Qotal" Naltecona explained. "It has not been
seen in these |l ands since the Butterfly God departed for the east, |ong
centuries ago. You have
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been granted an experience that the patriarchs of Qotal would give their lives
for!™

"W encountered the creature in Payit. In fact, it saved me fromcertain
death. It talked a lot, and it didn't seemto like me very much."

Poshtli and his uncle exchanged | ooks of amazenent. The ruler turned back to
Hal and stared into his eyes with a | ook of penetrating scrutiny.

"I must ask you sone questions. This man, Cordell... he is indeed a man?"

"OfF course. A great nman, but—as | have said before—nothing nore than a man."
"Tell me, have you seen hi m wounded?"

"Many times," replied Halloran, wondering at the ruler's line of questioning.
"During a battle, years ago, with the Northmen of Monshae, Cordell was al npst
killed. One of the raiders cut himfromhis horse with a blow of his axe. The
edge of the weapon split his breastplate and | aid open his chest fromhere to
here." Halloran gestured fromhis collarbone to his navel

"And he lived?"

"Only because the Bishou—that's our priest—dsed every power at his conmand. It
was the nercy of Hel mthat saved his life." O sonething, Hal thought, stil
anbi guous about the role of the gods in all this.

"And Cordell... he, too, worships this god?"

"As |'ve said, yes. | don't understand what you're getting at."

Nal t econa stepped away and then turned suddenly back, his pluma cloak circling
around him "lIs it possible that Cordell is a god? Can he be Qotal, returning
to the True Wrld to claimhis rightful throne?"

Hal's jaw dropped. "Cordell, a god? No. He's a man |ike you and me—a man who
breat hes |ike us, who | oves wonen and food and drink. He's a | eader of nen,
but he's unquestionably a man hinsel f!"

Hal loran didn't see Naltecona's face, for the ruler once again turned away.
Per haps the soldier woul dn't have understood the sly smle playing across

t hose regal features, but he woul d have understood the words the counsel or
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nmout hed, which is why Naltecona said themsilently. A man who lives, and thus
a man who can be killed

Hoxitl trenbled as he entered the Hi ghcave. Never had he so feared the result
of a visit to the Ancient Ones as he did now. Two young priests, prom sing
apprentices, acconpanied him He bade themto follow himinto the cave instead
of taking the usual apprentices' role of waiting outside. The high priest
couldn't bear to face the drow al one.



A flash of snmoke puffed fromthe caldron of the Darkfyre, and then he saw
them a dozen bl ack-robed figures standing i nmobile around the huge, seething
mass of crinson heat.

"Why do you cone to us?" hissed one, the Ancestor

"The girl—+the girl has di sappeared again. She departed Nexal before we struck.
W are searching for her, but we do not know where she is—yet. But soon—

" Silence!” The Ancestor raised a bl ack-cl oaked hand. For a nmonent, Hoxitl
stood frozen in terror, wondering if the gesture neant his death.

I nstead, the Ancient One flicked his hand toward one apprentice. The young nman
gasped, and then noaned in deep, wacking pain. He staggered and stunbl ed,
then stiffened spasnodically and toppled forward into the cal dron. The other
young priest turned to flee, but the Ancestor noved his hand slightly and this
one, too, gasped and choked, then fell into the crinmson coals.

The apprentices withed and twitched, slowy sinking into the horridly pul sing
fuel of the Darkfyre. Soundl ess screans twi sted their nouths. One turned
desperately to face Hoxitl, and the high priest flinched at the I ook of

hopel ess agony on the man's face. Then he di sappeared into the gory nmess. In
seconds, his conpani on foll owed.

Near |y gaggi ng, Hoxitl stunbled back on weak knees. For nonments, he feared to
rai se his eyes, but the Ancestor; did nothing to him Finally he took a
breath, beginning to believe that he would be allowed to Iive.

Weak with relief, Hoxitl nentally congratul ated hinmself on bringing the two
others. Had he been alone, he felt certain that the Ancestor woul d have

puni shed himdirectly.
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"Do not fail me again—er / shall come to you!" The Ancestor's white eyes
burned forth fromthe darkened depths of his hood.

Hoxitl bowed silently and then scuttled away.

"That cloak," said Lotil. "Were did you get it?"

Erix | ooked at her father in surprise. Her cape fromthe feather-worker in
Nexal |ay beside the door. She knew that Lotil hadn't touched it, and yet his
blind eyes were now directed toward the garnment with the first hint of focus
she had detected.

"Can you see it?" she asked in wonder. She felt a confusing m xture of
enotions, now that the initial shock of their meeting was begi nning to fade.
An overriding sense of happiness warmed her, to know that her father was alive
and that they were together again. Still, he | ooked so very nuch older—as if
he had aged far nore than the ten years she had been gone—and this truth she
found heart breaki ng.

Lotil shook his head sadly. "I can sense the pluma, that's all. Tell ne,

child, where did it come fronP"

She told himof the craftsman in the market, of his insistence that she take
it, and her inability to find himlater. She was surprised when Lotil smled
knowi ngly. "Do you know soneone |ike this?" Her father, a renowned worker of
pluma for many decades, was famliar with nost of the masters of his craft.
"No," he said with a chuckle. "But you do. The cl oak goes very well with your
amul et, don't you agree?"

Eri x nodded, |aughing and crying at the sanme tinme. "Your eyes," she said
hesitantly. "Wen—

Lotil held up his hand, brushing off the synpathy in her voice. "They left ne
as | aged—but age cannot take my fingers! See?"

Erixitl |ooked at his featherl oomand saw an el aborate mantle of brilliant

pl uma taking shape there. Lotil had placed the colors carefully, so that the
cape depicted a golden hawk with its wings spread wide. "It's beautiful," she
whi spered reverently.

"My fingers can see to weave the plum',
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now t he daughter | thought was dead has returned to nme. Wat nore could an old

he said. "And



man ask for?"

Erix told her father of her life since, ten years ago, the Kultakan Jaguar
Kni ght had snatched her fromthe ridge above this very house, of her slavery
in Kultaka, and then her sale to the Payit priest of Qotal, who had taken her
to his distant jungle |l and. And how she had net the stranger, Hal-loran, and
been visited by the feathered serpent, the couatl.

Her father listened silently, only remarking about the couatl. "Nobody has
seen one for many centuries," he had announced, inpressed.
"What of Shatil?" Erix asked hesitantly after concluding her tale. "Is ny

brot her well?"

Lotil sighed. "As a priest, he does very well. He is already the first
assistant to the high priest here in Palul."

Eri x understood her father's mxed feelings. Wile she and her brother had
been rai sed, as all Mztican children, to understand the necessity of the

bl ood ritual s demanded by Zaltec and nmany of the other gods, she knew that her
father had never approved of those rites. Although he had never told her
bluntly, she had al ways suspected that he despised the bloodthirsty practices
of the priests.

Yet now, as first assistant, her own brother was a main practitioner of those
rites. Palul, a much smaller comunity than Nexal, offered but an occasiona
sacrifice at dawn or at sunset. Shatil undoubtedly perforned a significant
nunber of those rituals hinself.

"He is an inportant man in the town," continued her father, "but he listens
only to those who say what he wants to hear, who echo the chants of Zaltec and
his il k. He has even told ne he intends to journey to Nexal to take the vow of
t he Vi perhand. "

Erix took her father's shoulders in her own hands, surprised at his frailty.
The t hought of the Viperhand enbl azoned on Shatil's chest caused her sharp
panic. She .knew little about the cult, except that its nenbers espoused
hatred and warfare agai nst the approachi ng strangers fromthe Real ns.

"Father, who is this?" The voice fromthe door spun them both around
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"Shatil ?" asked Erix hesitantly.

"Erixitl? Can it be you?" Her brother stepped into the house, then swept her
in his arnms. "Zaltec has been kind to bring you hone!"

She clung to him for a second renenbering the youth she had adnmired so much
in her childhood. Then they separated, and when Erix | ooked at her brother
her menories vani shed. Shatil's head bristled with the customary spi kes of
hair worn by the priests of Zaltec. Scars covered his arns and his ears and
cheeks, where he had marked hinself in ritual penance.

"You have becone a woman," Shatil said approvingly.

"And you are ... a priest,"” she replied.

She | ooked fromthe young nman to the old, wondering if the sun had suddenly
set. Then, with a shudder, she knew that she saw that darkening prenonition
again, settling across the men and the room

Al'l through the house, everything was shadows.

"Capt ai n Daggrande." Cordell |ooked up fromthe table, which was covered with
maps and rosters on parchnment sheets.

"Ceneral ?" The dwarf stood before his commander, carrying a padded cotton
tuni c such as the Maztican warriors wore as arnor.

"Have you tested the stuff?" The captain-general indicated the arnor.

"Yessir. It seens to stop the arrows and darts pretty well. It also takes the
sting froma chop with one of those swords—acas, they call 'em Wth a
buckler, a fellow could protect hinmself pretty well."

"And confort? Encunbrance?"

"Sir, in this heat, these cotton things put a steel breastplate to shanme. The
men who wore 'em noved faster and farther than those who wore steel." The
dwarf reported on a series of tests he had conducted outside Kultaka while the
legion refitted for its next great narch.



"Excellent!" Cordell stood up and cane around the table to cl ap Daggrande on
the back. "Have the nmen outfitted in
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them Those that want can keep their steel, but tell themthe pace of our
marching will pick up.”

"Very well, sir!" Daggrande turned to go as another nan entered Cordell's
headquarters, which was located in | aka-mal's palace in the city of Kultaka.
"What is it?" asked the conmander, seeing that the newcomer was Kardann

"Il + wanted to tell you that perhaps |I m ght have been wong," offered the
assessor tentatively. "There must be ten thousand Kul takans out there ready to
march with us!"

"In fact, there are twice that many."

"Per haps—perhaps this is not madness, after all. If the gold of Nexal proves
as plentiful as we have been told. . .." The assessor trailed off, his mnd
al ready working the inmaginary figures.

"I appreciate the vote of confidence," said Cordell wyly. "Now, if you

pl ease, | have work to do."

The next to enter was Darien. She had taken to studying her new spell book and
perform ng her neditations at night since they had reached Kultaka, so Cordel
had seen little of her lately. The sight of her brightened his heart, but she
didn't respond to his welcomng snmile

"Have you spoken to Alvarro?" the el fwoman asked.

Cordell sighed. "Yes. | warned himthat a repeat of his flight would cost him
his command. He blustered and made excuses. The dammable thing is, | think he
knows | don't have anyone who could replace him"

"It seens he only enjoys the killing when the victimdoes not fight back,"
Darien said scornfully. "Perhaps you shoul d make an exanple of him"

"The Bi shou argued against that ... hard. He thinks too highly of our captain

of horse. By Helm what | wouldn't give for another Halloran!"

"A loyal one, you nean," said the elf wyly.

Cordell shrugged. "I never questioned his loyalty until the Bi shou gave himno
alternative but flight."

Darien's eyes flashed. No matter Cordell's opinion, she hated the fugitive
rider with a vengeance. He would die for the theft of her spellbook! For now,
she, too, shrugged. "That chief, Tbkol, is here," she noted.
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"Send himin."

The son of |akamal, who had assumed command of the Kultakan forces, entered
what had once been his father's palace. "Wl cone, ny ally!" boomed Cordell
ushering the warrior forward even as Darien transl ated.

"We are ready to march with you." Tbkol bowed deeply.

"Spl endid. W have but to decide on our route. W shall |eave in the norning."
Cordell gestured to the maps. "Your nen tell me that there are two routes to
Nexal . One, the | onger one, wi nds across flat country, I'mtold. Do you know

of these routes?"

"Yes, Captain-Ceneral Cordell. But that route is overly fatiguing, with little
water. It is unnecessarily long. Instead, | recomend that we take the high
trail."”

"This one, here?" On the map, Cordell gestured to a trail that seened to clinb
into the nmountains west of Kultaka and wind tortuously through high country
before energing in a small valley east of Nexal.

"Yes. W will find water on that road and can cross it in a week of marching.
Then, when we come down to this town, we can gather our strength for the
approach to Nexal ."

"This town?" Cordell pointed. "What will we find there? What is it |ike?"

"It isalittle place of no consequence,"” explained the chief. "It is called
Pal ul . "

From the chronicles of Colon



Bel ow the rising stormclouds, the wind begins to how .

Nal t econa comes to ne in the nmorning, his face haggard and his eyes w de. An
unaccustomed trenor creeps into his voice as he speaks.

It seens that he has been given a dream He speaks of shadows and despair, of
the ruin of the True World. Al nobst as an afterthought, he sees his own death.
But he has decided to strike first. The great Naltecona will admi nister a bl ow
to crush the invaders before they can reach Nexal. No | onger does he fear the
man, Cordell, as a god.
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He has the tw n exanpl es of Kultaka and Payit before himnow, and he will not
repeat their mstakes. He will plan carefully, inventing a shrewd stratagemto
lure the strangers into an inescapable trap

| cannot speak, or | would warn himthat a trap nay sonetimes ensnare the
trapper.

112

TREACHERY AND DEFI ANCE

"What is the meaning of this?" demanded Chical, gesturing to the cloak, boots,
and hel net that Poshtli laid on the floor before him

"I amhere to informyou of ny withdrawal fromthe Order of Eagle Knighthood,"
expl ained the warrior stiffly. He and bis venerable nentor stood alone in the
dar kened sweat |odge. Though it was a hot and sunny day, the heavy |og
bui | di ng remai ned cool and |ightless.

Chical stood still, staring at Poshtli for several mnutes. The younger nan
met the gaze with a challenging glare of his own.

"I know that you cannot renounce your order lightly," Chical said eventually.
"And this nmakes me fear that the stranger has placed sone sorcery over you."
"No. It is a question of honor. | brought himhere, in safety and with good
intent. | can no nore turn nmy back on that than you could renounce your
responsibilities as | eader of the order/’

"Are you aware that his conpanions, his arny, are even now marchi ng on Nexal ?
They have conquered Kultaka and enlisted the defeated warriors of our ancient
eneny in their cause against us."

Poshtli's | ook of surprise showed that he had been unaware of this fact.
Still, bis reply came quickly. "That is not Halloran's arnmy any nore than the
Eagl e Knights are mne. If the strangers attack Nexal, | will fight in the
def ense of ny homel and—as a common warrior, if | mnust."”

"Your departure means nore than sinply |eaving the order, you understand,"”
said Chical sadly, gesturing toward the garnents at his feet. "W are not nere
strangers now. "

"I understand" agreed Poshtli. "Now we are enemies."
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"Sunmon Hoxitl, Kalnak, and Chical" ordered Naltecona. Sl aves hastened to
obey. "The rest of you, |eave!" A dozen raggedly dressed courtiers scurried
fromthe room relieved at the opportunity to reclothe thenmselves in their
accustoned finery.

The high priest of Zaltec was the first to arrive, though Hoxitl was closely
foll owed by Chical, captain of the Eagle Knights. Shortly thereafter Kafnak
captai n of Nexal's Jaguar Knights, arrived.

The two kni ghts had placed tattered shawl s across their respl endent arnor.
Hoxitl, already dirty, blood-caked, and emaciated, didn't need to do so, since
hi s appearance created no risk of diverting attention from Nahecona's

spl endor.

"Have you reached a decision about the strangers?" asked Kal nak hopefully. He
had been one of the nost adamant in advocating an attack agai nst the |egion
before it reached Nexal

"I ndeed" said the ruler. "The know edge has come to ne—in a dreamthat their
| eader is indeed a man and not a god. He is not Qotal returned to the True
Wrld to claimhis throne. He is an invader who rmust be stopped!"



Kal nak's face split into a wide grin, framed grotesquely by the w despread
jaws of his jaguar-skull helm Hoxitl, too, smled in anticipation of the many
captives such a canpaign would gain for Zaltec. Only Chical showed | ess than

del i ght.

"Have you deci ded where and when this attack will take place?" inquired the
Eagl e Kni ght.

"Yes. My spies have reported to me the route of their march. | have sel ected

the perfect place and formed a plan."

"Where?" inquired Kal nak. "Can we strike soon?"

"We place the plan in notion today. The march of the strangers takes them
toward Palul, and this is where we will nmeet them™" Palul, although a village
under the control and governorship of Nexal, was still safely renoved fromthe
great city itself. It seemed to themall a good choice.'

"Splendid!'" agreed the Jaguar Knight. "W can destroy themin the high pass
before they reach the town!"

"No," Naltecona disagreed. "That is not the plan. | want each of you to gather
your nost trusted knights. Take many
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t housandrmen of warriors, too. But you are not to array for battle before
Pal ul . "

The others | ooked at himin confusion, and Naltecona enjoyed their curiosity.
He paused for a few monents to let his |isteners wonder.

"Instead, we will invite the strangers into Palul. There a great feast will be
hel d, with much dancing and drinking of octal. Their Kultakan allies, we wll
i nsist, nust remain outside the town."

"But we, with our nen, will be in the town?" guessed Kal nak

"Yes! And you, ny chief of Jaguars, will give the signal. Wen the feast
progresses, and the invaders have had much to drink, you will fall upon them
fromall sides. In one short battle, the strangers will be annihilated!"

"An excellent plan!" cried Hoxitl. "W shall take nany captives—perhaps the
majority of the invading arny—n such an entrapnent."

"And you, Chical? You have said nothing." Naltecona fixed his chief of Eagles
with a scrutinizing eye.

"There is a thing that troubles me, Mst Revered One. Al ways the warriors of
Nexal have net their foes on the field, striving through courage and strength
to prevail. It does not seemright, this nmasquerade of cel ebration and then

sl aughter.”

"Wul d you have us face the magic and nonsters of this legion in battle, so
that we may all be killed?" challenged Kal nak before Naltecona could reply.
The ruler smled, pleased that the argument was between his underlings and did
not invol ve hinself.

"Until we know that they cannot be defeated this way, | would. | am not
afraid,” Chical replied

Kal nak bristled, and only the upraised pal mof the counsel or prevented him
fromdrawi ng his maca. "Nor am | afraid, but neither aml a fool," he sneered.
"These strangers have al ready bew tched the nen of Kultaka," observed Hoxitl.
"After they killed | akamal, something our bravest warriors have been unable to
do, though not for want of trying, for many years!"

Chi cal bowed to Naltecona, ignoring the other two. "As
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my lord wishes, so it shall be. Wien will the strangers arrive in Palul?"
"They departed from Kultaka two days ago, and they march quickly. They could
reach Palul in four nore days-six at the nost-so we rnust mnove qui ckly and

quietly. W will send anbassadors to greet them to offer presents, and to
prepare the banquet. In the meantine, | want you to gather the force |I have
descri bed.

"You are to march for Palul no |ater than tonorrow norning."
"Did you find out what all the excitenent was about?" asked Hal |l oran, when



Poshtli returned to the house just after noon.
Two days earlier, they had both seen |Iong colums of warriors filing out of
the sacred plaza. They deduced that the march had sonething to do with

Cordell, but Poshtli had been frustrated in his constant efforts to |learn
nore. Now he returned to the house on the third day, and Hal feared that he
woul dn't learn anything until it was too |ate.

The former knight had accepted Hal's offer to share his dwelling, since the

| odge of the Eagles was no | onger his hone. Neither of them had wanted to
remain in the palace, despite Naltecona's assurances of their safety.

The Revered Counsel or, however, had been as good as his word in providing a
resi dence for Hal. Indeed, the house was a dwelling that m ght have sheltered
a high nobl eman or esteenmed sage in Faerun, so sunptuous were its

appoi ntment s.

The structure stood near the sacred plaza, at the intersection of two streets
and a canal. Adobe bricks, whitewashed to a gl eam ng brightness on the
outside, forned the wall around the roons and |arge courtyard of the dwelling.
The house was two stories high, with three large roons on the first floor
surroundi ng the open courtyard.

Hal | oran hadn't yet been confortable in the house, however. H's mnd whirled
with anxiety for Erixitl. He hoped that she had reached Palul safely, that she
woul d remain safe fromthe |ikes of the Jaguar Knights who had struck in
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t he pal ace. He coul dn't understand why Poshtli didn't show nore concern, why
he didn't go to her.

Yet Hal couldn't ask Poshtli such a question, with its inplications of

di shonor. He had thought about going to her hinself, but then he renmenbered

t he eagerness with which she had left him He felt certain he wouldn't be

wel comed by her now

At tinmes, in the depths of his despair, he even considered returning to the

| egi on. Perhaps he could return Darien's spellbook to the wi zard, and
everything ... He quickly dismssed such thoughts, remenbering the hatred of
wi zard and cleric both. No, the |egion nmeant death for him

So he tried to study the spell book. He exercised Storm polished his weapons
and arnmor, or stal ked through the roons of his house, wasting tinme while he
waited for Poshtli to find out what was happeni ng.

These roons included a small anteroom with brilliant frescoes on the walls
depicting birds, snakes, and jaguars in a tropical setting. The anteroom | ed
into the flower- and tree-filled courtyard, where a turn to the left took one
into a large chanber with a fireplace and many thick straw mats on the floor
Hal l oran finally found hinmself grow ng used to the Maztican custom of sitting
on these mats, though he had resolved to make hinself a chair sonetime soon
The other roomon the first floor was a cooking room with a firepit and
several bins for storing nayz, beans, and fruit. The upstairs roons were four
sl eeping chanbers, a pair of small roons for slaves, and a w de bal cony

overl ooki ng the canal. The | andward sides of the house and courtyard were
surrounded by its outer walls. The courtyard net the canal with no barrier
however, and Hal had soon purchased a canoe that he kept tied up there.

Storm neanwhile, lived in the courtyard. Hal rode the mare frequently, since
the Mazticans thrilled to the sight of the great horse. He often rode him
about the sacred plaza or the city streets.

Nal t econa had assi gned several slaves to Halloran, to performhis cooking and
what ever ot her tasks he desired. Hi s slaves included an old man, Gankak; the
fellow s hardworking wife, Jaria; and a pair of young wonmen, Horo and Chantil
117-
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Since Hal was unconfortable with the notion of owning anot her human bei ng, he
resolved to treat the slaves as servants. He tried to grant them privil eges,
such as a day of no work, and a few cocoa beans to spend in the market. Tb his
surprise, he found that the slaves purchased items for himwith the beans. As



to the day off, they only stopped working when he ordered themto do so.

Then, after a week in the house, they had seen the massive columms of warriors
filing fromthe sacred plaza, leaving the city by its southeast causeway.
"What's going on? It nmust be Cordell they're marching against! Did you | earn
anyt hi ng?" Hafl oran bonbarded Poshtli w th questions.

"That's why I'mlate. | finally had some |uck," explained the Maztican. "Al

t he captains of the Eagles were gone, and the apprentices didn't know much.
They got called to arnms in a hurry, by the order of Naltecona. It's very
secret, and at first | thought I wouldn't |earn anything."

" But ?"

"One of the young fell ows—he's al ways been a favorite of mne—talked to ne
after the exercise. | cane here as soon as | could after he told ne."

"Ibid you what? Tell me, man!" Halloran grew cold w th apprehension, his fear
centering around Erixitl. "Were are they goi ng?"

"They go to ambush the legion," said Poshtli, taking a deep breath. "At
Pal ul "

The sound of his words still echoed through the house as Hal's face whitened
inalarm Erix! She was in Palul! "I'"mgoing to get her," he blurted. In
seconds, he gathered his arms, arnor, and saddle. As he started toward the
courtyard, he saw the warrior standing at the door, holding his own stee
swor d.

"I"'mgoing with you," said Poshtli.

"Excellent!" hissed zZilti, high priest in the tenple of Zaltec of Pal ul

"The slaughter will be conplete,” agreed his first assistant, Shatil. They mnet
with Hoxitl in the darkened tenple in
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Pal ul. The evening rites were done, and the patriarch of their order had paid
t hem t he hi gh honor of a personal visit. There he had outlined Naltecona's
anmbush.

"You, the priests, nmust be ready to nove in quickly," continued Hoxitl. "As
soon as we have any of the strangers in captivity, we will open their bodies
and take their hearts. Zaltec will be fed i mediately, that he nay snile upon
our endeavors. W will continue to feed himuntil the fight is |ong over and
all of the strangers have given their lives to him™"

"The warriors will conceal thenselves in the buildings around the plaza?"
asked Zilti.

"Yes. The festival will be for the people of Palul, with nmuch food and drink

The hunters have slain many deer, for it is said that the strangers are
over-fond of neat."

"How do we know they will attend the festival?" inquired Zilti, pressing for
further details. "Perhaps they are not |ike us. They may not |ike

cel ebrations.”

Hoxitl shrugged. He had bi gger problenms to worry about than the objections of
the priest of this mnor town-problens such as the |ocation of the woman,

Erixitl. Inwardly he blanched as he recalled the fates of his two apprentices.
"W will do the best we can," he said. "We know littl e—nothing, really—-about
t hese strangers. | have had the chance to observe one of themin Nexal, and he

seenms human in nost respects.”

"I know soneone who knows these strangers. She even speaks their tongue!™
of fered Shati l

"Who?" demanded the two priests together

"My sister! She met the white men when they first landed in Payit, even

| earning to speak their |anuage!" Sbatil said eagerly.

"Splendid!'" said Hoxitl. "Send her to the village before the invaders get
here. She will be very useful for translating.”

"I shall summon her inmrediately,"” said Shatil, flattered by Hoxitl's
attention. "I know Erixitl will be proud at the honor we do her."

"What is it?" asked Zilti in alarm He had wat ched, astonished, as the
patriarch's face flushed. Hoxitl shook his head
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as if he had been struck dunb and needed to clear his mind. "It's.
not hing," said Hoxitl, struggling to contain his glee. "Your plan is a
splendid one," he told Shatil. "Very good indeed."

The I ong col utm snaked over the green ridgetops and back down into the | ush
val l eys. Water and food, as Tbkol had promni sed, were plentiful. Al so, garbed
inthe lighter cotton arnor, the |legion noved at a brisk pace. A bright sun
shone froma cl ear sky overhead, as it had throughout their march from
Kul t aka.

"By tonmorrow we shall reach Palul," explained Thkol, standing besi de Cordel
atop the crest of a ridge.

"Darien is observing the village even now," said the commander, gesturing
toward the ridges before them The Kultakan had told himthat Palul was stil
two or three valleys away. Wth a shudder, the young chief |ooked to the west,
trying to understand the power of this wonman who could fly, disappear from
sight, or slay a great man like his father sinply by raising her hand.

Behi nd them the colum extended to the bottom of the valley they had just
passed through. The five hundred men of the CGol den Legi on marched in the fore,
foll owed by twenty thousand Kultakan warriors and the five thousand warriors
of the Payit. Cordell reflected, with quiet pride, that never had he had so
many nen under his command.

And never had such a tenpting objective | ooned before him The i mages of gold
and silver danced through his mnd, enlivened by the many tal es he had heard
of the wealth of storied Nexal. The tales of the pyram ds, of the size of the
city, and the wealth that had been collected there after many years of taxing
their subjects nade his pul se pound.

| bkol gasped and stepped suddenly backward. Cordell |ooked up to see Darien
The el ven mage had appeared on the ridge beside them She was conpletely
muf fl ed in her robe today, for the sun was very bright.

"I have seen the village," she explained. "Actually, it is nore like a city by
the standards of Faerun. It seens to have
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nearly a thousand houses in the comunity itself, and many nore spread across
the surrounding hills and valley"

"Any activity there?"

"Yes. In fact, they seemto be preparing a feast. The wonmen were pl acing
flowers and feathered bl ankets all around their square. My guess is that they
are preparing to wel cone us."

The news was em nently pleasing to Cordell. "Perhaps we won't have to fight a
battle at every stop after all," he observed. "If they're planning a feast,
let's not keep themwaiting."

"No! | don't want to talk to the invaders!" Erix tried to keep her voice down,
but she couldn't hide her tension

"You have to. It's inportant, nore inportant than you can imagi ne," argued
Shatil. The two of themstood in the small yard before their father's house.
Lotil was inside, working at his | oom

"You are the only one here who can understand them " persisted her brother
Eri x avoi ded | ooki ng over her shoulder at the town. In her vision, it had
grown darker every day, every time she |ooked at it. Now all she saw of the
great plaza in Palul was a black void, shadows inpenetrable but terribly

omi nous.

But when her eyes fell on the | oom ng ridgetop behind her father's house, she
saw anot her view she found unsettling. Not because of any dark shadows she saw
t here, but because of the menories of her last clinmb up to the top, when she
had been snatched into slavery by a Jaguar Knight. In the days she had been
hone, she had not been able to bring herself to clinb that ridge.

Shatil turned away in frustration. His sister's resistance to his suggestion
surprised him In view of her reluctance, he had decided not to tell her of



the true purpose behind the feast. Not knowi ng how she would react, if he told
her the truth, he ran the risk of causing her conplete refusal

"You have told ne of the battle at Uatos," said Shatil, trying a different
approach. "Perhaps if you are there to speak wkh the strangers, to reason with
them such an outcone
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can be avoided. "

"How could | do this?" she demanded. But that argunent of her brother's had
struck hone. Perhaps there was nothing she could do—a gl ance at the plaza
showed the darkness as thick as ever—but she was indeed the only one in Palul
who had any chance of talking with the strangers.

"Come to the village in the norning," Shatil urged. "Qur scouts have told us
that the hairy nmen canp just to the east tonight. "They will reach Palul by

m dday—for the feast! Please, you nmust be there, too!"

Erixitl remenbered her vision the night they found the pool in the desert. The
i mge of Nexal in ruins cane back to her now as freshly as when she awakened
fromthe nightmare. But she had seen no indication of disaster in Palul

Per haps her presence could in fact prove beneficial

"All right. I will come and see if they will talk."
"You are doing the right thing," said Shatif, enbracing her. "I must go back
down to the tenple for the evening rites. | will stay there tonight and see

you when you arrive."

Shatil hastened down the nountain, and Erix watched himgo. It seened that her
brother's bl ack robe becane a blur with the darkness bel ow, and soon he

di sappeared fromsight. Finally she recogni zed the shadows of sunset grow ng
around her and turned toward the house, grateful that darkness would bring a
respite fromher own personal shades.

"What is wong, my daughter?" inquired Lotil as she entered.

"I"'mfearful of what will happen, tonorrow and beyond," Erix admtted. She
told himof Shatil's request for the norrow
"But, Father, you nust pronise ne sonething," she continued. '"Ibnorrow, do

not come to the village. Stay here and wait for ne to cone to you in the
eveni ng. "

"What's this?" objected the old man, sitting taller at his featherloom "M
daught er gives nme orders?"

"Pl ease, Father. It's very inmportant!"”

"You can see things, mnmy daughter, can you not?" asked her father suddenly.
"Tell me, Erixitl, can you see tonorrow?" He fixed his sightless eyes upon her
face, and Erix fefc as if
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he coul d see to the depths of her soul. She squirmed unconfortably.

Erixitl had told her father nothing of the dark i mages she saw. She knew t hat
the tale of darkness, with its suggestion of inpending doom would weigh
heavily upon himas well as her. Better, she thought, to bear her load in

si | ence.

But sonehow he knew, and this know edge was a great and sudden relief to Erix.
Al at once, in a torrent of words, she told himof the shadows she had seen
across Nexal, and of the greater darkness that |lay on the town of Pal ul

"This is the working of the gods, child," Lotil said finally, holding her
hands as she sat beside him "And in this you see the bal ance of all things.
My sight has been taken from ne, but your eyes have been opened in a way that
few ever know. You have been granted a window to |ook into the future. And

t hrough that w ndow, perhaps you will see enough to work inportant changes.
Your brother is right, Erixitl. It is inportant that you go to the town
t orror r ow.

"Just as ny loss is not so bad a thing as you might think—+ have heard bird
songs | never imagi ned before, and it is as though nmy nostrils have opened to
a whole world of new scents—so is your gift, in sone ways, a curse



"But you can speak to these strangers. Perhaps nore inportant, you can
understand them This gift fromthe couatl can be a burden, but there is
certain to be a reason it was given to you. You must not be afraid to face
your destiny.

"Bear it well, Erixitl, daughter of Lotil. Bear it well and make me proud.
"And, yes," the old man concluded. "I shall do as you request and stay hone
t onmor r ow. "

The CGol den Legi on marched into Palul in perfect order, the beat of drums
setting the cadence for the marching nmen-at-arns. A great throng of people had
gathered at the outskirts of town. The Mazticans stood at both sides of the
col um and wat ched and wondered as the strange procession passed.

Erix stood in the square, with Shatil, Zilti, and sone em nent Eagle and
Jaguar Kni ghts who had arrived from Nexa
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to greet the strangers. She wore the bright feathered cloak fromthe market,
and its brilliant colors conpl enented her dusky skin and |ong, black hair. The
| egi onnai res who marched past stared, captivated by her beauty. Standing wth
the village lum naries, Erix didn't realize that they stared at her

Tbhget her they greeted the | egionnaires as nore and nore of the men entered the
pl aza. The square was all in natural light, and Erix felt trenendous relief
that, for now at |east, the shadows were absent.

The riders, all forty of them followed the first conpany of footnen. They
wheel ed and bucked their horses, frightening, amazing, and thrilling the
Mazticans with the show The greyhounds grow ed and snapped, sending the

wat chers reeling back.

The | eader of the horsemen pranced up to the group gathered around Eri x,

wher eupon the mount did a tight, circling whirl. The black streaners on the
man's helnmet floated into a ring around himas a murnmur of approval arose from
the watching villagers.

Suddenly those streaners brought a jolt of recognition to Erix. She studied
the rider and knew with a certainty that this was the same man.

Her mind flashed to the battlefield at Uatos, with dead and dyi ng Mazti cans
everywhere. The legion's riders thundered at will about the field, tranpling,
st abbi ng, slashing their way through the eneny wherever the Payit tried to
stand. This one, with the black streaners, saw her and raced forward. She had
stood still, expecting to die, and then Hail oran had appeared to save her

life.

The rider's eyes net Erix's once, and she quickly | ooked down. She felt his
gaze linger on her a nonent |onger, but then the red-bearded captain noved
away. More and nore | egionnaires marched into the plaza behind him

Soon cane the inposing presence of Cordell hinmself. They had no difficulty
identifying the man atop his prancing bl ack charger. He held his piercing

bl ack eyes high, |ooking over the heads of the crowd. H s steel breastplate

gl eaned, but it was his suprenely confident, even arrogant posture that
clearly marked himas the comuander. ' -
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Behi nd Cordell came two nore of whom Erixitl had heard much: the elven mage
Darien, conpletely nasked by her dark robe, and the tall, scow ing Bishou
Doni ncus.

Then row upon row of footnen marched forward, until nearly all of the
strangers had entered the square. The file of their Kultakan and Payit allies
approached the outskirts of the town.

Kal nak and Chi cal advanced and stood nearby, bow ng deeply, as Cordel

di smount ed. They cl apped their hands, and slaves hurried forward, placing
bundl es of presents on the ground and unw appi ng them before the delighted
capt ai n- gener al

They unwr apped | arge packages of brilliant feathers, capes of plunma, beautiful
shell's, and tokens of jade and coral. Al was greeted with polite interest.



Then finally a cloak was removed fromatop a pair of large circular bows,
revealing in one a pile of fine gold dust. The other contained an equal pile
of silver.

These, Erixitl saw wi thout surprise, caused Cordell's eyes to flash. The
captai n-general involuntarily licked his lips, |ooking back and forth fromthe
gold to the silver.

"These gifts are a token of love and friendship from Nalte-cona, Revered
Counsel or of Nexal ," said Erix, in the comobn tongue of the strangers.
Instantly the legionnaires within earshot fell silent. She saw Cordell staring
at her, his piercing black eyes narrowed suspiciously. "Were did you |l earn
our speech?" he asked.

"It—+t was a gift, bestowed upon me by Chitikas Couatl,'

she expl ai ned. "You

would call it magic."
Cordell 1 ooked to Darien, invisible within her deeply cow ed hood. The hood
nodded, barely perceptibly. "Splendid!'" booned Cordell. "Please continue!"

"We are preparing a feast in your honor. W would be joyful if you would join
our celebration."

"OF course we will!" Cordell threw back his head and | aughed, in fine spirits.
Eri x wi shed she could stop there, but her instructions from Kal nak had been
clear.

"We nust please ask that your allies fromKultaka canp outside of the village.
You see, they are the hereditary enem es of our people. There would certainly
be trouble if they
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were allowed into the town."

Once again Cordell's eyes narrowed suspiciously, and he | ooked at the warriors
arrayed behind Erix. Nearly a thousand nen were visible around the village,
but they were not carrying weapons, nor did they seemto be deployed for an
attack. Neither he, nor Erix, knew of the thousands nore conceal ed inside the
houses or behind garden walls. Al so unsuspected, another ten thousandnen
lurked in the brushy cover around the village.

Apparently the captain-general's suspicions remained slunbering, for after a
nmonent' s thought, he nodded. "That seenms to nmake sense. All right, consider it
ordered! Bishou Donincus, tell Tbkol he'll have to keep his nen outside—en ny
orders.”

"Yes, Ceneral," said the dour cleric, bowi ng and departing with a distasteful
ook at Erixitl and the warriors. As he left, Erix saw Cordell |ean toward
Dari en and whi sper sonething. The el ven wi zard nodded and turned away. She
nmelted into the cromd of |egionnaires and Mazticans as Cordell turned back to
Eri x.

The red-bearded captain, now on foot, clunped up to Cordell, his heavy
horseman's boots scuffing across the pavenment. Erixitl remenbered that
Hal | oran had told her his name was Alvarro. He stared at Erix again, and she
squi rmed under the pressure of his gaze. Surely he couldn't renenber her. Hi s
mout h opened in a wide grin as he turned away, but she saw no sign in his eyes
that he recogni zed her fromthe Payit battlefield.

"Now, what's this about a feast?" he asked.

Darien stepped carefully anmong the throng that had gathered in the plaza. The
| egi onnaires, fromlong experience, noved quickly out of her path. Perhaps
because of the troops' exanple, or else because her slight, muffled figure
seened mysterious and thus frightening, the villagers al so noved aside to give
her a w de berth.

Soon she found the type of place she sought—a shady path between two
bui | di ngs, where several towering trees served to block out the sun. Also

i mportant, seven! war-
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riors relaxed here, enjoying the respite fromthe hot sun in the plaza. Wth
relief, she threw back her hood. Even in the shade, the brightness was
unconfortable, but at |ast she could bare her head. And she nust be unnasked



in order to perform her assigned task

Several Maztican warriors stood back as the elf wal ked among them She snil ed,
passing her mlky eyes over the nen. Wen Darien smled, she was a very

beauti ful woman indeed, and her beauty was not |ost on these warriors.

"Come," she said to one, speaking the |anguage of Nexal, which she had | earned
earlier through the casting of a sinple spell.

The fellow, a tall, lanky spearman with a shirt of padded cotton and a
headdress of green feathers, stepped quickly forward.

Darien |l ed himdown the pathway until they were out of earshot of his

conpani ons. Though these had started to follow Darien and the spearnen

anot her | ook fromthe mage—this one was not a snile—had quickly backed t hem
of f.

Darien reached her long white fingers to her ear and started playing with a
strand of white hair. Her eyes stared into the warrior's, and then she passed
a hand before her face.

"Chirrina" she said, whispering the charmspell softly. Instantly the
warrior's face rel axed into an expression of conplete trust, and Darien knew
the spell had been successful. The warrior now regarded her as a faithful
friend and confidant.

She began to ask hi m questions, and he began to answer.

From the chronicles of Colon

Seeking a worthy lord anobng a seethi ng nest of godhood.

Zaltec's presence, always here, always hungry, is growing into a force to
wrack the True World. The cult of the Vi-perhand, whereby young warriors—even
some wonen and untrai ned yout hs—vow their hearts and souls and bodies to the
god of war, has grown like a tunor in Nexal
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The god of the strangers, Helm is also a presence | can feel. Eternally
vigilant and watchful, he stakes his claimto Maztica boldly, a clear
chal l enge to Zaltec.

Now, too, | have sensed a new and spi dery essence, a goddess of darkness and
evil such to make even Zaltec appear playful and benign. Her nanme is Lolth.
This being is tied to the Ancient Ones, | know. She watches from a great

di stance, but her interest grows intense.

But she is also tied sonmehow to the strangers. This is a connection | cannot
identify, but | sense that it is very real. And this frightens ne deeply.

A connection between the True Wrld and the | and of these strangers that goes
beyond t he bounds of the human cultures is dangerous enough. A connection that
is personified in the blackness of this spider queen has the potential for
nmenace and di saster beyond beli ef.
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A FEAST FOR VULTURES

Hal | oran and Poshtli clung to the horse and gave the powerful nare her head.
Rejoicing in the countryside after weeks in the city, Stormgalloped with the
exaltation of a wild beast escaping to freedomfroma cage.

The two men bore their steel swords. Halloran wore his breastplate, Poshtl

t he padded cotton arnor of the Mazti-can warrior. Hal's other possessi ons—the
potions, the spellbook, the |eather snakeskin bond—+these he had buried in the
garden of his house back in Nexal

They rode in grimsilence, out of the valley of Nexal, past Cordotl, and al ong
the nmountain road. Their faces—ene pale and bearded, framed in brown hair; the
ot her brown, snooth, nobl e-featured beneath hair of black—+eflected their

i nner turnoil.

Both of themwere sick with fear for Erixitl.

Palul lay a mere two days' march by foot from Nexal, so they knew that the
warriors of Naftecona's anmbush had already arrived at their destination. The
guesti on was whether or not the two of them could get there before Cor-dell



Hal | oran spent every nmonment of silence cursing hinself, an unrelenting stream
of rebuke that slashed nercilessly fromall sides. How could he have | et her
go? Wallowing in his self-pity, he had committed a crimnal act of neglect

agai nst the woman he | oved.

And by Helm how he | oved her! The feeling burned |ike never before, brought
hone by his acute fear

"I asked her if she would beconme ny wife," said Poshtli after Stormslowed to
a brisk wal k. Hal jerked upright. He felt suddenly enbarrassed about his
unnoti ced presence at that neeting.
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"You are a very lucky man."

"She refused me," the warrior said frankly. He chuckled, a forced good hunor.
"An honor any famly in Nexal would hail, but she said no."

Stunned, Hal didn't dare speak. H's enbarrassnent turned to shane over the
blind assunption he had nade. Slowy he realized that his stupidity had driven
Erix fromhimin Nexal, sending her, all unwittingly, to the center of a vast
and growi ng storm

Angrily he kicked Storms flanks, and the mare broke into a fast trot. Despite
the I oad of two nmen, she held the pace for hour after hour

"It will be evening before we reach the village," said Poshtli, observing
their progress.

"We' || get there in time—before Cordell." Halloran spoke with a forced
confidence he didn't feel. In truth, he did not know when the | egion would

arrive in Palul, or how much delay would foll ow before the anmbush

Nei t her of themwanted to think about the other possibility, the thought that
battle could be raging in Palul even now. But they couldn't avoid thinking
about it. The question kept com ng back, rearing up and taunting themin their
i magi nations.

What if they were too |ate?

Tb Erixitl, the feast seened a grand success. They ate nelons and citrus and
veni son and mayz and beans and chocol ate. The foreigners seemed to enjoy the
food. They made a great deal of noise when they ate, tal king and joking and

| aughi ng. She saw the square in its natural sunshine, wthout the on nous

cl oak of shadows that had been so often here before. Still, she found that she
couldn't entirely forget the sense of dire portent that had come with that

dar kness.

Eri x sat on a huge feathered blanket with Cordell and Bi shou Domni ncus, and

al so the Jaguar Kni ght Kal nak and the Eagl e Knight Chical. The dour cleric of
Hel m remai ned silent, but the three men of war seemed to greatly enjoy
exchanging tales of battles through Erixitl's translation. The Mzticans
expressed great interest in Cordell's equipnent,
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and the general allowed themto exanine the blade of his sword.

Sone tine shortly after the feast began, the robed el f-nage joined them
Looki ng at her slight figure—Barien was shorter than Erix, and far nore petite
than the human | egi onnai res—+he Maztican wonman found hersel f wonderi ng what

| ay behind that deep, cowl ed hood. Erixitl easily understood why Hall oran had
al ways found the elven wi zard's presence unsettling.

Darien sat beside Cordell. She |eaned toward the captain-general and, though
Erix could hear nothing, it seemed as though a silent nessage was passed from
the wizard to the commander. |ndeed, Cordell suddenly stiffened. H s black
eyes narrowed to dark spots, and bel ow hooded lids, he shifted his gaze from
Kal nak to Chical, and then to Erix. She squirmed under that penetrating stare,
feeling an anger and nenace there that had previously been absent.

But she had little time for musing or pondering. Kal nak and Chical had many
words for the foreigners, and Erix was required to translate each statement.
"The Kul takans are old woren," Kal nak was explaining. "It is no wonder you
defeated them Do they serve you well as slaves?"



"They are ny allies, not ny slaves," said Cordell pointedly. His voice had a
new edge to it. "And in truth, they fought Iike nen—en a battlefield, in a
fight between armies.”

Chical tw sted unconfortably beside Erix. She sensed that the Eagle Knight

wi shed he were somewhere el se. The Jaguar Kni ght Kal nak took no note, however.
"Perhaps the Kultakans fight well," Kalnak grudgingly admtted. H's voice then
becanme nearly a sneer. "But they are savages and barbarians when conpared to
the high culture of Nexal."

Erix translated | oosely, trying to smooth the arrogance of the Jaguar Knight.
It was a great breach of manners to talk so rudely to a guest, and she didn't
under st and why Kal nak was doing so. At least Cordell didnt seemto take
particul ar offense. In fact, the bearded general seermed nildly distracted.

"I'f you'll excuse ne, | have to tend to the confort of ny
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men. 1'll be back presently. Bishou, Darien, come with me please." Cordel

stood up and, with a deep bow, left themto nove anmong his feasting troops.
The plaza of Palul was crowded with humanity. The five hundred nen of the

Col den Legi on were gathered in several |arge groups, each surrounded by

Mazti cans who fed them and offered jugs of the mldy al coholic octal Thousands
of natives feasted here, too, while children dashed about and mothers tried to
keep track of their offspring.

The horses, in particular, proved magnetic to the little ones, who gathered
around the steeds. Wth the perm ssion of the riders, some of the bol der
children stepped forward to offer carrots, ears of mayz, and other treats to
the mounts. Erix saw one tall, gangly youth who wore a headband decorated wth
macaw feathers in imtation of a warrior. This one actually stroked the nuzzle
of one of the chargers.

Besi de the nounts, great war hounds lolled on the stones. Their |ong tongues
hung fromtheir |oose jaws, and they drool ed, panting in the heat.

Eri x saw Bi shou Domi ncus go over to the horsenmen and talk to them Al varro,
staggering slightly and holding a jug of octal, heard the cleric speak and
scowmed in reply. Cordell circul ated anong his nen, stopping at each group in
the ptaza. Darien had di sappeared again, and Erixitl found the mage's

vani shing act as unsettling as her appearance. Meanwhil e, Kal nak and Chica

had huddl ed together in conversation behind her

Then, as she | ooked around at the flowers and feathers, at the food and the
gaiety, a black cloud seenmed to descend across her eyes.

Once again the plaza | ay conceal ed beneath a nonstrous shadow.

"It is alnost time," Zilti hissed, finding ShatU near the base of the pyranid
That structure, domi nating the great square, was to be the focal point of the
attack.

"Al'l is ready," replied the younger priest. "Wat about the Kultakans?"
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"There are ten thousand Nexal an warriors hidden on the sl opes above them As
soon as the attack begins, they will fall on our ancient enenies and keep them
busy. Then, when the battle in the town is won, our warriors will go into the

field to conplete the destruction of the Kultakans." Zilti turned around
nervously, his fingers absently scraping at one of the many fresh scars on his
forearm

"Where did their | eader go?" Shatil asked suddenly. He had | ooked over toward
Erixitl and saw that his sister still sat on the feathered bl anket with Kal nak
and Chical. But Cordell and the other two strangers—the sorcerer and the

pri est —had di sappeared.

"There he is." Zilti pointed, relieved.

Cordell had just spoken to a short, stocky man with a bristling beard. Erix
had referred to these smaller strangers as "dwarves." Shatil's sister had

expl ained that their small size in no way di m nished their fighting prowess,
but this was a fact of which they were frankly skeptical. Now this dwarf



wal ked anong his nmen, stopping after to nod and talk with them

The captain-general finally returned to the bl anket where he had been
feasting. The knights and Erix stood up at his approach, and for a noment,
they all stood there, as if reluctant to sit back down.

"Any monent now," said Zilti, barely able to contain his excitenent, "Kal nak
will give the signal. Then the battle will begin!"

"\bu referred to the Kultakans as old wonmen," charged Cordell. This tinme his
el ven mage translated before Erix could begin to speak. Darien placed all the
accusatory inflection that had been in the captain's voice in her own version
of the words.

"They are our lifelong enenies!" insisted Kal nak, taken aback by the guest's
sudden aggressi veness.

"I say that the old wonen are those who fight their battles disguised behind
worren and chil dren, behind feasts and presents!™

As Kal nak stared in shock, Cordell whisked his sword
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fromits scabbard and raised the blade high. "This is the reward for
treachery!" he cried.

The bl ade dropped, arcing through a silvery circle in the sun™ Its passage
caused a whistle of air, so quickly did the captain-general strike. The keen
edge met Kal nak's neck as the Jaguar Knight still stared, and the steel didn't
| ose nonmentum Instead, it passed cleanly through the neck and energed in a
shower of blood fromthe other side of his body.

The head of Kal nak, still wearing its jaguar-skull helnet, toppled to the
side. Red blood spurted fromthe stunp of his neck, and the headl ess body
staggered forward for a step or two, alnpbst as if it would mndlessly attack
its killer. But then the corpse spraw ed forward and punped the rest of its
life onto the paving stones of the plaza.

Erix saw the blade as a streak of thick blackness through the gray shadows

t hat masked her eyes. She stood frozen in shock, stunned by the nonstrous evil
of their guest. The entire square fell silent for a noment.

Suddenly a flash of blue-white |ight cut through the air, penetrating even the
heavy shadows across Erix's vision. She saw the wi zard Darien standing off to
the side. In her hand was a small stick, and it seened that the stick was the
source of the flash. Erix renenbered Hal telling her of sonething Iike

t hi s—ahat had he called it?

Screans of pain and shock erupted fromthe plaza. Erix saw that, where the
pale light had flashed, all those who had been feasting and tal king and

| aughi ng were suddenly still. Sonme of them had toppled over, while others
remai ned frozen in the positions of sitting, eating, even standing.

Frozen in position? |Icetongue. She renenbered the tale of that stick now Ha
had called it a wand of froSt and explained that it slayed quickly and

magi cally, killing many at a tine.

There was no doubt in Erixitl's mnd that nost of these victinms had perished—a
hundred or nmore Mazticans, slain in one silent attack! Only around the edges
of the afflicted area did she see the wiggling, crawing figures of wounded.
These m serabl e souls desperately craw ed away fromthe stiff corpses behind
them and Erix saw that many
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of them dragged usel ess | egs or showed ugly patches of scarred, frostbitten
flesh.

Later Erix would realize that the pause had only | asted seconds, but at the
time, it seened as though many minutes ticked by while they all stood
nmotionless in the plaza. The attack of Icetongue finally broke the paralysis.
Again the wand flashed its chilling blast, and the pale white |ight

illum nated, and killed, another group of villagers.

Chical howed in rage, raising his maca to leap at Cordell. The

capt ai n-general slashed at the Eagle Knight. Chical ducked the stroke of



Cordell's sword, but the commander reversed his attack quickly and brought the
hilt crashing down on the Eagle Knight's skull. Chical collapsed |like a stone
statue, kicking once and then lying still on the feathered bl anket.

Panic conpelled Erixitl's reaction, and she darted away fromthe nan,

di sappearing into the throngs of weeping, scream ng Mazticans. Even as she

di sappeared, Cordell had turned away, stabbing a chargi ng Jaguar Kni ght

t hrough the heart.

The pale flash of light washed the plaza once nore, this time flooding around
Erix herself. She stared, stunned, as villagers died on all sides of her. Only
after the effect had passed did she realize that she herself and severa
youngst ers who had been right beside her had been unaffected by the blast. She
sensed her plunma token puffing lightly out fromher dress, and she realized

t hat somehow her father's magic had saved her fromthe w zard' s spell

Darien regarded her coldly fromthe inpenetrable depths of that cow ed hood.
Erix's eyes couldn't penetrate the shadows there, but she saw the el fwoman's
eyes, glittering like hard di anonds.

Breaking fromher thrall and spinning in panic, Erixitl ran fromthe w zard.
Near by she heard the stonping and snorting of horses and saw | egi onnaires
swinging into their saddles. The youth with the feathered headband | ooked up

i n astoni shment as the red-bearded captain of the riders | oomed above him
Wth a cruel sneer, the man slashed savagely with his sword, splitting the
yout h's body fromhis forehead to his belly.
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A woman carrying a baby screamed in front of Erix, fal!l ing to the ground,
writhing and spitting blood. Erixitl saw one of the deadly steel darts fired
by the | egionnaires' crossbows. This one had pinned the wonan's baby to her
own body, and Erix turned away, horrified, as the nother and child perished
before her.

More and nmore of the lethal, steel-tipped arrows flashed past, slaying

i ndi scrimnately. The dull chunk of the weapons' triggers created a grim
cadence of death. The cross-bownen stood in a circle, |oading and rel oading
their weapons, driving their mssiles at point-blank range into a solid nmass
of targets, puncturing bodies of male and female, old and young, with
constant, gory slaughter

Erixitl slipped on blood that washed across the paving stones. Like npbst of
the other Mazticans in the plaza, she thought only of escape. The warriors
anong them sei zed their weapons and sprang to battle, desperate to give the
woren and children tine to flee. At the tine, it didn't s.eemodd to Erix that
so many spears and macas should be available to warriors who had entered the
pl aza unar nmed.

Erix tried to run north, toward her father's house, but the surging crowd
carried her west in the stanpede to escape the nassacre.

She saw the riders charge into the nmob. The horse that, nonents before, had
been contentedly eating and resting, the picture of animal contentnment, now
became the snorting, stanping creatures of war that had so terrorized the
Payit at U atos. They had the sane effect on the Mazticans at Pal ul

The huge war hounds that had once fl opped peacefully on the ground now snarl ed
and sl avered. They savagely attacked the villagers unfortunate enough to fal
before them tearing with their great fangs and, with their grows, adding to
t he ni ght mari sh din.

The caval rynen used their swords to chop about, apparently since the quarters
were too confined for their |lances. They thundered through a line of warriors
that tried to stand before them breaking the bodies of many brave nmen. Bodies
fell by the dozen, withing, bleeding, dying.

In noments, the horsermen plowed into the nass of
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worren and chil dren beyond the warriors. These victins scattered in every
direction, but not before the cruel blades and stanpi ng hooves had sl ain



dozens of them

Above the whirling nass of chaos, Erix saw the black helm with its trailing
streanmers, of the captain of the horsenen. He guided his charger with crue
abandon, his face split into a gap-toothed grin. For a noment, once again, his
eyes met Erixitl's. She was surprised at the lack of life there—he |ooked to
her every bit as dead as the corpses spraw ed around him She felt certain
this time that he recogni zed her. Then the crowd cl osed around Erix, sweeping
her along with its tidelike rush

"By the power of almghty Helm a plague beset you!"

The boom ng voice of the Bi shou thundered over the volume of shrieks and
cries, sending powerful tendrils of panic into Erix's heart. She knew, from
Hal ' s descriptions, that the cleric w el ded supernatural powers in nuch the
same way as the w zard

The fleeing nob came to an abrupt halt, and Erix saw peopl e before her
suddenly begin to thrash wildly, twi sting and crying out in pain. Young
children dropped to the ground, wailing, and then, noments later, fell still.
At first she could see nothing through the shadows, though she could hear a
deep hunmi ng sound that filled the air with heavy vibration

Then Erix saw heavi er darkness anong her own shadows. At the sane tine, she
felt a burning flash of pain on her wist. Slapping involuntarily, she saw a
huge wasp fall dead, its stinger enbedded in her inflamed flesh.

Now t he source of the droning becanme apparent, as nore wasps swarned around

t he pani cked villagers. Before her, all fell into blackness as the savage

i nsects swarmed thickly around every living thing. She saw pathetically

twi tching bodies, covered all over with stinging, biting bugs. Another jolt of
pai n, and anot her, shot through her as stingers plunged into her shoul der and
then her neck.

What kind of power was w el ded by these nmen? She realized, with a sense of
hopel ess awe, that the Bishou had sumoned t hese insects, and the creatures
had arrived to do his bidding! How could the True Wrld hope to stand agai nst
m ght such as this?
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Scream ng and crying now, driven by panic and pain, Erix turned with the crowd
toward the south. Her own voice nelted into the cacophony as, mindless with
terror, she sought any path of escape fromthis hellish place. The nob surged
forward in blind terror, tranpling those who were too slow or too frail to
keep up.

They reached the tree-lined fringe of the square, and here many of the weaker
vill agers coll apsed from exhaustion. Erix saw, with nunb surprise, that fights
raged anong the nearby houses as well. Legionnaire swordsman rushed from

buil ding to building, slaying any Matzicans they found. The warriors made
valiant attenpts at resistance, but divided as they were into small bands,
they quickly fell to the savage, sudden onsl aught of the steel-toothed
strangers.

Across the | ane, tongues of fire licked upward from one of the houses.
Sonet hi ng seenmed to explode there, silently, but with a great eruption of heat
and flane. The inferno | eaped to the thatched roof of a neighboring dwelling,
and quickly the entire block crackled into a tinderbox of fire.

Shadows mi xed with snoke everywhere Erix | ooked, but the conbi ned darkness
couldn't block out the sight of blood and death. Her nightnmare seened
forgotten, a pale imge of true horror

It seened to Erix fitting, as she coll apsed on the paving stones and gasped
for air, that the village should burn.

The terraced pyranid of Zaltec stood, perhaps fifty feet high, near the middle
of Palul's plaza in the midst of the feast and, subsequently, the battle. A
steep stairway ascended each of the four sides, leading to a square platform
on top. In the center of this platform a small stone building encl osed the
sacrificial altar and a statue of the war god, Zaltec.

Brave warriors had gathered bel ow the pyranid at the outbreak of battle,



instinctively seeking to protect the sacred i mage of their god. Equally
instinctively, the soldiers of the I egion pressed fromall sides, attenpting
to gain the top of the pyram d and shatter the barbarous idol. <~
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The warriors conducted their defense with savage fanaticism but the tightly
packed | egi onnaires concentrated their attacks. Slowy the defenders fel

back, giving up a step at a time, and each with a high price in blood. But the
i nexorabl e tide of attack grew ever closer to the bl oodstained platformon

t op.

"Sorcery!" wailed Zilti frombefore the altar, |ooking at the massacre bel ow.
"How el se could they have | earned of the trap?"

Shatil, standing beside his high priest, |ooked around nunbly. Accustoned to
bl oodshed and deat h—+ndeed, he had performed over a hundred sacrifices

hi nsel f +he destruction bel ow nonethel ess horrified the young priest.

The | egi onnai res seened invincible. The horsemen rode back and forth through
the plaza, and only the thinning nunmbers of Mazticans prevented them from

sl ayi ng hundreds with each charge. The deadly swords rose and fell, slicing
heads from bodi es or | eaving deep, gashing cuts that sent the blood of the
victimpouring in a fatal streamonto the stone pavenent of the square.

First they had bottled up the north exit fromthe plaza, while the sudden
horde of insects had closed egress to the west. The cloaked figure with the
tiny stick had sealed the eastern side of the square, now marked by hundreds
of stiff, frozen corpses. Only to the south could the villagers find escape,
and it was fromthis side that the refugees poured out of the courtyard.
Finally the horses began to slip and stunble on the bl ood-slicked pavenent,
and the riders dismunted. There were no nore living victins around them in
any event.

Shatil raised his eyes to the surrounding ridges, know ng that thousands of
Nexal an warriors were conceal ed there. Fromthe height of the pyramd, he
could see over the houses and trees of the village, gaining a clear view of

t he surroundi ng heights. Surely those warriors had seen this treachery.

They had, but the priest saw that the Kultakan allies of the |egionnaires had
been just as prepared as the strangers thensel ves. Now the Kul takans fell on
t hese hapl ess am bushers, and before Shatil's disbelieving eyes, the Nexal an®
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conpani es were driven away from Palul. The feathered, warriors of both sides
fought bravely, and showers of spears, arrows, and darts flew back and forth.
The Nexal ans tried a desperate charge that was qui ckly broken and routed by
the steady macas of the Kultakans. |nexorably, one after another, the attacks
separated the thousandnen regi nents of Nexal from each other. Each surrounded
bl ock of feathered warriors fought desperately as the battle on the ridges
degenerated i nto nunerous nel ees.

But each Nexal an t housandnen fought alone, in isolation and wi thout

coordi nati on. The Kul takans, Shatii saw, concentrated their forces agai nst
first one, than another bl ock of eneny troops. One by one, the Nexal an

regi ments broke, pressed fromthe battlefield by the overwhel m ng, savage
force of the Kul takan ranks.

Around the square, the conpani es of |egionnaire swordsnen attacked the
buil di ngs that sheltered the warriors who had been planning to performtheir
own ambush. Now, faced in small groups, the advantage of surprise taken from
them these warriors fought bravely. The valiant defenders stood firm and di ed
qui ckly beneath the steel weapons of the |egionnaires.

Bolts from |l egion crossbows raked the pyranid, and in a sudden rush, the
attackers pressed upward, three quarters of the way to the top. On all four
sides, Shatii observed nunbly, the clanor of battle threatened to sweep
upward, into the tenple and its sacred statue. Gimy, clutching his
sacrificial knife, he stood before the door, prepared to give his life in the
desperate last stand before the bestial icort.



For now, there was little he could do. The warriors still fought on the narrow
stairways, and their macas and spears, though outclassed by the invaders
steel, were still nore form dabl e weapons than his obsidi an dagger

A house exploded into flame, and Shatii swore the fire was caused by the wonman
in the dark robe. She sinply raised her hand and pointed. |nmediately col ums
of flame had spurted fromthe building' s doors and w ndows. Mzti-can
warriors, their bodies blistered and flam ng, dove through the w ndows and
doors, only to collapse and die on
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the street.

Then the disbelieving priest saw the woman turn to another building. This one
had started to disgorge warriors fromseveral doors, angry spearnen who rushed
forward to exact vengeance for the massacre.

But the worman rai sed both hands this time. A pale m st suddenly appeared
before her and i medi ately fanned outward into a grow ng cloud. As the
charging warriors net the cloud, they stunbled through it and col |l apsed,

shri eki ng, gaggi ng, and choking. They fell to the street, withing in visible

agony for several nonents before stiffening and growing still. Mre and nore
of the warriors succunbed to the cloud as it gained substance and noved on
The victins, wacked by agony, finally dropped and lay still, cast in

grotesque postures like so many mayz-husk dolls flung into the street.

The mi st grew thicker, seeping through the doors and wi ndows of all the

buil dings along the street. From sone of these, bodies stunbled forth to
col | apse outside, gasping out their last, wetched breaths. In others, Shati
could see nothing, but he retained no illusions that any villagers renai ned
alive wthin.

The deadly cloud drifted up the street, and in its wake, the village finally

fell into stillness, except around the priests. The warriors fighting on the
steps finally fell back to their last position, the top of the pyramd itself.
Conpani es of swordsnen still smashed into houses, killing whonmever they found.

More and more, the swordsnmen discovered that these buil dings had al ready been
abandoned, their residents in flight or perhaps |ying dead in the square.

"We are finished here," said zZilti, his voice an agoni zed grunt. "But one of
us must carry word of this betrayal back to Nexal, to Hoxitl."

"W nust defend the statue to the death!" objected Shatii. "The invaders rmnust
not reach the sacred i mage of Zaltec!"

"No" zZilti commanded firmy, his voice tenpered with gentle conpassion for

Shatil's devotion. "I will stay here, but you nust flee."
"How?" asked Shatii practically, as |egionnaires burst onto
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the platform gaining the top of the stairway on two sides. A shrinking ring
of warriors, desperately striving to keep the attackers fromthe sacred altar
surrounded the two priests.

"This way!" Zilti led Shatil into the small tenple building itself, past the
gruesonme statue of Zaltec and its bl ood-caked maw. Shatil hesitated,
shudderi ng under the imge of that statue falling, torn down by the

bl ood-drenched savages from across the sea.

Zilti didn't delay, however. The priest pushed a stone on the back of the
statue, and suddenly a hatch fell away in the floor, revealing a steep
stairway that vanished into a terribly dark pit.

"This will take you to the bottomof the pyramd," said Zilti. "You will comne
out beside the tenple, but wait until nightfall, until the strangers have
gone. "

The high priest now pressed a parchnment, rolled into a tube, into Shatil's
hands. "Take this to Nexal. Gve it to Hoxitl, high priest of Zaltec there. It
will tell the tale of the treachery here. Now go!"

Shatil took the parchnment, knowi ng that there had been no time for Zilti to
conpose a nessage but not questioning the older priest's command. But again he



hesitated, not fromfear of the dark path but out of loyalty to his teacher
"Come with nme," he urged. "We can both get away!"

Zilti | ooked outside the tenple. Already several |egionnaires had reached the
altar, hacking about thenselves with their invincible swords. "No. | have to
cl ose the hatch. Begone, and avenge!"

Wt hout another word, Shatil dropped into the hole. He carefully felt his way
past the first step. Before he toucfied the second, Zilti had closed the
secret door above him

The sweet scent of blood tickled Alvarro's nostrils, driving away the fatigue
and exhaustion of the long conbat. Hi s sword, dripping with gore, remained in
hi s hand, but he saw no victins for its deadly blade. Beside him his top
sergeant, Vane, galloped smoothly. The two horsenmen rode far beyond the
confines of the small village.

And still they did not rein in their chargers. The*horse-
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men had ridden through the fields, chasing down fleeing natives, but the rest
of the cavalry unit scattered in the process. Now the fl eeing Mazticans

di spersed into the brushy country outside their town. Bands of |egionnaire
foot men drove through the thickets, often flushing out additional victins.
Alvarro saw a group of swordsmen pull a young woman from a hiding place. Wth
whoops of glee, they dragged her to a grassy clearing. For a nonment, the

red- beareded captain stared, thinking this mght have been the woman who had
caught his eye in town. As the footnmen threw her to the ground, her

pani c-stricken face turned toward him and he saw that he was m st aken

Why had that woman, the translator, seened so famliar? A nmenory tugged at
Alvarro's brain, driving himforward even after the other riders turned back
Certainly her beauty was captivating, and the uni que feathered cl oak she wore
had gl owed wi th al nost magi cal color, but his fascination went beyond that. He
knew t hat he had seen her before.

Hal | oran! Suddenly it cane back to him H's old eneny had struck himfromhis
horse at the battle in Payit to save that sanme woman from Alvarro's |ance! The
captain's eyes narrowed. The pieces began to fit together. How had she | earned
t he tongue of Faerun, if not fromHal ? Shrewdly he wondered if she m ght know
somet hing of the fugitive's present whereabouts.

Al varro knew of the hatred both Bi shou Domi ncus and Darien harbored for
Hal l oran. If he could apprehend the traitor, he would win the gratitude of
these influential |eaders of the | egion—Cordell's two top |ieutenants.
Squinting again, he tried to think. She had fled with the crowd goi ng west, he
knew. Wth a brutal kick at his charger's flanks, Alvarro turned down the road
| eadi ng west, Vane following closely. The trail lay enpty before him though
he saw natives scranbling away to either side. He kept his eyes narrowed,
searching the mayzfields al ong the road, |ooking for this wonan.

They rode at an easy canter. Alvarro |aughed every time he flushed pani cked
villagers fromthe brush before him

143

DOUGLAS NI LES

but he no longer cared to ride them down. Now he had speT cific gane in nind
He saw a flash of novenent across a field, a wave of |ong dark hair above the
mayz, and something conpelled himto stop. A wrman fled the battle, but oddly,
unli ke the rest of her folk, she seemed to be circling back toward the
village. Then he saw the flash of col or—that cloak! Still staring, Al varro saw
the girl turn to | ook at himbefore she dropped out of sight.

And he recogni zed his quarry.

Bands of Kultakan warriors roaned the countryside, seizing stragglers as
captives. Still, Erixitl knew she couldn't flee with the rest of the

vill agers, nobst of whom seened intent on racing all the way to Nexal. She had
to go back and find her father. Surely the invaders would di scover his hone
atop the ridge on the opposite side of the village. She, assuned that her
brother, trapped atop the pyram d, had fallen during the massacre. Still nunb



wi th shock, she began to ache with a foretaste of her pain, for she hadn't yet
grasped the full extent of the disaster. Her village had died today.

Erix left the road that ran through the mayzfields lining the valley bottom
She circled to the north of Palul, finally reaching the streamthat ran past
the town. Here she stopped for a quick | ook around.

She spotted two silver-plated riders on the road, about a nile away. Fromthe
bl ack atop the helmof one of the riders, she recognized himas the captain of
t he sava' ge horsenen. For a long, hateful nmonent, she wi shed she was a
warrior, with a powerful bow, so intensely did she want to strike himfromhis
saddl e. Then she saw his face turn toward her, and she dropped into the

shal | ow streanbed, knowi ng such a thought for the utterly futile desire that
it was.

She spl ashed through the shall ow water, staying |low, and started to nove al ong
the stream bank on the opposite side. For half a nile, she worked her way back
toward the town.

Finally Erix reached a bend in the stream near the base of
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the ridge bel ow her father's house. Here she broke from cover, darting up the
bank and through another field of mayz toward the security of the brushy sl ope
before her.

Sudden hoof beats pounded behi nd her, and she knew she had been spotted.

Wt hout | ooking back, she guessed the identity of her pursuers, and that

know edge spurred her to deerlike swi ftness.

But the horses were swift, too. Before she reached the undergrowmh, Erix felt
a charger thunder close, and suddenly a brutal weight smashed into her body,
sendi ng her crashing to the ground.

Wth a savage scream she sprang to her feet and whirled, only to see the
red-bearded | egionnaire leap fromhis saddle and crash into her with the ful
force of his metal-arnored frane. Again she smashed into the ground, this tine
driving the air from her |ungs.

The | egi onnaire's conpani on pulled up beside him casting a hungry gl ance at
her. He dismounted, then stood to the side, |ooking around them

Erix scratched blindly, hatred driving her fingers, but the horseman only

| aughed. Wth one brawny hand, he pinned both of her arms to the ground. She
snelled the octal on his breath, saw the nmad flush in his eyes. Hi s | aughter
dropped to a nenaci ng chortle.

"You're a pretty one, aren't you!"

She spat at his face, and he sneered.

"Spirited, too! | can see what Halloran |iked about you."

At the name, she stiffened reflexively, then cursed to herself as she saw the
pl eased snile crease his gap-toothed nouth.

"Now, " he said, reaching a bloody paw to the bodice of her dress. "Let's have
a |l ook at you!"

Lolth tasted the blood, felt the heat of the battle, and began to take a great
interest in the faraway real m of Maztica. Her attentions, originally fixed upon
t he rebel | i ous drow who dared worshi p anot her god, began to grow.

Per haps her vengeance should not be hasty. Measuring in the tine scale

of godhood, she felt no hurry to punish her
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wayward children. They would feel the Iash of her anger soon enough

But perhaps, before then, she could enjoy the show of slaughter and butchery
presented by the humans.

And in the near future, this land called the True Wrld seened likely to yield
a plentiful harvest of bl ood.

14<5
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Hal l oran didn't need to ask Poshtli; he knew the plume of black snoke
billowing into the air before them marked the town of Palul. Still nmiles from



the community, they began to nmeet haggard Mazticans fl eeing down the road to
Nexal . These refugees invariably scranbled into the brush or mayzfiel ds beside
the road at the approach of the two riders on the roan nare.

Si ckened with apprehension, Hal felt acute shanme at his own appearance,
dressed as he was in the uniformof their enemy. Children saw himand shrieked
with horror. He saw an old woman with badly injured |l egs craming fromthe
roadway, trying pathetically to reach the shelter of the undergrow h.

But Hal's overwhelmng fear for Erixitl conpelled himto forge ahead.

"We' || never find her!" Hal groaned as they closed to within a mle of the
town. They could see the village pyramd, a small, bright blaze marking the
tenmple and its bloody altar. The conflagration had bl ackened whol e rows of
houses. They saw few Mazticans this close to Palul. Those they did encounter
were badly wounded or nunmb with shock

"Do you think she woul d have recogni zed us?" asked Poshtli, wondering if they
had al ready passed Erix among the fleeing villagers.

"I don't know," Hal groaned. "I wouldn't blane her if she ran and hid as soon
as she saw the horse."

"Perhaps we shoul d separate,"” said Poshtli. "W can circle Palul in opposite

directions and neet beyond the village. If we don't find her, then we can slip
into town and see if she's still there.”
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"Her father's house," said Hal, renmenbering Erixitl's description. "She said
it was on the ridge above Palul, near the top. She night have gone there."
They both saw the | oom ng green slope on the far side of the town.

"Let's neet at the foot of the slope." Poshtli squinted into the distance as
he di smounted. "There, near that waterfall." He indicated a bright cascade
where a small stream plumeted froma gorge in the side of the ridge

"Al'l right," Hal agreed. He clasped the warrior's hand. "Keep your eyes open
There' || be | egionnaires about."

Poshtli nodded brusquely, then turned and slipped fromthe right side of the
road into a tangle of lowtrees. Hal reined Stormto the left, starting into a
field of mayz. Anxiously he | ooked around, hoping desperately to catch sone
sight of Erixttl.

He rode for several minutes, trying to avoid the Mazticans he found—pathetic
fam |y groups hiding anong the mayz, old couples, speechless and stunned by
the events of the day. The nmost horrifying to Halloran were the | one children
crying wai fs, some of whomdidn't even know enough to hide at his
hoof - poundi ng appr oach

He tried to | ook past them to seek Erixitl beyond, on sone clean, w ndswept
sl ope above the fields, but he couldn't. Halloran sensed that, with this
battl e, sonething deep and irrevocable had fallen between hinself and his
former conrades. No longer did he feel like a fugitive, wanting only to avoid
the soldiers of the I egion. Now he began to feel |ike their eneny.

Suddenly he squinted, distracted by sonething he glinpsed through a tree
line—a flash of color, nothing nore, that rem nded himof Erixitl's cloak
Spurring Stormto a gallop, he raced toward the row of greenery. As he
suspected, it marked the course of a shallow stream The mare plowed through
the water, throwing a curtain of spray before bounding easily up the far bank
H s eyes flared as he saw Alvarro some di stance away, straddling soneone on

t he ground. Another |egionnaire, disnounted and held two horses nearby. The
latter |ooked up at Hal with a wicked grin, expecting one of his conrades.
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Hal | oran recogni zed hi mas Vane, an unscrupul ous bully, one of Alvarro's
regul ar conpani ons.

"Hal!" Erix cried, struggling beneath the red-bearded brute. Al varro | ooked up
and stared at Halloran in shock, while Vane sneered and | eaped into his
saddl e. Drawi ng his sword, he thundered toward Hal

Gimy Halloran turned Storminto Vane's charge, draw ng and raising



Hel nstooth at the same tine. He thrust instinctively with the steel blade as
the two horses smashed shoul ders. The collision threw Hal fromthe saddl e even
as the mare noved ninbly to the side.

Vane's horse stunbled and fell, but its rider paid no heed, for Halloran had
st abbed hi mthrough the heart.

Al varro, meanwhile, |eaped up, |eaving Erix gasping on the ground. Blindly Ha
sprang to his feet and attacked. H s ankle throbbed fromhis fall, but his
l[inp didn't slow down his hatred or determ nation

"I see your treachery is conplete!" sneered Alvarro, driving Halloran back
with a two-handed bl ow. "Now you even kill for the savages!"”

The bl ades cl ashed together, and Hal felt pain shoot through his right arm
Tumbl i ng back, he couldn't twist away from Al varro's thrust. The man's bl ade
slipped behind his breastplate, slicing into the flesh between his ribs.

Red daggers of pain lanced through Hal's body as he recoiled fromthe wound.
Bl ood spurted onto his armand down his flank as he staggered to keep his

bal ance. Grimy he focused his gaze on the beastli ke man before him
Desperately Halloran swing his blade, fighting for his ow |ife because that
was the only way he could insure Erix's safety fromthis madman. Back and
forth they stunbled, slashing mghtily, each seeking a fatal opening. Sheer
agony slowed Hal's arm but by the force of his will, he kept fighting. Hatred
fueled him and he attacked with renewed strength.

Steel rang as the two bl ades net, and Hal used every ounce of his strength to
drive his weapon toward Alvarro's face. The man's grin twisted in fear at the
brutal onslaught. Alvarro's wist twisted back as he tried to deflect the

bl ow.

Wth a dull grunt of pain, the horseman suddenly
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dropped his sword. Hal stunbled forward, nearly collapsing as Alvarro | eaped
toward his horse. Sharp tongues of pain |ashed across Halloran's eyes, and he
couldn't pursue. His enemy got into the saddle and spun his mount away, in
seconds di sappearing in the direction of Palul

A inmbing weakly fromhis knees to his feet, Halloran turned to sweep Erixitl
into his arnms. Finally the dam of shock containing the tumult of her enotions
broke. Uncontrolled sobs wacked her body as, for a long while, she finally
gave vent to her grief.

"Hal | oran bel ongs to the eneny now, w thout a doubt," said Cordell softly.
Beside him in the bloody plaza of Palul, Alvarro grinned broadly.

"And, ny general, he is very near! W can seize himnow if we hurry! Gve ne

thirty horsenen, and I will have himin chains by norning!" Alvarro's eyes
fl ashed as he pl eaded.
Cordell 1 ooked at his captain, and his smle was not pleasant. "It's too bad

you and Vane couldn't bring himin. Wth this nuch warning and a fast horse,
Hal is sure to be gone by now. Besides, the men have fought a battle and will

be marchi ng again sooner than they know. | will not tire themout with a
fruitless chase by night."

Alvarro scom ed. He couldn't miss the rebuke in his commuander's words. "I tel
you, sir, he was aided by a hundred savages! | was lucky to escape with ny
life!™

"Neverthel ess, | see that you managed to do so," said Cordell wyly. Even

Al varro had sense enough to make no further argument. Still, he seethed

inwardly. It alnost seemed as if the captain-general didn't desire Halloran's
capture or death.

OCaggrande clumped up to them his arnor freshly polished. Hi s blade, cleaned
and sharpened, hung fromhis belt. Though the dwarf had shown no stomach for
the day's battle, he had commanded his crossbowren resolutely, follow ng
Cordell's command. Hi s disgust he kept, with difficulty, to hinself.

"The men have assenbl ed, General. Can | send themto rest now?" *
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"One monent, Captain." Cordell disnmissed Alvarro with a tilt of his head. "I

wi sh to speak to them"

Beyond the pyranid, the |egionnaires awaited their comuander. Cordel
approached the formation, assenbled in its trim neat rows. Then he turned and
wal ked al ong the rank of swordsmen standing at rigid attention, his heart
ready to burst with pride. These brave soldiers had turned a potentially

di sastrous anbush into a crushing victory, following his orders with speed and
resolute determination. He felt certain that the Mazticans woul d think |ong
and hard before they planned simlar treachery.

Part of his mind reflected on the turnabout. Cordell realized that this
victory could beconme a powerful and dramatic asset.

The CGol den Legi on must strike quickly now, while their enenies were
denoral i zed and conf used.

Many of his |egionnaires had been wounded, though even npbst of these now stood
at attention, hastily wapped bandages on heads, arms, or |egs. The

capt ai n-general knew that at |east two of his men had died in the battle, and
several nore were too badly wounded to nove. Bishou Dom n-cus attended to
them however, and Cordell had great faith in the cleric's healing powers.
Normal |y he woul d have granted the nen several days to rest after a fight such
as this. Repairing weapons, refitting equi pnment, healing mnor wounds—al

these things would contribute to the welfare and fitness of his troops.

Vet Cordell knew that now, scarce hours after the battle, the Golden Legion
stood ready to march. The swordsmen and the crossbownren, the cavalry, all of
them woul d fight another battle right now if he but gave the command. By Hel m
how he | oved these nmen! And knowi ng this, he understood a little nore about
the m nd-set of his enem es. The great Naltecona woul d doubt!| ess be shocked
and di smayed at the stories fromPalul. That advantage would only last for a
little while.

The capt ai n-general stopped and faced the trimranks. For a nonment, he
couldn't speak, so intense was his enotion. Finally he cleared his throat and
began in a clear, strong, voice.

151

DOUGLAS NI LES

"W have won a great victory today-—a victory against treachery and betrayal!
The vigilance of alm ghty Hel m gave us warning, and you stood ready to act. By
Helm you are the finest fighters on the face of the world! Together, we are

i nvi nci bl el

"This town, Palul, has gained an everlasting place in the annals of the Gol den
Legion for the battle that was fought here today. But aside fromthat

hi storical footnote, this place is nothing! It means nothing, it is worth
not hi ng, and we have nothing nore to do here!"

He paused again, drawing a deep breath and trying to control his surging
pride. Several monments passed before he coul d speak again.

"The real objective of this long march lies within our grasp now. Two nore
days of marching will take us to Nexal! There, am d mountains of silver and
gol d—there, in Nexal, will we find the true neasure of our worth!"

Shatil awoke suddenly, terrified by the darkness all around him He bolted
upward and cracked his head on the | ow stone ceiling. Cursing, he sat back
down and hel d his throbbing skull.

At least, with the blow, he renenbered that he was still in the secret tunne
bel ow the tenple of Zaltec. As soon as Zilti had closed the door behind him
Shatil had followed the steep stairway, in total darkness, to the bottom
There he had felt the outline of a small doorway. Wiile waiting for nightfall
overcome by his tension, forced inactivity, and fear, he had fallen asleep
Now his mind reeled with horror as he recalled the events that had led himto
this place. Palul! Did anything remain of his village? Did any of his

nei ghbors escape the fearful slaughter? It didn't seem possible. Winging his
hands, Shatil felt the winkled sheet of parchment given to himby Zilti. Wth
that sensation, his nmnd returned to his mission: the nessage. He had to get

t hat nmessage to Hoxitl.



Reasoning that it nmust be well after dark by now, he pushed at the stone door
Slowy, grudgingly, it slid open

Shatil emerged fromthe doorway and croucheoVbesi de
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t he base of the pyranmid, |ooking around the square in shock. A whole row of
houses now snol dered, mnere heaps of ash and shells of charred adobe. Bodies
lay everywhere. At first, in the darkness, he thought that sone of them were
nmovi ng. At closer |ook, he realized that the noving creatures were vultures
and crows that waddl ed about the square, feasting.

H s nerves froze suddenly as he heard a nonstrous, runbling grow . Shati!
gasped as one of the strangers' war creatures crept into sight, its hackles
rai sed. The thing growl ed again, showing its long fangs. It remninded the
Mazti can of a huge, shaggy coyote.

Then it sprang, and its jaws closed toward his face. The young priest reacted
instinctively, drawi ng his obsidian dagger fromhis belt. Tw sting away, he
grunted as the huge body slamed hi m agai nst the stone wall of the pyramd
The creature's maw cl anped shut, barely missing his throat. Shatil desperately
flailed with his dagger, scoring a cut in the animal's side as its nmonmentum
carried it past.

But the animal turned with startling quickness, attacking once again. Shati
rai sed a hand and then gasped in agony as the creature's steel jaws clanped
onto his wist. But at the same tine, he drove the knife forward, plunging it
through the animal's chest. Wth a shudder, it died.

Shatil fell backward agai nst the pyram d, wenching his armfromthe vicelike
jaws. He gasped in pain, struggling to remain conscious as a red haze drifted
across his vision. He felt blood flowing into his lap, but only slowmy canme to
realize the danger of his wound.

Shaking his head to ward off the groggi ness, Shatil clinbed to his feet.
Tearing a strip of cloth fromhis robe, he wapped it around the bl oody flesh
of his wrist. Though the bandage qui ckly becane sodden, he hoped it would stem
t he bl eedi ng enough to allow himto nove. He stunbled when he tried to walk,
but slowy he managed to stagger out of the square.

He saw that perhaps half the buildings in town had burned. Around him in the
remai ni ng houses, slept the victors of the day's battle.

If you could call it a battle, thought Shatil bitterly. His step
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grew stronger as he passed the | ast houses, striking out on the road to Nexal
Thousands of Mazticans had already fled this way, and doubtl ess Naltecona had
been told of the battle. But Shatil had a mission of his own. He had the
scroll that he needed to give to Hoxitl, patriarch of Zaltec in the city of
Nexal

H s step quickened. As his wist throbbed, he held it to his chest and fought
back the bile of his pain. He began to trot, and sonehow he held this pace

t hrough the rest of the night.

At dawn, he stopped to drink, but he felt no need for food. Acutely conscious
of the parchnent he had pledged to carry to Hoxitl, Shatil once again trotted
down the road.

H s god, he knew, would sustain him

Poshtli slipped through the darkness, appalled at the extent of the disaster.
H's route took himpast the ruined section of Palul, and he cane upon nany
badly burned survivors. These groaned and pl eaded for water; he hel ped as many
as he could, until his own waterskin was enpty.

He found no sign of Erixitl, and he began to wonder if he had enbarked upon a
fool's task. She could have lain, delirious, ten feet away from himand he

m ght have missed her in the gathering darkness.

It was with little hope that Poshtli started toward the rendezvous with

Hal  oran at the base of the ridge. He approached the nmeeting with a strange
sense of revulsion for his friend, sinply because Hal was of the people who



had done this. Yet he also knew shanme for the treacherous anmbush, all the nore
pat hetic now for its obvious |ack of success.

He heard Storm whinny quietly up ahead, and Poshtli noved toward Hal. He kept
his face carefully neutral, so as not to reveal any of his inner enotiona

t or ment.

But then he saw Erixitl, and he couldn't hold back the tears of joy. She

| eaped toward him then held the warrior tightly as he | ooked over her

shoul der at Hall oran. The expression of relief and joy on Hal's face bani shed
Poshtli's earlier pain. =*

154

VI PERHAND

"You are safe!" said Poshtli earnestly. "That is what | feared | woul d never
see. "

"Hal's hurt," Erix said, returning to the ex-Ilegionnaire. She had renoved his
breastpl ate, revealing a narrow puncture below his left arnmpit.

"I'"ll be fine," he grunted, trying to ignore the pain. "lIt's not serious."

"So many are dead," Erix said quietly, turning back to Poshtli. The warrior
could only nod nunbly; he had seen the proof. "Such mad butchery!" she
blurted, turning back to Hal. "Why? What nmakes these nen go mad with killing?"
Hal | owered his eyes, unable to neet her pain-filled, accusing stare. "The one
who seized you is a born killer. H's soul is dark and nmad. As to the rest. "
Hi s voice trailed off, shaneful

"The anmbush" Poshtli said to Erix. "Wo attacked first?"

"The strangers. W presented themwith a feast, and the |eader, Cordell

nmur dered Kal nak with one bl ow. He said things about treachery, and then he
killed him"

"He | earned about a planned attack, ordered by Naltecona. The feast was a
charade,"” Poshtli said softly, "to lure the invaders into a trap. But the ruse
ensnared the trappers, instead."

Erix | ooked at himin shock. She recalled the weapons, close at hand, used by
the warriors in the plaza, and she slowy realized that he spoke the truth.

But it was a truth that soothed none of the bitterness of the slaughter.
"Darien, the Bishou—either of them could have | earned about the trap through
sorcery of one kind or another," Hal expl ained.

"My father," Erix said finally. "I nmust go see that he is out of danger."

"I"ll go with you, if you'll let nme," offered Hal." Now that it's dark, we can
nove safely.”

"\fau have to come with nme," she said calmy. "Your wound nust be tended, and
you wi Il need rest before you can travel anywhere."

Poshtli stood up, then | ooked away fromthe pair for a nmonent. Wen he turned
back to them his face was set, though lined with regret.
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"There is certain, now, to be war,

he said. "And nmy duty to my nation becones

clear. | nust return to Nexal and offer my services to ny uncle.™

Hal | oran nodded, understanding. "Take Storm You'll need to travel fast to
reach the city before Cordell. He's certain to march soon."

"But .. ." Poshtli hesitated, |ooking questioningly fromErix to Halloran

[]13 "Hal needs to rest. H s wound runs deep," said Erix. "He will stay in ny
father's house. He will be easy to hide if you take the horse."

"Very well. | shall |eave you together/' said Poshtli, "and hope that you may
avoid the com ng ravages. May . .. Qotal watch over you."

"Good-bye, ny friend," said Halloran, ignoring his pain to rise and enbrace
the warrior. Erix, too, held the Nexalan tightly, but at |ast broke away to
| ook at himthrough m sty eyes.

"Take good care," she whispered, "that we nay see you again."

Poshtli bowed, smiling slightly. Then he turned and mounted the mare. Storm
pranced for a nmonent before wheeling to gallop into the night.

"The house is not far ... up there," Erix explained, pointing.

Hal nodded, grimaci ng agai nst the sudden spasmof pain in his chest. She |ed



himonto the | ower slope of the great ridge that sheltered Palul. The wonan
pushed t hrough thickets, slowy working her way higher

"We're staying off the trail," she explained when they stopped to rest after
several mnutes. "Can you nake it?"

"I'"ll be alt right." Hal managed a weak smile, and she took his hand. The fee
of her skin against his gave himstrength to rise and start upward again.

"Up here—e're close now," urged Erix, holding back thorny branches as Ha
scranbl ed after her. The inky cloak of night conpletely surrounded them
Finally she stopped at a small level shelf in the side of the ridge. "This is
nmy father's house."

Gasping for air after the clinb, Halloran raised his eyes to
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stare at the little structure. "Your home," he said, wth unusual gentl eness.
She | ooked at himin the darkness, and he wondered if she understood his
feelings.

He wanted to take her and hold her close, never to let her out of his sight
again. Below, in the village, men of his race and culture nade canp. Yet they
had becone as foreign to himas the scarred priests who practiced their
nightly butchery in Nexal. This wonman before himhad become the only anchor in
his life, his only source of purpose and nmeaning. He wanted to tell her all of
this, but the | ook of pain in her eyes conpelled himto silence.

"My daughter! You live!" The voice fromthe darkened doorway was full of
strength and joy. An old nan stepped into the yard, and Halloran saw himin
the Iight of the hal f-noon that had just risen. The fellow shuffled like the
blind man he was, yet he | ooked up with an alertness that nade Hal think he
saw nore than any of them

"And Shatil? He is with you?" Lotil's inflection showed that he already knew
t he answer.

"No, Father. | fear he perished in the tenple. The soldiers overran the
pyram d, destroying everything there."

The feat herworker slunped slightly, stepping back into the hut before turning
to face themagain. "And who is this who acconpani es you?" he asked.

"This is Halloran, the man | told you about, from across the sea. He cane from
Nexal to—to see if 1 was safe."” Briefly Erix told her father about the events
of that bl oody afternoon

"And the shadows, child—-are they still there?" asked the old nan.

“I... | don't know, Father," Erix replied, shaking her head m serably. "
can't see themat night, and I didn't | ook back at the town before sunset.”

"I nmyself can see very little," said Lotil. Neverthel ess he reached out wth
unerring aimand took one of each of their hands. "But some things it is given
me to see, and this | see for the two of you."

Hal loran felt the old man's surprisingly strong grip. Lotil's strength was a
confort to him and he returned the pressure, feeling a deep bond of
friendship form between him
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self and the old man. It was nore than the pressure of a handshake, but that
clasp seenmed to synbolize and define it for him

"My blind eyes can see that the two of you are linked," Lotil continued. "And
part of this link is formed of shadow—a darkness that was not dissipated by
the events of this day.

"But another part of the link, and, we can hope, the stronger part, is forned
of light. Together the two of you may yet bring light to a darkening world.
know, at l|east, that you must try."

"Light? Bring it to the world? Father, what do you nean?" asked Erix, |ooking
at Hailoran in wonder. He | ooked back, warned by the expression in her eyes
and by her father's words. Meanwhile, Lotil answered.

"l do not know, child. I wish that |I did." The old man turned to Hal. "Now,
you are wounded! Cone, lie here."



Hai l oran stared at the blind man in surprise, suddenly sensing again the sharp
pain in his chest. Erixitl took his armand led himtoward a straw mat in a
corner of the hut.

Before Hal reached it, the world began to spin around him He groaned, his

| egs collapsing as he barely sensed Lotil and Erix supporting him Looking
around, he blinked, but everything before his eyes slowy faded to bl ack
Chical, lord of the Eagle Knights, entered Naltecona's presence for once

wi t hout donning the rude garments normally required of visitors to the great
throne room

This time there was no need to affect a bedraggl ed appearance. The scars of
battl e marked the | egs, arns, and face of the warrior. Hi s once proud Eagle
cloak was a tattered rag. As he advanced toward the throne, he | ooked so
battered that it seened a miracle he could even wal k. Even so, he had fl own,
in avian form from Palul to Nexal

Now hi s pride sustained him holding his head high until he knelt before the
great pluma litter that was Naltecona's throne.

"Ri se and speak!" demanded the Revered Counsel or

"Most Revered One, it is disaster! A thousand tines worse than we could have
feared!" e
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"Tell me, man!" Naltecona |eaped to his feet. H s feathered cloak whirled
around himas he stal ked toward the groveling warrior. "Were is Kal nak?"
"Dead—slain by the first blow of the battle. My lord, they knew of the ambush.
They were prepared for it and unl eashed their own attack before we could act."
Weepi ng, Chical told the tale of the massacre, and Nal tecona sank back into
his litter. His face grew slack, his eyes vacant, to the point that it seened
he no | onger |istened.

"Then they sumoned killing snoke, a fog that reached its fingers into the

hi di ng pl aces of our nen, slaying themeven as they breathed. Revered One, we
nmust nake i mredi ate preparations if we hope to stand against nen |like this—f
i ndeed they are nen!"

"No, they are not," said Naltecona with a sigh. "It is clear now that they are
not nen at all."

He stood and paced slowy along his raised dais. The row of courtiers and
attendants behind himstared in universal terror and awe at the tear-streaked
face of Chical

"My lord," said the Eagle Knight, standing at last, "allow me to gather all of
our warriors. W can hold them at the causeways. W can keep them out of the
city."

Nal t econa sighed, a portentous sound in the vast throne room Evening's
shadows drew | ong across the floor while the ruler paced and thought. Finally
he stopped and faced Chicaf.

"No," he said. "There will be no battle at Nexal. | asked the gods to favor us
with a victory at Palul, to show that the invaders are indeed nortal nen. That
sign was not forthcom ng.

"The proof is clear,” Naltecona concluded. "The strangers are not nen but
gods. When they reach Nexal, we must greet themw th the respect due their
station."

"But, nmy lord—= Chical stepped forward boldly to object. He stopped suddenly,
frozen by the look in the Revered Counsellor's eyes.

"This is ny decision. Now |l eave me to ny prayers."
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From the chronicle of Coton

Painted in the |ast bl eak weeks of the Waning, as the end draws upon us.

| stand nute as | hear the words of Chical, a tale of grimterror about the
slayingin Palul. Again Naltecona orders his courtiers fromthe throne room
asking only me to remain.

Then, tonight, he rants and paces around ne. He accuses nme of deceit, and he



grovel s before the | oom ng presence of these strangers. Thoroughly cowed now,
he knows no recourse but abject surrender

For the first tine do | curse ny vow How | want to grasp his shoulders, to
shout ny know edge into his face, to awaken himfromhis blind stupor. Curse
him | want to tell himthat he opens the gates of the city to disaster, that
he paves the road to nake way for his own, and his people's, destruction

But | can say nothing, and at last he slunmbers. It is a fitful dozing, for as
he sl eeps, he dreans and he cries.
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The snoot h-carved bl ocks of stone fit together with precision, all of them
touchi ng snugly, supported by the weight of their neighbors to enclose the
done of the observatory. Here, on the highest hill of TulomlItzi, Qultec sat
wi th Zochi -mal oc and spent the |Iong night staring at the stars.

Holes in the donme of the observatory's ceiling allowed views into precisely
sel ected quadrants of the sky. Now the black sky showed no nmoon, for this was
the period of the black moon, when none could see it in the heavens. And
consequently, his teacher had pointed out, this was a splendid night for

Vi ewi ng the stars.

"But we know the moon will return. It waxes tonorrow, " expl ained the teacher
stating the obvious fact. "In a week, it will be half of its self, and in the
week following that, it will be full.

"Two weeks from now," Zochi mal oc continued with grimfinality, "and the noon
will be full."

"This | know, ny teacher," said @Qultec, confused. Zochinmal oc crossed the stone
floor of the observatory, gesturing upward through several holes toward the
west .

"And these stars, these wanderers," the old nan went on, as if he had not
heard Gultec. "These bright stars hold special portents for the world."

The Jaguar Knight felt it inappropriate to announce that this fact, too, was
known to him Instead, he listened as Zochi mal oc expl ai ned furt her

"I'n fourteen days, when the full nmoon rises, it will mask the three wanderers.
They wi |l di sappear behind it but remain unseen fromthe world."

"What does this mean, Master?" asked Qultec, intrigued by the description
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Zochi mal oc shook his head with a wy chuckle. "Wat does it nean? | know not

for certain. The full noon will shine over the world, as always, and great
things will happen—thi ngs we cannot predict, or perhaps even explain.
"But when next wanes the nmoon, the True Wrld will not be the sane.”

Ri di ng qui ckly throughout the first night after the battle, Poshtli passed
countl ess refugees. These Mazticans stared in awe at the warrior who gall oped
al ong the road atop the snorting nonster

He paused to rest a few hours around dawn, but then he thundered back onto the
road. He passed into the valley of Nexal by midnorning, and in a few hours,
the I athered mare raced across the causeway, carrying himthrough the streets
of the city, into the sacred plaza, to the doors of Naltecona's pal ace.
Leaving Stormwith a pair of terrified slaves, he ordered themto water and
feed the horse. Then he quickly made his way through the pal ace corridors to
the doors before the great throne roomitself.

Poshtli placed the ritual rags over his shoul ders and entered the throne room
He saw his uncle pacing on the dais, his agitation visible in every abrupt
gesture, every dark flash of his eyes.

Nal t econa gestured Poshtli forward quickly, before the warrior had perforned
the three floor-scraping bows nornmally required of visitors to the throne.
"\Where have you been?" demanded the Revered Counselor. "I have sent messengers
to search for you over the last two days."

"Tb Palul,"” the warrior replied. "I have seen the devastation there nyself.
Now 1 cone to offer my services in the defense of the city. I will fight

wher ever you want me, though as you know, | no longer carry the rank of Eagle



Kni ght . "

Nal t econa brushed the expl anation aside as if he had not heard. "You nust
remain by ny side now," the counselor directed his nephew "You, anong all ny
court, have conme to

VI PEHHAND

know sonet hi ng about these strangers. 1 will need you with nme when they enter
the city, which—according to the Eagles who watch their march—will be very
soon!"

"Enter the city?" Poshtli stood, stunned. "Don't you nean to fight then®"
"What is the point?" asked Naltecona sadly. "They cannot be beaten, and

per haps they should not be. Perhaps they are destined to claimNexal, to

i nherit the feathered throne of ny ancestors."”

Poshtli couldn't believe what he heard. "Uncle, | advise you to fight them
before they reach the city! Pull up the bridges, nmeet themw th a thousand
canoes full of warriors! True, the invaders are mghty, but they can be
killed! They bl eed and die as nen!"

Nal t econa stared at Poshtli, a hint of the old conmand in his eyes. The
younger nman pressed his case. "W outnunber them a hundred to one! If we hold
t he causeways, they cannot reach us here!"

But Nal t econa shook his head slowy, |ooking at Poshtli as a parent regards a
child who sinply doesnt grasp the subtleties of adult life. He patted his
nephew s shoul der, and the young man's spirit cried silently when he saw t he
| ook of dejection and defeat |urking deep within his uncle's eyes.

"Pl ease, Poshtli. You stay by ny side," said Naltecona.

H s heart breaking, the warrior could only nod and obey.

Shatil crept through the darkened streets of Nexal. He |linped on raw and

bl eeding feet, still clutching his gored wist to his chest. He had run for
the full day follow ng the massacre, but his steps had slowed to a wal k by
nightfall. Now, eight hours later, he shuffled toward the Geat Pyranmid in the
hours between ni dni ght and dawn.

Still holding the parchnent, though the rust-colored stain of his blood marred
one edge of it, Shatil thought of the nmessage he carried. He had | ooked at it
earlier in the day and was unable to suppress a gasp of astoni shment when he
unrolled it. The sheet was bl ank

| oo devoted a priest to question his patriarch's instructions, he had
continued his mission. He knew that there
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were many nysteries of Zaltec he had yet to understand.

H's robe and the ritually inflicted scars on his face and, arms distingui shed
himas a priest of Zaltec, so the Jaguar Knights guarding the gate to the
sacred plaza allowed himto enter with no questions. He stunbled toward the
pyram d, stopping at the small tenple building bel ow the | oom ng massif.

This was a square, stone structure, sunk halfway into the ground. It had

sl eeping and eating quarters for the priests serving at the Great Pyram d, as
well as holding cells for the victins of upcomng rituals.

Shatil passed through the | ow doorway and staggered down the short stairway
into the dark main room In the darkness, he heard a | ow grow, and he froze.
For a nonent, he renenbered the great war creature of the strangers, wondering
if the beast had sonehow risen fromthe dead and found himhere. At the sane
time, he recognized the delusion for what it was, realizing that his wound and
journey were taking a terrible toll. Then the tall figure of a Jaguar Knight
stepped into the sem darkness near the door

"What do you want, priest?" he inquired.

"I must see Hoxitl. It is very urgent!" Shatil gasped, slunping backward to

| ean agai nst the cool stone waU.

"Urgent enough to wake the patriarch fromhis sleep?" asked the warrior
skeptically.

"Yes!" spat Shatil, pushing hinmself upward to stand straight. He was the equa
of the Jaguar in height.

"What is it? Do you bring word from Pal ul ?* The question canme fromthe



darkness within the tenple, but Shatil recognized the high priest's voice.
"The Eagl es have already reported that the battle was a disaster."

"\es, Patriarch,"” Shatil said, his voice growi ng stronger. "The high priest
Zilti perished in that fight, as did many of our people. So, too, would I
have, but Zilti ordered ne to flee that | could bring this to you." Shati
hel d out the parchnent, and Hoxitl quickly took it.

"You have done well," said the patriarch. He unrolled the sheet and held it up
so that Shatil and the Jaguar Knight could | ook over his shoulders at the
page.

Shatil gasped as he saw a picture take shape there. ~That's
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the square!” he said, pointing to the feasting nultitudes of Mazticans and
legionnaires. "This is what it |ooked |ike before the battle."

The sheet resenbled a fine painting in its detail and conplexity and

bri ght ness of color. They | ooked first at the whole plaza, as it mght be seen
by a soaring bird. Then the inages becanme nore precise, and they saw Cordel
speaki ng pleasantly with Chical and Kal nak

'How can this happen?" Shatil inquired, amazed at the appearance of the
picture at all, not to mention its clarity and accuracy.

"The magi ¢ of hishna" expl ai ned Hoxitl brusquely. "The power of the fang and
the talon. The recreation of images is one of its greatest strengths. Now be
silent.”

As they observed the picture, ShauTs amazenent turned to shock. The picture
began to nove. They saw t he bl ack-robed w zard speaking to the warrior behind
t he houses. The scroll made no sound, but the warrior's meaning was cl ear
"The traitor!" spat the Jaguar. "He tells the eneny of our anmbush!"

"Through sorcery," observed Hoxitl. "See?" They watched the mage and the
warri or di sappear behind the house, screened fromview Then the picture
shifted, and they saw the scene froma different place, with a clear view of
the woman and her victim

The pal e woman t ouched her cl oaked hand to his throat in a gesture that seened
al nost tender, but then the warrior's back arched and he fell like a log to
the ground. He lay there, stiff, turning blue as his eyes nearly popped from
his head. Wthout a backward | ook, the woman left as soon as it was clear that
he was dead.

Then they wat ched nunbly as the battle unfolded, until at last Shatil had to
turn his eyes away. It had been enough to live through that horror once.
Hoxitl and the warrior stood for a long tinme, engrossed by the scene even as
they were appall ed. When Shatil |ooked again, the plaza was a snoking ruin,
bodi es and bl ood scattered everywhere.

"So it was in Palul,” muttered the Jaguar Knight as Hoxitl
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finally rolled up the sheet. "But it will not be in Nexal! W can pull up the
bri dges on the causeways, mass the warriors on the shore. \When the strangers
cone to the valley, we shall see that they never |eave!"

"W shall indeed see that they never |eave," agreed Hoxitl, "But not in the
way you i nagine."

"What do you nean?" asked the warrior

"Nal t econa has decreed that the strangers be welconed to our city as gods. The

causeways will not only remain in place, but they also will be decorated with
flowers to honor our 'guests.1l "
"How can this be?" demanded Shatil, appalled. "They nust be stopped before it

is too late!"
"Wul d that our Revered Counsel or was as wi se as a young priest," said Hoxitl

wyly. "But until that time, we nust plan and prepare . . . and wait. The cult
of the Viperhand grows daily and will be ready to strike when the tine cones.
"But cone, Shatil, you are injured. You must now have food and rest. Your

nmessage has proven nost enlightening, and its delivery shall not go



unr ewar ded. "

Shatil bowed his head, warned by the praise fromthis, the highest-ranking
nmenber of his order. "Patriarch, there is but one reward |I could ask."
"Speak your wi sh," urged Hoxitl. CQutside, dawn's purple glow had begun to
color the sacred pl aza.

"Wth this dawn's sacrifice, | wish to pledge ny life and body to Zaftec—+to
serve himin war as well as in ritual. Please, Patriarch, grant nme the brand
of the Viperhand," asked Shatil |evelly.

"It shall be as you desire—but not this norning. Tbnight," cane Hoxitl's
reply. "You rmust rest now. Cone here." The cleric took Shatil's wounded hand
and led himto one of the sleeping cells. By the tinme they reached it, Shati
saw wi th amazenent that the savage bite had heal ed.

"Col um, forward!" Daggrande barked the conmand, and the first conpany of the

| egi on, the crossbowren, started on the road to Nexal. In nmoments, conpanies
of
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sword and spear fell in after them

Cordell remained behind, mounted on his prancing charger. Darien, riding a

sl eek bl ack gel ding, waited beside him

Gradual ly, like a huge snake uncoiling itself fromthe confines of Palul, the
arny began to march. Great ranks of Kultakan warriors joined the procession
raising their spears to the captain-general as they passed. He had led themto
a victory greater than any in their history against the hated Nexal ans. Even
Cordel | 's decree ordering that none of the captives be sacrificed had failed
to dimtheir loyalty.

Dawn had barely purpled the sky when the first |egionnaires set out, but the
eastern horizon was pale blue by the tine the last of the warriors, the Payit,
mar ched out of the town. These nmen had played little role in the previous
day's fighting, and Cordell sensed that their pride was stung a bit when they
saw t he great success of the Kultakans. The Payit woul d be doughty fighters,

t hought the captai n-general +f he needed them

"The city is well protected by its |akes," explained Darien as Cordell and the
el frmage started out, riding through the fields beside the great marching file.
"What is your plan of attack?"

Cordell smiled, a narrowing of his already thin mouth. "I don't think an
attack will be necessary," he replied. He sensed Darien's surprise in the
sudden tilt of her head, but she said nothing.

"I am maki ng a guess about our prospective foe, the great Naltecona," Cordel
expl ai ned. He was pleased with his deduction, and he thought it sound, but he

desired Darien's confirmation of his judgnent, so he continued. "I'm guessing
that he is very much awed by us now. | shall not be surprised if we are

wel comed into his city as guests.”

Darien's smile was as tight as the nan's. "I hope you're right. It is a
ganbl e. "

"So is this march today," countered Cordell. "I know the men need rest, but

| ook at them"

He gestured at the troops, Maztican and | egionnaire, that they passed. Al the
men held their heads hi gh—and
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marched with a quick, firmstep. Many sal uted the captain-general as he rode
by.

I ndeed, the arny marched swiftly. Before too many hours had passed, they saw
the | oom ng bulk of the twin vol canoes, Zatal and Popot, rising fromthe

hori zon ahead. Between themlay the pass | eading to Nexal

Cordel | 's pul se quickened as the road carried themto they cool er heights. He
thrilled to a sense of epic nonentum as the approached the pass.

He knew that his destiny |ay beyond.

The wound began to fester on the first night, and the next norning Halloran
did not awaken. Fever pressed its fiery clasp around himas he | ay sensel ess,



unable to eat or drink or speak. Throughout that |ong day, his tenperature
clinmbed and sweat burst from his every pore.

Cccasionally, in cruel nockery of the fever, chills wacked Hal's body and
convul sions threw himabout the straw mat like a child' s toy, shaken hard by
its owner. Deliriumclained himby evening, and he grunted and cursed through
t he ni ght.

Erixitl remained by his side, trying to keep himcool, trying to cleanse the
i nfection that seeped fromhis wound. His nutterings recalled past battles as
he spoke of bl ood and snoke w thout an apparent pattern

Just once, when his back arched and his body grew rigid, he uttered a cry like
a lost youth. "Erix! My lovel Please!"™ H's voice choked, spitting garbled
syl l abl es. Then he forned words again: "By Helm | |ove you!"

H s eyes fl ashed open, unseeing, and then he collapsed linply on the bed. He
seened to rest for a few minutes before the sickness wacked hi magain.

By the second dawn, his breath came in rasping bursts, sonetimes seenming to
cease altogether. His pul se became too faint for detection even by Lotil's
sensitive touch.

As the sun clinbed all that nmorning, so did the fever. At high noon, the hot
sun bl azed agai nst the whitewashed house, though the |oose thatch of the roof
shi el ded some of the heat. Wthin, Hal withed and Erix adm ni steredcool
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spongi ng baths. The water all but sizzled, she thought, as she touched it to
hi s skin.

But as the sun sank and the cool evening breezes arose, the heat w acking

Hal 's body slowy dissipated. By sunset of the second day, he sl ept
confortably, even waking once to snmile faintly at Erix and gently squeeze her
hand.

He was going to live, she knew

He would live, and he | oved her. Unimagi nable relief flooded through her at
his recovery, and a strange warnth gripped her at the know edge of his |ove.
Rel easi ng her caged enotions at |ast, she held himas he slept, rejoicing in
the steady, strong rise and fall of his chest beneath her head.

And she knew that she loved himin return.

Shatil joined the other initiates in clinmbing the steep stairs to the top of
the Great Pyram d. A sense of deepest reverence gripped himas he | ooked bel ow
to see the priests leading the file of captives. Each would give his life and
his heart for one of the initiates into the cult.

The captives were nostly Kul takans, anong the few prisoners taken by the
Nexal an warriors outside Palul. Not know ng of Cordell's edict, of course,
Shatil assumed that the hundreds of Nexal ans taken prisoners there faced a
simlar fate upon Kultakan altars.

At the top, he looked to the east. H gh up the slope of the valley, in the
saddl e between the two great vol canoes, he could see the glittering fires of
the I egion's canp. They would reach the city tonorrow-and Naltecona woul d
admt them as his guests.

"Kneel I'" Hoxitl barked the command as Shatil, first of the initiates, stepped
f or war d.

Shatil knelt, anticipation tingling through his body as Hoxitl sliced open the
chest of a captive and pulled forth the slick, bloody heart. The high priest
held the flesh toward the setting sun, then tossed it into the heart of the
st at ue.

Turning toward the kneeling figure of Shatil, Hoxitl extended his hand, then
paused. Bl ood dripped unnoticed fromhis fingers as he fixed Shatil with a
penetrating stare.
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Al the young priest's past failings, he felt, were bared to that gaze.

But so, too, was his passionate devotion to Zaltec, and this was the know edge
Hoxitl sought.



"Wth this brand, your life belongs to Zaltec, everlasting master of night and
war. Your blood, your heart, your very soul itself are his, to be spent as he
desires, in the furtherance of his alnighty nane!"

"I understand and accept,” Shatil intoned. He lifted his head and bared his
teeth, preparing for the touch of Hoxitl's hand.

"Through this sign, let the m ght of Zaltec protect you! May it harden your
skin, proof against the silver weapons of the eneny. May it sharpen your eye
and qui cken your wit, that when the killing begins, you shall neither falter
nor fail!"

Joy surged through Shatil's body. He was ready now for the brand.

But in truth, nothing could prepare himfor the searing agony that hissed into
his skin, crackling like lightning through every nerve and fiber of his body.
He stiffened re-flexively but didn't cry out. Clenching his teeth, Shatil felt
sweat break out across his face, trickling unhindered across his skin and onto
the ground. Still he kept silent, grimacing. The |leering face of the high
priest filled Shatil's vision as Hoxitl |eaned over him

The stench of burned flesh wafted upward fromthe wound, and finally the
patriarch pulled his hand away. Shatil swayed drunkenly, but then he felt a
new, tingling sense of mght surge through his body. He sprang to his feet,

the brand still snoking on his chest.
Energy thrunmed through his body. A fire blazed hot in his heart, and Shati
knew that he was ready to kill or die for Zaltec. He felt invincible. Nunbly,

striving to contain his exultation, he stepped to the side and wat ched.

One by one, a file of a dozen aspirants went through the ritual after Shatil
Several of these were Jaguar Knights, and a pair were priests of Zaltec, but
nopst were conmon spear nen

One of the spearnmen cried out when the brand was ap-
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plied, and the apprentices imediately lifted himto the altar, where Hoxitl
tore out his heart and offered it to the statue in penance for the man's | ack
of faith. The remamining initiates accepted the brand, like Shatil, with the
silence and stoicismof true fanatics.

At last they all stood in a row before Hoxitl. The high priest addressed them
whil e the apprentices tossed the bodies of the ritual's victinms down the back
of the pyramd

"You are brave, true nmen, and nenbers of a sacred order—the cult of the

Vi per hand. Qur purpose is the destruction of the strangers from across the
sea, who threaten not only our land, but also our very gods thenselves!" The
priest paused, fixing each of themw th his passionate gaze.

"Now | nust command you to do a very difficult thing, in the nane of Zaltec.
nmust order you to wait! Qur numbers grow nightly, and soon we will have the
forces we need to overwhel mthem Tonorrow they enter the city, and soon you
will receive the conmand to attack

"Until then, you nust avoid the strangers. |If you go near them the power of
Zaltec may compel you to kill

"But | pronise you this: Wien the tinme for action arrives, we shall strike,
and strike quickly. There will be killing aplenty for each of you.

"And Zaltec will eat well."

At dawn the | egion nmarched, ready for war but hoping for peace. The horsenen,
| ances ready, trotted in the lead, riding forward and back through the fields
to either side of the road. The compani es of sword and crossbow marched in

| oose ranks, ready for speedy depl oynment. The Kultakans and Payit warriors
extended in an elongated colum that trailed into the distance behind
Cordel|'s veterans.

Below themlay the great city in its green and fertile valley. The four | akes
sparkled in the rising sun, and the lush fields bore crops approaching the
full ness of harvest.

And they knew that, at least for now, it would be peace, not war. The road was
clear all the way onto a wi de causeway that crossed the | ake, straight into



the city.
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Leadi ng his colum, Cordell caught his breath at the grandeur of Nexal. Its
bui | di ngs, great and small, gleaned in the sunlight. Ampong the whiteness of

t hese structures, he saw bedazzling flashes of color from gardens and narkets.
"WIIl the wonders of Hel mnever cease,” nurnured the Bishou as he and Darien
rode up beside the conmander. "Who woul d have thought these pagan savages
could have built a place Iike this?"

Cordell's awed silence served as anpl e answer.

"They prepare to wel come us," observed Darien

I ndeed, as the legion quickened its pace into the valley, they saw feathered
em ssaries waiting for thembefore the causeway. A cool breeze eased the heat
of the march, and the wonders arrayed before them gave the march an eager air
of antici pation.

Soon the advance guard of horsenen reached the | ake-shore, and by that tine,
t hey discerned additional details: The causeway had been strewn with fl owers;
a great crowd lined the streets of the city; and the emi ssaries were
acconpani ed by finely wapped bundles, indicating that Nalte-cona had sent yet
nore presents.

When they had reached the shore, they recieved the final proof of welcone.
Cordell halted before the emissaries, but didn't disnount. H s black eyes

| ocked in a hard stare down the | ength of the causeway.

He guessed, correctly, that Naltecona came to greet him

The Revered Counsel or of Nexal, lordly master of the Heart of the True World,
rode upon a feathered litter that hovered several feet off the ground like a
soft, plunp mattress. A canopy of pluma swung gently over his head, suspended
magi cally to provide Naltecona wth shade.

Bef ore him canme a procession of richly robed courtiers, spreading additional
flowers on the causeway so that that his litter floated over a solid surface
of blossons. Behind the litter came several beautiful maidens, waving great
fans over the counselor's head.

The litter floated al ong the causeway toward Cordell. Behind Naltecona cane
still nore feathered, caped, and colorfully dressed Mazticans, bearing
addi ti onal bundles of gifts. Nexalans lined both edges of the causeway and
prostrated
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t hensel ves, pressing their faces to the stones as their ruler floated past.
Halti ng several dozen paces from Cordell, the litter lowered to the ground and

adjusted its formso that Naltecona rose snoothly to his feet, through no
apparent effort of his own. The ruler stood tall and wal ked with inmense
dignity. A towering crown of enerald feathers waved high over his head. A
brilliant framework of plumage accentuated and exaggerated the breadth of his
shoul ders. Hi s handsone face was split by a sharp, aquiline nose, and his eyes
observed with intelligence and curiosity, and perhaps a little awe.

Now Cordel | disnmounted, carefully wal king forward so that the two nmen net
exactly hal fway between their different conveyances. Several steps behind him
the petite figure of Darien, heavily cl oaked agai nst the bright sun, followed
to translate.

"My great captain-general” began Naltecona, "I welcone you and your nen to ny
city. | invite you into nmy father's palace, there to stay as ny honored
guests. "

After Darien translated, Cordell smiled smoothly, offering a slight bow "This
is an invitation | amgrateful to receive," he replied. "Qur reception to
other places in Maztica has not always been so pl easant."

"W greet you with open hands," said Naltecona guilelessly. "But | mnust ask
that your allies—eur ancient enem es, the Kultakans—remain encanped on the
shore of the |ake and do not cross to our island.”

"They will acconpany us to the city," said Cordell, leveling his black eyes on



the Revered Counsel or.

"But there is insufficient roomin the city," continued the Mztican | ord.
"And it will be difficult to persuade my people to—=

"They can sleep in the streets if they have to," interrupted the comrander
"but the Kultakans enter the city with us.”

"Very well." Naltecona di pped his head slightly in involuntary aqui escence.
In another minute, the Col den Legion started across the causeway. Silent,
staring crowds of Mazticans stood along the path but gave them plenty of room
Canoes filled the
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| akes to either side of the roadway. Ahead of the |egion | oonmed the fabul ous,
exotic city of Nexal, the Heart of the True World.

From the chronicles of Colon

Before a tangl ed array of godhood, man awaits his fate.

The followers of Helmenter Nexal, and with them comes their powerful god.
Zaltec seethes in resentnment, and between the two i mortal beings are sown the
seeds of terror and confusion

| feel the presence of the strangers all through the city. Their great beasts
have been tethered beyond ny tenple door. Their stench is everywhere, and
their hunger for gold is a pal pable thing, a kind of hunger | have never felt
bef ore.

But even as the strangers hunger for gold, so does the cult of the Viperhand

hunger for war. They have been restrained by the will of Naltecona, though
this is a tenuous bond.

It will require but little pressure for the invaders to snap themfree.
174
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"This was the palace of nmy father, Axalt," explained Naltecona, ushering
Cordell and Darien through a huge doorway into a long, airy corridor. Poshtl
foll owed, unconfortable and uncertain in his new role as adviser to the
counsel or. The colorful finery of court hung awkwardly on his shoul ders, and
he wi shed for the sinple confort of his Eagle cloak

But that, of course, he could never wear again.

Nal t econa continued. "Now it would honor nme if you would nmake it your hone."
The pal ace, nearly as grand as Naltecona's own, was anot her of the great

buil dings in the sacred plaza. The Kulta-kan and Payit ranks of Cordell's arny
made canp in the plaza, watched by tense, nervous Nexal an warriors. The

| egi onnai res, however, would occupy this huge edifice.

"You show us a grand wel cone," observed Cordell, through Darien as usual. The
el fwoman now wore a scarlet silken tunic instead of her robe. The white skin
of her legs and arns stood in stark contrast to the material, and a
ruby-encrusted hairpin gave a burst of color to her long white hair. She was

very beautiful, in an icy and al oof way, thought Posht Ei

"I must disbelieve the tales | have heard—ties, doubtlessly—that it was you
who ordered the | egion attacked in Palul." Cordell paused to gauge the Revered
Counsel or' s answer.

"Yes, lies," said Naltecona with a downward | ook. "The chiefs who would
practice such treachery will certainly be punished!"

"I believe that they already have been," noted Cordell dryly. "I only hope
that their nunmbers do not grow again,
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for our reprisals nmust, at that instance, become truly harsh.”

"You have ny word on it," replied the Revered Counsel or of Nexal

"Very well." For a while, they tal ked pleasantries, as Cor-dell found hinself
expressi ng genui ne astoni shnment and delight at the wonders of Axalt's pal ace.
They wal ked t hrough huge gardens wi th pl easant, meandering paths, fountains
and pools, and brilliant-flowered plants and bushes.

Huge roons seened to be nothing nore than airy galleries, with splendid
tapestries, featherpictures, and paintings on the walls. Gher walls were



lined with niches, and in these stood small statues of jade and obsidi an
Finally they came to a chanber hol ding many objects of gold. As they entered,
several full-size replicas of human heads, each heavier than a man could lift,
stared from ni ches al ong the wall.

"The |ikenesses of the Revered Counsel ors of Nexal," explained Naltecona. "It
is aline that goes back through fifteen nmen, all of them menbers of ny
famly.'

Poshtli watched Darien's and Cordell's eyes as they wal ked al ong the
gold-lined wall. The el fwonman's were cold, unaffected by the riches. But

Cordel | 's dark eyes flashed, washing over the gol den objects with a |ust that
the warrior could al nost feel

"It is agrand tradition," said Cordell. "I want to assure you that we have no
intention of bringing it to an end.”

Nal t econa paused and | ooked at the captain-general after Darien translated
this statement. The two men found each others' eyes inscrutable.

"And now | rust speak frankly," said Cordell. "I do so, knowi ng you will see
and understand. "

As he spoke, he raised his arms and stepped forward, blocking Darien. As soon
as she translated his words, she added a qui et phrase of her own, an

enchant nent, as she cast the spell upon Cordell hinself.

Nal t econa gasped and stepped backward, awestruck as the captain-general began
to grow. Poshtli reached reflex-ively for his maca, forgetting that he was

unarmed. He stared in awe, unaware of Darien's spell. Cordell's body* and
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his clothing and sword, began to increase in size until he quickly attained a
hei ght of some twelve feet. Hi s head al nost touching the inside of the

t hat ched roof, the commuander planted his fists on his hips and stared down at
Nal t econa.

The Revered Counsel or took anot her backward step, but then stood firm
fighting an al nost overwhel mi ng conmpul sion to flee.

"You are a great man, Naltecona of \exal." said Cordell, his voice a deep
"unbl e. "But so, you must understand, aml. Let this l[ittle denonstration
convi nce you of that."

"Indeed, so it does," whispered the Maztican. As Naltecona and Poshtli stared
at Cordell, Darien slipped off to the*side. She quickly and silently cast a
spel | upon the section of wall between two of the golden busts. This tine,
however, Poshtli observed the gesture. \When Cordell spoke again, Darien picked
up the translation smoothly, while Poshtli stared at the wall and wondered.
"Know, too, that any treacheries planned against us will be found out! W will
| earn of such acts through ways you cannot possibly inagine." Cordell turned,
addressing the section of wall Darien had worked her magi c on nmonments earlier
"I's this not so?"

The surface of the wall distorted and stretched for a nonent, then reveal ed
the clear outline of a giant human mouth. The |ips and teeth and tongue were
pale, like the wall, but their shape was unni st akabl e.

Then the nouth spoke. "Indeed, Master, it is so."

Nal t econa shook his head in shock while Poshtli narrowed his eyes. Sorcery or
not, the warrior knew that surprise would be difficult to attain if his eneny
could gain information fromthe very walls thensel ves. Wen he turned back to
face the | ooni ng commander, the Revered Counselor was in no nood to offer, or
order, resistance. "W shall be true to our obligations as your hosts,"” he

pl edged.

"Excellent!" A whispered word from Darien, unheard by Naltecona, brought
Cordell quickly back to his normal size. Poshtli saw this command as well.
"And your hospitality, ny lord, is nost overwhel mi ng. Such quarters as these
DOUGLAS NI LES

surpass our w | dest expectations. In truth, we are your hunble guests."

A conch-shell horn sounded in the distance, announcing the start of the
evening's sacrificial procession



"You must excuse ne," said Naltecona, with a deep bow "M/ presence is
required at the evening services."

"For the nurder of hel pless captives?" barked Cordell, knowing all too well
the nature of these rituals. "Suppose a greater force conpelled you to order
that these pagan rites cease?"

Nal t econa | ooked at himwith a hint of regret in his eyes. "Should |I give such
an order, ny people would fear that the sun would fail to rise in the norning.
My influence over themwould cease at that time, for they would know t hat

was mad.

"I't would nean that a new Revered Counsel br would take ny throne. The rites,

of course, would continue."”

For a nonent |onger, Cordell glared at the Revered Counselor, tenpted to
chal | enge himon the issue. Something in the Maztican's | evel gaze convinced
hi mthat Nal tecona spoke the truth, however. And the practice of sacrifice was
far fromtheir nost pressing concern, he rem nded hinself, with a ook at the
gl eam ng wal | of gold.

"Make yoursel ves confortable here. O course, slaves have been appointed for
your use. There will be sufficient roomfor your nen, | trust?"

"Yes, plenty. The Kultakans and Payit will canp outside the palace in that big
square," Cordell said breezily.

"I need tell you again that the presence of our enenies anpbng us, canping in
the sacred heart of our city, is an affront to all Nexal. The people resent

themand will quickly grow restless with restraint."” Naltecona repeated the
argunents he had made when Cordell's allies had first entered the city.

"We' || keep our eyes on the situation," prom sed the general. "But for now,
they stay."

"As you conmmand, " replied the lord and naster of Nexal
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Hal | oran recovered swi ftly after his fever broke, though his wound remained a
pai nful rem nder of the battle. Still weak, he slept nuch. He al so enjoyed the

hot mayzcakes, beans, and fruits that Erixitl brought to himin a steady
stream at |east while he remained awake.

Most of his sustenance cane fromthe beans and mayz, though she prepared these
with a variety of spices that nade each neal a new and exciting experience. He
even found hinmself enjoying the hot burn of the sharp peppers with which she
| aced his food. And the thin, spiced chocolate she gave himto drink was a
rare treat.

They spoke little of the past, or the future. For a while, it seened enough
that they could be together. |Indeed, it would be days before Hal's wound

heal ed enough to allow themto think about nmuch el se. Although he could rest
with little pain, the puncture becane very sore when he noved around.

If his waking hours passed pl easantly enough, the sanme was not so with his
sleep. He had vivid, terrifying dreans of the nmassacre and someti nes awoke
tense with fear over Erix's safety. But these concerns he kept to hinself.
One dark night he awakened after such a dream sweating froman imge of Erix
run down by a charging line of lancers, led by Halloran hinmself. Hal |ay
still, staring at the thatched roof of the house, and gradually his terror
passed.

Erixitl, he saw, was not in the house. He rose, noticing with nild pleasure
that his wound was giving himless pain with each passing day.

"I couldn't sleep,"” he said, emerging fromthe house to find Erixitl in the
yard. The nmoon was a half-circle in the east, rising high in the clear
star-speckl ed sky. A few hours renai ned before dawn.

The wonan sat on the ground, her |egs crossed, |eaning back on her hands with

her eyes skyward. "It's so beautiful up there," she said. "So crisp and
clear."”

Hal | oran settl ed beside her silently. He, too, |ooked at the night sky and saw
its beauty.

"There's the ridge," Erixitl said, |owering her eyes fromthe heavens



slightly. The great shadow of the high slope | oomed over them "It was up
there that | was captured and
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taken into slavery." She turned to look at him "I haven't gone back up there
since |I've conme home. It's silly, | guess, but I'mfrightened."

"You have good cause," offered Hal. He pictured Erix as a young girl, seized
by a jaguar-skinned warrior who enmerged fromthe bushes to take her and fl ee.
"Anyone woul d want to forget." He thought of the battered town in the valley
bel ow, and of how nmuch he wanted to forget that.

She | ooked at himoddly. Suddenly she rose to her feet. Halloran foll owed her
exanpl e, also follow ng as she crossed the yard. Wen she started up the steep
sl ope, he cane after, on a narrowtrail that they followed w thout difficulty
in the noonlight.

For sonme tine, they clinbed in silence. The house, the village, the valley
bottom all dropped away behind them Even the scent of snpbke and ash and bl ood
fromruined Palul dissipated with distance. The wind freshened up here, and it
was confortably cool against their skin. It washed around them and seened to
cl eanse sone of the horror away. Still, Halloran felt the lingering presence
of death behind them

They reached the top and stopped. Erix pointed out the narrow draw where the
Kul t akan warrior had captured her. She explained that her father's bird snares
had, at that tine, extended all along the upper slopes of the ridge. Then her
eyes drifted upward again.

"It seens alnost as if you can touch them" she said. The stars blinked in a

great dome around them The faint illumination of dawn streaked the eastern
hori zon, prom sing eventual sunrise. "I wish the sun would wait awhile before
he rises . .. just today."

"I'f I could stop it—himfor you, | would," Hal said. He wanted to tell her
that he woul d do anyt hing she asked. Again the nental pictures of the

sl aughter at Palul came to him and he could no longer remain nute. "Wen
feared that you'd be caught in the battle, ny terror was worse than any | have
ever known."

She smled and took his hands. "I think that | knew you'd cone for ne,
said softly.

"Your father spoke of us together. Shadows and |ight, he said. \Wat does it
mean?" *
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"Perhaps he neans the colors of our skins," she |laughed. Wth the sound of her
| aughter, Hal knew that he could never again | et her go.

she

"Erixitl, do you know that I... | love you?" Hal asked, his voice taut. He
feared to | ook at her face as he spoke.

"Yes, | know," she said. Her brown eyes were wi de, and he wanted to fall into
them as she | ooked up at him

"Do ... do you . " H's voice caught. In answer, she reached her hands up

around his shoul ders, pulling his head down to hers. Halloran crushed his |ips
to her, and she drew themtogether with fiery strength. They remained in this
enbrace for a long tinme, clinging to each other for |ove, and strength, and
hope. For these nonents, Hal was aware only of this warm |oving wonan in his
ar ns.

But then the visions of treachery and slaughter returned. Halloran broke away

with a tortured groan. "I can't get the pictures out of ny mnd!'" He cl asped
his hands to his eyes, rubbing them savagely, but still he saw the bl ood and
t he death and the crying.

"We can't forget the killing," said Erix. Her voice was thick and her eyes

filled with tears. "But neither can we deny our own life."

When her dress fell to the ground, Erixitl's skin glowed in the nmoonlight with
a brilliant copper sheen. Her beauty, and his love for her, drove every other

i mge fromHal-loran's m nd.



"The tine draws close,” hissed the Ancestor, "and our plan hangs by a thread
that can be sliced off by the life of a young worman!" Unprecedented passion
bl azed in his words.

"I repeat to you all: She nust be killed!" The Darkfyre surged upward with his
conmand, swelling around the dark-robed drow gathered in the heart of the

H ghcave. The seething cal dron shook with a deep resonance that caused the
very heart of the mountain to runble. Red coals flared and waned, and the
infernal crimson glow rose and fell in a steady pul se.

"The i nvaders have entered Nexal. The stage is set for Naltecona's death and
the cult's preem nence. Al our plans,
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our centuries of preparations, stand in danger because this worman |ives!"
The Ancestor trenbled, so pal pable was his rage. And with himtrenbled the
bedrock of the Hi ghcave.

"She will return to Nexal nowshe nust. And there we will find her. Alert al
the priests, but that is not enough. The bungling of those human clerics has
beconme all too apparent.

"This time, we will go ourselves."” The drow around him stood still, in shock
"Yes, nmy children. W can no longer remain in the sanctity and solitude of our
lair. W will enter the city by night and search it fromend to end if we
must!"

Under Cordell's orders, |egionnaires had assenbl ed beanms and pl anks to make
tabl es and benches in the pal ace. Now Bi shou Domi ncus and Captain Al varro
enjoyed the luxury of a fine nmeal, served by pretty Mztican slave girls. Wth
a satisifed smacking of lips, the cleric savored the succulent leg of a
turkey. The greasy bones of the second leg and a thigh lay on the crude table
besi de him

Alvarro cast a sideways gl ance at the Bishou, noting that they were al one
except for the slaves. Kardann had eaten with them but the assessor had left,
declaring his intention to explore the pal ace that now served as the legion's
barr acks.

"Hal | oran was there at Palul," grunted the red-bearded captain of horse.

The Bi shou stiffened. "You saw hin?" The cleric's brows darkened grinly.

Al varro nodded.

"And he escaped? He lives?"

The captain cursed and lied. "He fought beside a hundred of those savage
warriors. | was al one, except for Vane. W could do nothing!"

"But Cordell —surely you told him™"

Alvarro related the tale of the captain-general's indifference, while the

Bi shou seet hed.

"My daughter's death will not be avenged as long as Halloran lives!" grow ed
Dom ncus. The fact that HalloMh had
VI PERHAND

been powerless to prevent Marline's sacrifice nmeant nothing to the cleric; the
man had been forever branded as one with the savages in his mind

Suddenly the pudgy form of the assessor burst through the door. H's face was
flushed with excitenment. "Cone here—one this way!" Kardann cried.

"What is it, man?" demanded the Bishou, reluctant to | eave his repast. Alvarro
rose, however, and so the cleric foll owed.

The assessor from Am | ed Bi shou Domi ncus and Captain Alvarro down one of the
long corridors in the palace. "It's in here!" Kardan gasped excitedly.

The two men followed himinto a small roomwi th multiple colums around its
peri phery, and many col orful frescoes depicting the nountains and fertile |and
surrounding the lake and the city. It |ooked |like a passageway, except that
the far end was nmerely a blank wall, not an entrance or hallway.

"Look! | dont know what it is, but it's got to be sonmething. Look at this!"
Barely containing his excitement, the pudgy assessor held up his lantern and
gestured toward the wall at the back of the room

"What is it?" snapped the Bishou irritably. "You pulled ne away from a good



nmeal , dragged nme hal fway across the pal ace—=

"Me, too," grumbled Alvarro. "And now we hear that you don't even know what
you' ve found! Couldn't it wait till after dinner?"

But now Bi shou Dom ncus | eaned close to the wall, intrigued. Alvarro ceased
conpl ai ni ng | ong enough to investigate whatever it was that had captured the
cleric's attention.

"There's definitely some kind of a doorway here," said Dom ncus, stepping
closer to the wall. "Look, here's a crack where you can see the top of it—and
here, these are the sides. It's a secret door!"

The Bishou turned to Kardann. "Let's see if we can get it open. There's got to
be a catch, a release or sonething, around here sonmewhere."

"Look." Alvarro had his dagger out and probed al ong the
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base of the concealed door. He found a slot in the floor, less than a

hal f-i nch wi de, and the horsenman inserted the tip of his weapon there.

They heard a sharp click as Alvarro pressed down with the sword. "Push" he
impatiently told the others.

Kardann and the Bi shou | eaned agai nst the outline of the door and felt the
portal swing easily inward. "Quick—get the [anp!" urged the assessor

As the yell ow beans of |ight spread across the |large secret chamber, all three
men gasped in astonishment. Alvarro raised the lanp high and stepped into the
room closely followed by the other two.

"I't's unbelievable!" whispered the Bishou, staring around in shock

The ot hers, awestruck, didn't answer. They advanced slowy, stunbling over
objects on the floor, stunned. Staring across the expanse of the |large room
fully lit by Kardann's lantern, they saw nounds of gold around them Gol den
shields, plates and bow s of the netal, box after box filled wth dust of
purest gold, all of these things scattered across the floor, piled high, and
extending fromwall to wall

Around themthey saw a fortune in gold, one that put all of their previous
treasures to shane.

"You are man and wife, now, in the presence of the god," said Lotil as
Hal | oran and Erix entered the house after daybreak

The pair stopped in surprise. The old man chuckl ed and urged themto continue
i nsi de.

"If that is the custom of your people, so be it," said Halloran, placing his
arms around Erixitl. H's reaction surprised even hinmself with its total
conviction, but he realized that a lifetime with Erixitl was the natura

extension of the |love they shared. "I want you to be nmy wi fe—are you?"

"Do you make this pledge for our lifetimes?" she asked.

"Yes."

"And | do, as well,"” replied Erix. "But it is not the custom of our people.
Why do you say that we are already married, Father?" v
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"This is not a matter of custom not the custom of our people nor of any
people. It is a matter of destiny. It is in the Iight and the dark that you
see, the light and dark that you are.

"Don't you see what has cone together in the two of you?" asked Lotil. "Even
I, blind as a stone, can tell. This man conmes across the great ocean, and then
departs his conrades. You are taken fromyour home into slavery, and |ed
across the True Wrld so that you will be there when he | ands!

"Then— Lotil paused to |augh, ready to lay the clinching seal on his
argunents "—then cones the couatl, harbinger of Qotal, and he gives you the
gift of the strangers' tongue. Now you conme here, to Nexal, where you see not
only the shadows of inpending disaster, but also the Iight of potential hope.
It is right that the two of you face this |light and darkness together, for
that is how you can both be truly strong."

"You are right," Erix said softly, taking Hal's hand.



"Now cone inside. We must talk." Lotil ushered themto the mats by the kitchen
hearth. They sat, and he presented them each with cups of hot, spicy cocoa and
mayzcakes w apped around cooked eggs.

"Man and wife in the presence of (he god, you said.” Halloran raised one
eyebrow i n question as Lotil sat beside them "You nean Qotal ?"

"Yes, the Plumed One, of course,” replied the old man. "The one true god who
of fers any hope of survival in this age of chaos and doom"

"Yes, |'ve heard of Qotal. But Erixitl tells me that he left Maztica centuries
ago. Even his clerics are bound to silence.™

"But do not forget that Qotal promised to return. There were to be severa
har bi ngers of his return, and one of them has already occurred."

Erixitl nodded. "True. W saw a couatl. | know that the feathered snake is
supposed to be the first sign."

"No one knows about the others, of course," Lotil explained to botb of them
"Somet hi ng about a C oak of One Plume and the |Ice of Summrer. |nmagine! A
feather |arge enough to make a cloak. Or water, frozen beneath
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the hot summer sun ... or nmoon. But the couatl, that is indeed sonething.

"And as to you, my son" Lotil continued with true affection, turning to
Hal | oran. "There is, of course, the matter of the dowy."

Hal wat ched curiously as Lotil got up and went to a box in the corner of his
house. He reached inside and began to rumrmage about.

Hal | oran | ooked back at Erixitl and caught her smiling at him Hs wife! It
began to dawn on himthat his wish was conming true. He remenbered the promn se
he had made to hinsel f+hat he would never again allow her to be apart from
him and felt only joy at the prospect of its fulfillnment.

Erixitl reached out and took his hand, and in the gl ow of her face, he saw al
t he hope he needed. The questions of their future, he resol ved, would be
answered as they were asked.

"Here," said Lotil, returning to the hearthside at last. In his hand he held a
pair of small feathered rings. "Hold out your hands."

Hal loran did as he was told, and Lotil slid the rings over his hands. They
fit, snugly and confortably, on his wists. The feathers were tiny tufts of

pl umage, and the surface of the rings lay snooth agai nst his skin.

"Use themwell. They may not | ook |ike nuch, but | think that you will...
appreciate them" Lotil patted Hal's shoul der affectionately.

"Thank you—thank you very nuch,"” he replied sincerely. "But use them how? \Wat
do they do?"

"In good time, ny son, in good time. But now we must cel ebrate!"”

They feasted on one of the ducks that had |lived—+o no purpose, Hal had thought
until now-around the house. LotU even produced a jug of octal he had been
saving for some such occasion. As they ate and drank, Halloran and Erix felt a
warm sense of well-being. It perneated the air in the room their
conversation, even their bodies thensel ves.

The arm es of Nexal and the |egion remained far away. That city, with its
sacrifices, its cult of violence, its strident
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tensions, didn't enter their m nds.

Only once, when Erixitl |ooked at the door, outlined in clear daylight, did
she see the shadows |ingering.

"It's every bit as fabulous as you clained," admtted Cor-dell, clapping
Kardann on the shoulder. "This, ny good assessor, is a very inportant
di scovery!"

Several |egionnaires sorted and stacked objects of gold or other treasures in
neat piles as the assessor busily inspected the contents of the room
"MI1lions of pieces, equivalent,” he murmured in awe. "The only question is
how many nillions!"

Cordell watched in amazenment as tiny golden figurines were added to a steadily



growi ng pile. Each was no nore than the size of a nman's hand. They depicted a
variety of objects, including nmale and femal e humans and grotesque figures
that seenmed to represent some formof bestial deity.

"And | ook at this!" exclained Kardann. He gestured to a row of |arge gol den
bow s. Each of them held a mobund of gold dust that reached nearly to the rim
There were a dozen or nore of these bow s assenbl ed al ready, and nuch of the
room remai ned to be expl ored.

Cordel |, the Bishou, and the assessor supervised the hal f-dozen | egi onnaires
working to sort the treasures in the room Several oil lanps illuninated the
chanmber thoroughly. Another pair of |egionnaires stood on guard at the door to
the treasure room

A shrill scream suddenly turned themall toward the door. There they saw a
flash of spotted hide and the sharp chop of a weapon—a stone-edged nmaca. One
of the guards cried out in pain, and then the orange and bl ack figure sprang

t hrough the door into the room

Kardann shrieked in panic and darted away fromthe door. Cordell stood firm
drawi ng his sword and confronting the onrushing Jaguar Knight. The man's, Jace,
vi si bl e through his gapi ng-jawed hel met, contorted with hatred.

But then Cordell struck, at the same time as the renmaining guard foll owed the
attacker through the door. Transfixed by two thrusts, the Jaguar Kni ght gasped
and fell. Kicking
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reflexively, he rolled onto his back, fixing themwith a hate-filled stare for
a few long noments before he died. The experience left themall shaken and not
alittle alarned.

"Wh—where did he conme fron?" babbl ed Kardann

"Must be some kind of renegade, hiding out in the palace," the Bishou
suggested. "IVe warned you, these treacherous savages cannot be trusted!"
Cordell barely heard them |nstead, he knelt down and exam ned the knight. He
felt a vague disconfort, stirred by the expression on the man's face. Never
had he seen such fanatical hatred, such an unreasoning bl oodlust, in a human
face before.

As he pulled the corpse around, the jaguar-skin arnor peeled off its chest.
"What's this?" he asked, feeling a dull horror

The man bore a brand on his chest. Scarlet red, angular in shape, it resenbl ed
the head of a deadly viper

Cordell stood and | ooked at the men around him "This kind of thing cannot be
tol erated. W& nust teach Naltecona that we are truly a force to be reckoned
with." He clapped his fist into his palm lowering his voice to a whisper.

"It is time for stronger neasures!" he grow ed.

From the chronicles of Colon

Am d visions of enclosing darkness ..

The couat!l returns to haunt ny dreams. The feathered serpent w ngs about ny
worl d, hut only where no one el se can see. Perhaps the harbinger of hope is a
nmere del usion, teasing me with anticipation prom sed, fulfillnment denied.

But | nust seize that hope, for otherwise all is despair around nme. The
growi ng i mge of the spider goddess, Lolth, draws near. Zaltec, in his
arrogance, pays no heed. |Indeed, he grows m ghtier each day.

H's priests, spreading the cult of the Viperhand, now provi de a nmountai nous
feast of hearts each night as nore and nore initiates are branded. Zaltec

sl akes his hunger, while his faithful plot the rel ease of his power against

t he strangers.
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And these men of the Gol den Legi on—ow they dwell within the walls of the
sacred plaza itself. Somehow the priests have held the cult away, but the
seething hatred of the branded ones builds in pressure, and soon it wll

bur st .

The power of that eruption, coupled with the m ght of the invaders—as they



have shown agai nst Kultaka and Palul —will lead to an expl osion from which the
city cannot survive.
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Nal t econa awakened suddenly, blinking in the alien light of a brightly gl ow ng
oil lamp. "What is the neaning of this intrusion?" he demanded |oudly, sitting
up in outrage and surprise.

Squinting into the hot glare, he saw Cordell, Darien, the Bishou, and a

hal f - dozen | egi onnai res. The nen-at-armns brandi shed | ongswords, several of the
bl ades bl oody. In the room beyond his sl eeping chamber, Naltecona saw the
still, bleeding figures of his personal slaves.

"W have been attacked in the roonms you gave us!" accused Cordell. "By one of
your Jaguar Varriors."

"He acted in disobedience of my orders," objected Naltecona, rising to
confront the captain-general

"That may be, and it may not be. In any event, we nust take steps to insure
our security. This type of occurrence cannot be tol erated!"

"tour presence in our city is difficult for some of ny people to tolerate!"”
"W are here as your guests, and our safety is your responsibility. Since you
have failed to provide that safety, we shall takes steps of our own!"

"Wait!" The Revered Counselor held up his hand. He was nore puzzled than
frightened; he even forgot his outrage against this intrusion in his efforts

to analyze the problem "This warrior ... did you happen to note if he bore
the brand of the Viperhand on his chest?"

"So that's what that red ... Yes, he did," Cordell replied. "Wat does that
mean?"

"They are a legion of priests and warriors," explained the counselor. "They
have all taken a vow to defend the nane of Zaltec to the last. They seemto
interpret that as resisting
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your forces. | have forbidden this resistance, but there nust still be
uncontrolled fanatics. | apologize for the breach of faith."

"This will take nore than an apol ogy," said Cordell softly, alnost with
regret.

"What do you nmean?" Naltecona drew hinmself to his full height, show ng no
trace of fear. "Have you decided to slay ne?"

"No," said Cordell. "That would do neither of us any good. |Instead, you wll
gat her your personal bel ongings and nove in with us, into the pal ace of
Axalt." Cordell kept his voice level, staring Naltecona in the eyes, as he
concluded. "There you will remain as our prisoner."

"What's goi ng on?" demanded Poshtli, trotting through the open doors to the
throne room several hours after dawn. The dais was vacant, but he saw a nunber
of spearmen arguing in a small group across the room Striding over to the
warriors, Poshtli comranded their attention with his presence.

"Nal t econa has gone to the palace of Axalt to stay with the strangers,"” said
one tall spearman

"OF his own will?" asked Poshtli, astounded.

"I't would seemnnot,"” continued the warrior. "Hi s chanmber slaves were slain."
"We nust rescue him-er die trying!" growl ed Poshtli. Another thought occurred
to him "The strangers have signed their own death warrants with this

out rage!"

"Per haps, but perhaps not," said the warrior, shaking his head. "Chical was
ready to lead a group of warriors after himwhen Naltecona hinself appeared on
the roof of Axalt's palace, commandi ng Chical and his warriors to return to
their | odge."

Poshtli stared in disbelief for a nmoment, then spun on his heel. He raced from
the throne room through the long corridors of the pal ace of Naltecona, and
out into the nmorning sunlight of the sacred plaza. Slowi ng his pace to a
steady trot, he crossed the courtyard and cane to the gates of Axalt's pal ace.
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A scowl i ng, mustachioed man stood guard at the gate, holding a | ong spear with
the bl ade of an axe at its end. Beside him stood one of the short nmen the
strangers called "dwarves," also scowing

Halting before them Poshtli tried to renenber sone of the phrases of comon
speech he had | earned fromHal -l oran and Erixitl.

"I... must speak to Naltecona," he said, |ooking fromone to the other

"No one sneaks to 'imwi thout the captain-general's say-so," said the human.
Poshtli stepped forward, and the guard raised his weapon nenacingly.

"He is ... in there?" asked the Maztican

"Sure. 'Cause he wants to be," said the soldier, with a sly snile

"Ifou're lying" Poshtli said.

The haft of the man's weapon struck swiftly toward the warrior's chin, but
Poshtli stepped backward, out of the way of the blow The guard swung his
weapon around to confront Poshtli with the blade, while the dwarf edged
nervously backward, |ooking into the courtyard behind him as if he hoped for
rei nforcenents

Poshtli and the guard stared at each other, neither showing a trace of fear.
If anything, the | egionnaire's gaze showed a slight nmeasure of respect for
Poshtli's qui ckness and courage. The warrior deeply regretted com ng unarned,
t hough rationally he understood that the presence of a weapon in his hands
could do little nore than get himkilled.

"Wait," canme a soft voice that nonethel ess had the strength to carry across

t he pal ace courtyard. Naltecona energed fromthe doors and crossed to the
gate, acconpani ed by several of his courtiers, and also by a hal f-dozen arned
| egi onnai res. The counselor wore his full regalia—the towering headdress of
enerald feathers, a rich, pluma cape, and gold plugs in his ears and I|ip.

"My nephew, you nust listen to ne" Naltecona urged when he reached the gate.
"I amhere of my own will. It was the only way!"
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"How can you say this," objected the young warrior, "when you are surrounded
by arned nmen? Wen they won't adnmit the nenbers of your own court to see you?"

"Poshtli, listen!" Naltecona spoke with nore harshness than Poshtli had ever
heard himuse. "This is the only way. You nust go back to the warriors and the
priests. Tell themthat | came here of ny own free will. They must not attack

the strangers! Such a battle would be disastrous beyond i nmagi nati on.

"And now it is up to you to prevent it."

Hal | oran rel axed easily in the sun-drenched yard outside Lotil's house, the
wound in his ribs alnmost fully heal ed. Below, he could see the slow recovery
of Palul as villagers denolished bl ackened buil di ngs and cl eaned away t he
debris of disaster.

Up on the nountainside, he felt a grow ng unease about his detachment fromthe
brutal scene in the valley. The lack of activity had begun to grate on him
especially during hours |ike these when Erixitl |abored down in Palul with her
nei ghbors.

He wondered about the legion's fate in Nexal. Wrd of Cordell's entrance into
the city had returned to Palul several days earlier, but no further news had
fol | oned.

A worman noved through a field where the Nexal ans and Kul t akans had cl ashed.
She selected the ears of a mayz that had survived, |oading theminto a basket
on her hip. Men wove new roofs of thatch over some of the | esser-damaged

bui I di ngs.

Behind him Lotil humred in the house. Hal pictured himat his featherl oom
dextrously tucking bits of plumage into a nesh of fine cotton, creating
pictures of brilliance and splendor. Blind though he was, the old nan sonehow
observed the | abor of his craft with keen precision. Apparently he could fee
the difference between feathers of different hues.

In the past days, he had seen, fromhis vantage on the ridge, the pastora



strength of these people. The pyram d stood in disuse. The priests had al
been slain in the battle,
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and wi thout clerical exhortations to faith, people had turned to nore pressing
concer ns.

Hal shuddered as he thought of the dark side of this culture, at the placid
resolution with which the fol k accepted the bl oody hunger of their gods. But
he knew of Qotal, too. He knew that these people had not always practiced
their gory rituals. Perhaps the day would cone when they would no | onger do
Sso.

And in his reflections, the hours passed. He saw t he graves outside of Pal ul
and he pictured the | egion encanped in Nexal. Am d the wonder and the horror
what cat astrophe m ght ensue? Whatever the fate, he felt that the culture
around hi m deserved better than to be plundered for its gold.

Erixitl returned at sunset. Hal noticed her extrene agitation as soon as she
cane around the bend in the trail bel ow the house.

"What is it?" He ran to neet her

"They' ve taken Naltecona captive!" she gasped, breathless froma hurried
clinmb.

"The | egi on? \Where?"

"I'n Nexal, the sacred plaza. It was true, what we heard about Naltecona giving
Cordell the palace of Axalt. Now Cordell has brought the counselor to the

pal ace and hol ds hi m anong the | egion!" They noved into the house, and Erix

| ooked wildly, in panic, fromher husband to her father

"Why are you so frightened, child?" asked Lotil.

"The shadows! As soon as | heard the news, everything becane dark! | could
barely see to clinb the hill, as if it were the niddle of a cloudy night." She
took a deep breath, trying to cal m down.

"I had a dream Father, the first tine | saw this spreadi ng darkness. It was
the night the nacaw led us to water in the desert,"” she told them The words
poured forth, and the nmen could sense her relief as she unburdened herself of
the tale.

"I saw the end of the True World in this dream It began beneath the gl ow of a
full rmoon, in Nexal. Naltecona was slain by the strangers—atop a buil di ng
didn't know then, but | recognized it when we reached the city. It is Axalt's
pal ace!"

"But surely the warriors have attacked," declared Hal -
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loran. "The city must be torn by battle!"

"It sounds very strange" Erixitl admitted. "But there is no fighting. Sl aves
take food to the | egion every day, and Naltecona hinmsel f appears—fromthe

pal ace, fromthe roof —to discuss his contentnent. He clains that he is there
of his own free will."

"Perhaps he is," said Hal skeptically.

"Even if he is, the danger is still terrible. And in ny dream his death was
only the beginning. The devastation that followed spread like nightfall, as if
the world itself was destroyed!"

"If you see this, then it can come to pass,"” said Lotil, "for you are one whom

the favor of Qotal has granted special know edge."

"What do you nean?" asked Erixitl.

Lotil smiled. "Look at your cloak, the one fromthe featherworker in Nexal

What do you note about it?"

Eri x renoved the garnment and spread it on her lap. Hal-loran, too, |eaned over
to look at it closely. "It's even nore beautiful than I remenbered,” she said.
She ran her fingers along the brilliant plumage, tracing strands of red,

green, white, and blue. Each color formed a | ong, narrow plune, which overlaid
others of the sane and different col ors.

The whol e cl oak, unfol ded, covered a fan-shaped area sonme five feet |ong by an
equal width at its full extent. It was several inches thick, with a light,



airy mass that nonethel ess seemed wel | - padded.

But Erix was busy follow ng the strands of col or together, toward the apex of
the cape. Each quill joined its neighbors into a single plume, and these

pl umes nmerged agai n higher up on the cloak. At the top, she noticed as she
carefully ran her fingers along the cloak, all of the feathers nerged into one
strong, supple stem

"It's a single, giant feather!" she said, astonished. "But from what?"

"What indeed?" asked Lotil, his face creaking into an anused grin.

"What do you mean?" interrupted Hal. "So it's a single feather. So what ?"
"The Cloak of One Plune is the gift of Qotal hinself, the
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second harbi nger of his return. | have known since you returned to ne," said
Lotil softly.

"His gift, like the return of the couatl, is his mark upon you. You are his
chosen one. Keep this cloak safe, ny dearest. There will be a time when it

shal |l give you the blessing of Qtal."

"But chosen for what?" Erix snapped, frightened. "Wat do you nmean? Wy do
have this cloak? Just to see disaster before us?"

"Perhaps it has been given that you can do sonmething to avoid that disaster,"”
suggested Lotil quietly.

"But what? How can | ?"

"Maybe we can do sonething!" Hal pressed his fists against his forehead,
seeing Erixitl's agony, her absolute conviction that she had foreseen

cat astrophe. He thought for a noment, seeking sonme sort of a plan, and then
spoke i npul sively.

"You said that, under the glow of a full moon, Naltecona was killed by the

| egion atop the palace of Axalt. Well, what if he never goes to the roof? What
if he's out of the pal ace altogether?"

Hal | oran quickly warmed to his topic, yet he needed to convince hinself that
his idea was not nmere madness. "Perhaps we can rescue Naltecona, and get him
to safety. If we can find Poshtli and get his help, we just m ght have a
chance. "

"But how? Break into the pal ace, through the legion's guards?" Erixitl's
initial ook of hope fell as she considered the obstacles.

"Didn't Poshtli tell us sonething about secret passages in those pal aces?
Remenmber, when we first got to Nexal. Maybe he knows where some of themare!™
Erixitl wondered at the thought, surprised as Lotil spoke. "Go to the door,
daughter, Tell ne where the nmoon is now "

"It's lowin the east."

"Some time past sunset, correct? | feel the evening chill."

"\es."

"Well, then," said the featherworker, turning his winkled face fromErixit
to Halloran and back again. "It would seemthat you have about three days
until it is full.”

1IX5

VI PERHAND

The priests dragged the Kultakan warrior forward, and Shatil saw that the
victimwas nerely a strapping youth, too inexperienced to avoid capture by the
retreating Nexal ans at Palul- The sun touched the horizon as the scarred,
gaunt clerics stretched himacross the altar. Shatil's knife fell once, and
then he raised the youth's heart to the great warrior statue of Zaltec.

The statue grinmaced back, standing tall and broad, with its fanged mouth

gapi ng. Tossing the pulsing flesh into that maw, Shatil turned back to the
altar. Priests had already carried the body away, while others brought the
next offering.

This one was ol der, a slave who had been given by his Jaguar Knight naster to
Zaltec. That warrior, having just received the brand of the Viperhand, had
failed to acquire a captive during the recent battle. He nade the offering of
his lifelong slave in sincere atonenent.



The slave didn't quite see it that way, and he struggl ed helplessly until the
| ast nonent. Shatil gave this heart to his god with a vengeance, enbarrassed
by the man's | ack of faith.

And so it went. Hoxitl, Shatil, and a few of the other senior priests of Nexa
tried to slake the raveni ng hunger of their god. Overwhel ned by the honor
shown hi m-he was nuch younger than any of the other priests perforning these
desperate rites—Shatil strived to nmake each sacrifice perfect. Every heart
nmust be another contribution to the strength to Zaltec. Soon now, Hoxitl had
prom sed, would cone their call to action

The cult of the Viperhand flourished in alt corners of the city, though its
menbers renmai ned outside the sacred plaza for the nost part. The strangers
never ventured beyond the walls of the pal ace of Axalt. Food was supplied
daily by the servants of Naltecona, and the Revered Counsel or often wal ked
upon the pal ace roof, apparently happy and serene.

Ful | darkness settled across the valley before the final sacrifice had been
offered. Finally the priests gathered before the altar to hear Hoxitl.
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"I have seen the Ancient Ones," explained the high priest. The hearts of his
exhausted conpatriots pulsed to the news. They awaited his words with awed
anti ci pation.

"Zaltec is pleased with our efforts. Wen the battle begins, his power will
shield us fromthe netal weapons of the invaders. But we cannot strike yet.
This is nost inportant!”

Shatil's heart sank at the news. He sensed the di sappoi ntmrent of the other
priests. Inpulsively he blurted, "But, Patriarch, why can we not attack while
the bl ood of the cult runs fresh and hot?"

Hoxitl sighed, a patient sound. "This is why it is forbidden: The Anci ent Ones
have had a warning. There is one who can destroy our plan. She is a young
worman sel ected by the gods, who can by her very existence give victory to the
i nvaders and utter, cataclysmnmic disaster to us!

"As long as she lives, our uprising would face disaster. Therefore, our entire
task, for now, is to find this wonan so that her heart can be given to Zaltec
and our ultimte victory assured!"

"Where is she? Who is she?" The priests clanored for information, but Hoxitl

quieted themwith a |l ook. Hi s gaze cane to rest on Shantil, and his voice was
gentl e.

"W are to wait for her to cone to Nexal. She may be in the conpany of the
stranger, Halloran." Shatil |ooked up with a start, to find Hoxitl's eyes

squarely upon his own.

"She is your sister, Erixitl of Palul."

Chical, proud captain of the Eagle Warriors, cane to see Poshtli in the throne
room of Naltecona's palace. Poshtti did not sit atop the dais, but the chanber
itself seened to be the best place for himto conduct the business of the city
and nation in the absence of his uncle.

In the presence of Chical and other ranking nobles, Nalte-cona had entrusted
these tasks to his nephew, along with a gri madnoni shment to maintain peace
with the strangers canped in their mdst.

Poshtli's primry headache had been rel ati ons between the Kultakans and

Nexal ans in the sacred plaza, surrounding the pal aces. The warriors of the
city trained in the plaza

9198

VI PERHAND

and frequented the tenples and altars there. The Kultakans, and to a | esser
extent the Payit, had not yet interfered with these activities, but Poshtl
expected a clash at any tine.

Now he wel comed the arrival of his old captain, though he already guessed

Chi cal ' s busi ness.

"When will you order the attack?" demanded the Eagl e.

"There will be no attack until Naltecona commands it. \bu yourself were there



when he said this!" Poshtli shot back

"Surely you could see that he spoke under the threat of the strangers

swor ds!”

"I saw no such thing. Is it your belief that the Revered Counselor would lie
to his people out of fear for his own life?" The question held a grim
undertone of chall enge, and Chical dropped his eyes.

"No, it is not." When he | ooked up, deep pain showed in his eyes and in the
tight set of his nouth. "But the spirit of Nexal, of all Mztica, is breaking
beneath the weight of this outrage,"” he said quietly. "Qur enem es may one day
conquer us, but let it be through battle, not as our guests!"

"I am bound by ny uncle's word to carry out his w shes, but if the strangers
shoul d do himany harm that bond is broken. And know this, old warrior,"
Poshtli said, fixing Chical with an aggressive stare. "Before | will submit to
conquest, there will be war!"

Privately he wondered if it was not already too |ate.

They camped in a high neadow, amd a riotous array of al pine bl ossons. Staying
off the main road, Hal and Erix traversed the shoul der of the northward

vol cano, Popol, high above the tree line. The only creatures they saw were
birds, white far below them in the valley, lay Nexal. They enjoyed a

brilliant sunset while they ate. After dark, the city stood clearly outlined
by ten thousand torches and candl es.

But for the two lovers, this was a night still to | ook upward toward the
heavens. The torches of the city paled to insignificance against the mllions
of stars that dotted the great blue-black donme of the sky from one horizon to
the next. The noon, past the third quarter in brightness, still couldn't
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overcone the stars.

The night was just chill enough to make their bl ankets necessary and
confortable. For a long tine, they spoke to each other w thout words. The
terrors of the coming days still |ooned, but each becane a wellspring of
strength for the other, making any horror tolerable so |ong as they could face
it together.

Erixitl suddenly | ooked away fromthe city as they sat. Hal wapped his arns
around her, felt her trenbling, and understood.

"The shadows cone even by night now," she said, burying her face against his
chest. "The city goes black. | see the torches and fires blink out one by one.
Cant you feel the earth shaki ng?" she npaned.

He said nothing for a while, just holding her until her turnoil slowy faded.
"W will find Poshtli," he declared finally. "Wth his help in the pal ace, and
ny steel =

"And my pluma" Erix added, sitting up again.

"Yes." Hal wi nced at the thought of Darien, the biggest threat he perceived to
their entrance into the pal ace.

Erixitl's token seened to offer her, or them sone protection against the

wi zard's power. How much, they couldn't know, but she had described in
intimate detail her experience with the blast of the frost wand.

"Toget her" Hall oran agreed, hol ding her warm body to his own. There didn't
seemto be any other way, and he began to feel grateful for the fact.

They came together then, with abandon, as if they both feared there would be
no tonorrow.

From the chronicles of Colon

A gallery of godhood waits for the contest to begin.

Lolth arises to her full presence and begins to take the neasure of the gods,
especially Zaltec, who clains the worship of her wayward drow. She studies the
ot hers, and she is pleased.

Zaltec feasts, all unknowi ng of the spider goddess. He is ready for the

expl osi on of the Viperhand across the”and,
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and he Knows (he hearts gained by the victory will grant himunchall enged
mastery of the True Wrld.

Hel m observes as the |l egion gathers its gold. This warrior god fromacross the
sea remains vigilant. He waits, prepared for anything.

And all across Maztica, the shadows | engthen
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The Revered Counsel or answered the sumons fromhis captor with all the rega
dignity of his office. Naltecona didn't walk to Cordell's audi ence chanber; he
rode through the halls of Axalt's palace on his great feathered litter. H's

cl oak of exquisite plumage floated behind him and an escort of slaves narched
bef ore.

A pair of hairy-faced guards halted the slaves at the door. Naltecona rose and
stal ked between them entering the chanber to find Cordell and Darien standi ng
i mpatiently.

"Why have you summoned ne?" asked the Maztican ruler

"Come this way." Darien translated Cordell's directive as the captain-genera
left the roomby a side door. The el f-mage and Nal tecona foll owed. Cordel

wal ked for a mnute in silence, finally comng around a corner and turning to
regard the Revered Counsel or

"Do you have nore of these roons hidden around the pal aces?" denanded Cordell .
He gestured, indicating to the speechl ess Naltecona the huge array of gold

bef ore them

The Maztican stared at the vast trove and felt a cold nunbness seep into his
body. He had never seen this nmagnificent hoard, but he knew of its existence.
Never had he expected the strangers to tear open the very walls of the pal ace
in their search for plunder. But so they had.

"This is the trove of nmy ancestors. It is a fabled cache, reputedly hidden
somewhere in ny grandfather's palace. | have never seen it before," expl ai ned
t he Revered Counselor quietly. "I think you have discovered it all."

"I dont believe you." The captain-general's voice, equally soft, challenged
him Darien, however, shook her head
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slightly. Cordell turned away, angrily stroking his chin. He tried to contro
his anger, still believing that the Maztican was sonehow decei ving him Yet

per haps Nal t econa spoke the truth. In any event, Cordell knew that he coul dn't
push matters too hard yet.

Nexal had begun adjusting to the delicate state of control. Naltecona remai ned
in Axalt's pal ace, ostensibly as a voluntary hostage to insure the cooperation
of his people. He met with his officials and had a full househol d of slaves
tending himin his customarily | uxurious manner

Meanwhi l e, the city functioned, on the surface at least, normally. The market
was open, and | egi onnaires—n groups of a dozen or nore—wandered there, or

expl ored the other wonders of the city. The attitude of the individua

Maztican toward them varied between hesitant interaction and sullen avoi dance.

"Very well." Cordell quickly reached a decision. "Perhaps we have di scovered
the "trove of your ancestors,' but | know you have nmore gold than this. | want
it gathered before this palace. You nmust give the order/’

Nal t econa stared at Cordell, surprised. He had heard of the unquenchabl e

gol d- hunger of the bearded strangers, but never had he imagined its
directness. He could think of no reason why anyone would care so nmuch for the
pliable yellow netal. Did they consunme it? Did they worship it, or burn it, or
build with it? He could not know.

Ifet it was obviously their ultimte desire. Wien confronted by the ravenous
hunger of the gods, Naltecona, all his life, had learned to give them food.
"\fery well,"” he said. "W shall bring you our gold."

Hoxitl gasped as he enmerged fromhis nmeditation cell and saw the body on the
floor. He froze at the door to the central sanctuary of the tenple, with its

| oomi ng statue of beastly Zaftec and its snmoking pots of incense.



Kneel ing, the high priest saw that one of his apprentices had been slain. The
body showed a thin wound over the heart, far too snooth to have been caused by
a stone knife.
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"A warning, priest." The voice, fromthe darkened corner of the sanctuary,
chilled Hoxitl like a blast of icy wind. Quaking in fear and surprise, he
rose.

"ifou."" he whispered, involuntarily stepping backward. H s eyes w de, he
stared at the bl ack-robed figure that approached.

The Ancient One noved with oily snoot hness. The slimbody was conpletely

muf fled within the robe, except for the hands. These, of dark black skin and
| ong sl ender fingers, hung free at the figure's sides.

Dully, the high priest becane aware that several of the robed figures were in
the tenple with him He wasted no tine wondering how they had gotten here. He
had no doubt that the Ancient Ones could have entered, unnoticed, by any of
several neans.

"A war ni ng—a warni ng of what?" he asked. "The girl who can spell doomfor the
faith returns to Nexal. Her death is nore essential than ever. You cannot fai

agai n!"

"No—o, | shall not! Were is she?" "W do not know. But the w sdom of the
Dar kfyre—the very will of Zaltec hinself—+tells us that she arrives here soon
You will have all your priests, all your apprentices, join the search for her
W, too, will be in the city during the hours of darkness. She nust be

di scovered and slain." "lIs she alone?" inquired the priest. "She was seen with
the stranger called Halloran." "Very well," announced the priest. "I shall
assign ny priests to search. W will double the guards at all entrances to the
city, and also | shall speak to Naltecona. He may know where the man is."

"The Revered Counsel or has not long to live," continued the Ancient One. "H s

death will signal the attack of the cult!"

"Are you going to slay hinmP?" asked Hoxitl, suddenly appall ed.

The robed figure remained inscrutable. "Destiny will control its own pace, but
that destiny will throw the cult of the Viperhand into battle with a great
passion for killing. Zaltec wJ be pl eased. *x
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"But renenber," hissed the Ancient One, his voice nuffled but nmenaci ng through
the dark cloth of his robe. The figure gestured to the corpse at Hoxitl's
feet. "Do not fail us again."

Staying off the road, Hal and Erix reached the | akeshore, where tall grasses
extended froma broad marsh, with open water perhaps half a mle away. Ful

dar kness surrounded them a | ow overcast conveniently blotting out the noon.
Approachi ng Nexal , they knew they had tonight and the two foll ow ng days
before the rising of the full noon.

Fishing villages Iined the shore of the |ake, and the pair chose a path close
to one of these, in the hopes of finding a canoe. They cane upon a nunber of
the craft pulled onto the shore and quickly slipped one into the water. In
nmonents, they had paddl ed onto the snooth, dark waters of Lake Zaltec.
Torches winked in the distance, marking the vague outlines of the great city.
They both felt relief for the protective darkness, which allowed them a good
chance of entering Nexal undetected.

"Let's go to my house first," suggested Hal when they were safely away from
shore. "The slaves m ght know somnething about Poshtli—where he is, or how we
can find himw thout alerting Cordell."

Eri x agreed. They crossed the huge | ake swiftly, and soon the city spraw ed
bef ore and around them They paddled silently, unnoticed, into a wi de canal
and Hal guided the narrow dugout toward his house. The nany waterways
crisscrossing the city nade their passage fast and easy, though confusing.

In fact, Hal wasn't certain they weren't lost until they pulled up to the
courtyard itself. He recogni zed the stone pool and clunps of pal nms, know ng at



last that this was his own garden. The roons of the house, all opening onto
this central yard, spread protectively around them

How di fferent this crossing was fromtheir first entrance into Nexal, Hal

refl ected, when Poshtli had boldly taken
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theminto the palace itself. Now they slipped |ike assassins through the dark
of the night, reaching his hone without attracting the attention of anyone.
"Master! You live!" Gankak, his venerable slave, cackled with gl ee and hobbl ed
into the courtyard. "Jarial Come quick! | told you he'd return!"

"Ibid me nothing, you old he-goat!" Jaria, white-haired and rounded but

remar kably ni nbl e, passed her husband and bowed to Halloran and Erix as they

entered the anteroom "/ said that you still lived, Master. It was Gankak who
was certain that—well, it was otherw se."
Horo, the lithe, pretty one, and Chantil, short and plunp beside her fellow

sl ave, cane happily out of the kitchen and chattered around them It was a
honecom ng that surprised Halloran, and that he found deeply heartwarm ng
"This is ny wife, Erixitl," he said. The sl aves bowed deeply to the woman,
obvi ously pleased for their owner's happi ness. For a few mnutes, Hal forgot
about the bleak view of Erixitl's vision, relaxing in the warm togetherness of
hi s househol d.

"I"ll see you later,’
a tour of the house.
"Master, it is good you return now. These are dangerous tines in Nexal,'
Gankak oni nously.

"I know that my countrynen have entered the sacred square," Hal noted.
"That is not the worst. They have taken Naltecona prisoner, and they keep him
with their own troops in the palace of Axalt. And Naltecona forbids his
warriors fromrai sing weapons agai nst them"

"That's sonething, at least." Hal knew their chances of success would probably
vanish entirely if war erupted before they reached Naltecona. "W have much to
do. Can you tell me, is there any word of Lord Poshtli?"

'"Yes, indeed. He occupies Naltecona's throne room speaking for his uncle. It
is said that the Revered Counselor's captivity wei ghs heavy upon him"
Hal | oran i magined his friend' s frustration, entrapped by his responsibility to

Erix said as Horo and Chantil finally swept her away for

said

serve his uncle and barred from attacki ng those who hel d hi m host age. v
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Per haps they could reach him And if they did, perhaps they could offer him
some hope.

"You must take charge of an inportant task, ny nephew, " said Naltecona.
Poshtli stood attentively before him wondering why the Revered Counsel or had
sumoned himto his quarters in Axalt's pal ace so early on this bl eak and

cl oudy day.

"I shall follow your conmands unto my own death," pledged the warrior

"You must gather the gold of Nexal, as nuch of it as you can. Gather it and
bring it here." Naltecona stood tall. Only the deep lines around his eyes
showed the hunmiliation he suffered at the request.

For a nonent, Poshtli stood speechless. He couldn't inmagine the inmense
arrogance behi nd such a demand, yet he knew that it nust have come from

Cordell. Did the man think all Nexal was his conquered serfdom free for the
pl underi ng?
"You must do this, Poshtli, as difficult as | knowit will be." Naltecona's

pain now carried to his voice, and his nephew s heart broke at the abject
surrender so apparent in this great man's bearing. At the sane tine, the
warrior wanted to strike the counselor across the face in his blind anger, to
somehow express the rage he felt at the proud nation's debasenent.

"My pledge to you stands, ny uncle,"” Poshtli said. "And if this is your
sincere wish, so shall it be." H's voi ce deepened, passionate. "But think of
what you are saying! W are surre-nding our city, our people, our gold, all to



this one who conmes as a guest to our city, then seeks to treat us as his

sl aves!"

Poshtli saw that his argunments hurt Naltecona, and he took a savage glee in

t he know edge that the Revered Counsel or could still be nmade to feel shane.
"Please, ny uncle. Let us attack them and destroy them W can drive them from
Nexal or slay themall! They are not our masters, and you cannot give your
people into slavery w thout the chance to fight for their freedom"
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"What's the use?" Naltecona sighed, a sound that rem nded Poshtli of a
lifeless desert wind. "W tried to stop themat Palul. You know of that

di saster even nore than do |I. Think of that slaughter, nultiplied a
hundr edf ol d because it occurs here, in the Heart of the True Wrld."

"But think of what is coming to an end. Uncle. Think of the | egacy of Maztica,
the True Wrld! And coming to an end for what? Surely you don't believe that
the strangers are gods. You have seen their acts, heard their speech!™
Nal t econa chuckl ed, a grimsound. "These are good words, ny nephew. But they
are mere words, and | nust think of lives. | nust avoid a conflict that could
destroy us utterly."

"But through this, Revered One, we destroy ourselvesl" Poshtli forgot hinself
for a noment, speaking with inappropriate vehenence.

"That is enough,"” said Naltecona quietly, gently.

"Forgive nme, Uncle." Poshtli bowed deeply, torn by conflicting emotions. His
overwhel mi ng feeling was a sense of inevitable tragedy, and he stoically
accepted this awareness, beginning to understand that his uncle suffered even
nore than he did.

"It shall be as you command," the warrior said quietly, bow ng once again
before he left.

The officers of the Iegion nmet their captain-general in a chanber that had
once sheltered the ruler of all Maztica. Perhaps, thought Daggrande, it did so
agai n.

The throne room of Axalt was as inposing as that of Naltecona. Cordell
however, had ordered his carpenters to build hima | arge wooden chair, for he
didn't trust the floating pluma seat of the type used by Nahecona.

Now Daggr ande, Kardann, Darien, Bishou Donincus, Al-varro, and the other
captains net the general, seeing in the icy cold flash of Cordel Ts eyes that
their | eader had inportant news.

"We nust practice the nost extreme vigilance over the next few days," he
announced. "At the same tine, we face the prospect of reaping the ultimte
reward" *
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He briefly related his encounter with Naltecona and the counselor's

aqui escence in the matter of his people's gold. "W shall presently be faced
with a nmountainous trove, a pile of treasure such as few anong us have ever

i magi ned. "

Cordel I 's manner turned nmenaci ng. "However, we nust face the possibility that

his people will resist such a demand. This, as you know, could lead to war."
"It will lead to war!" Kardann squeal ed, no | onger able to hold his tongue.
"Your demands are premature! They will certainly destroy us all!™

Daggrande turned to the pudgy assessor and confronted him poking a bl unt
finger into Kardann's ribs. "Seems you still havent learned to |isten when the

general 's speaking." Hs finger pushed forward, and the accountant gasped for
breath. "Now, shuddup!"

Kardann's eyes bul ged, and for a monent, he wavered between terror of the
indirect threat of a Nexalan uprising and the direct threat of a further
rebuke fromthe dwarven captain of crossbow The i mediate threat took
precedence, and the assessor shut his nouth.

Beside him Alvarro licked his lips, recalling the pile of gold in the secret
storeroom The picture of many nmore such piles gl owed seductively in his nind.
"There's the matter of transport, sir," he said. "How do you intend to get it



back to Hel nsport?"

"W'll wait to see what kind of amount we're tal king about. Then the
carpenters will build us sleds. W'll use the Payits to drag them al ong when
we march. "

"Do you expect Naltecona to go along with this?" asked the Bishou. He despised
everyt hing about these people, but he couldn't believe that they would offer
such a conpl ete gesture of subm ssion without a fight.

"Nal tecona will go along with it,"” replied the captain-general. "The question
is whether his people will follow"

Darien, unnoticed by any of them pulled her hood over her face. She nade the
gesture to hide a rare, and very secret, snile. As the officers dispersed,
Darien left the roombefore Cordell could speak to her

She returned to her own chanber and pulled the curtains behind her. At the
sight of her makeshift spellbook, in
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whi ch she had col |l ected nost—but not all—ef her original spells, her hatred
for Halloran fl ashed hot again. One day, soon now, the man would pay for his
audaci ty.

But for the tine being, she woul d make do with the powers she possessed.
Seating herself before a |ow table, she began to study.

Darien was acutely aware that the nonment of her destiny drew near

Hal | oran slept confortably in the sleeping chanber of his house, awakening
slowy to the light of an overcast, gray day. The rigors of their stealthy
journey to Nexal had drained his wife as well, and Erixitl still slunmbered
besi de him

For a brief monent, between sleep and full awareness, a sense of subline bliss
and contentnment swept over him H's love for Erix pushed all other concerns

i nto the background, and the |uxurious sense of peace urged himback to sleep
Around his wists, he felt the snooth, feathered bands that Lotil had given
him He dozed, thinking of Erix-ill"'s father

But in another instant, full consciousness clainmed him and he renenbered the
perils that would face themon this day. The sunset after tonight's would
bring the rising of the fuU noon. Today they nust enter the pal ace of
Nal t econa and find Poshtli

Erixitl stirred beside him and he placed an arm around her, delighting in her
slow smle as she awakened. Then she, too, felt the full weight of reality,
sitting up with an expression of deep seriousness.

"You must let me go to the market," she said, inmrediately resunming a

di scussion they had waged before retiring very late the night before. "I can
find one of Poshtli's conrades—someone who can help us get in to see him™"
"It's too dangerous." He shook his head vehenently. "W have every reason to
believe that the priests will still be searching for you."

"How are we going to get through the plaza to the Pal ace of Naltecona?" she
shot back. Gankak had told them about
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t he t housands of Kultakan and Payit warriors encanped there, watched carefully
by a host of Nexal an warriors and priests.

"I have an idea," Halloran said, crossing to the saddl ebags where he kept his
possessi ons. The ni ght before, he had recovered the bags fromthe hole where
he had conceal ed them He rummaged for a nonment, then held up a small bottle
containing a clear |iquid.

"The potion," observed Erix, less than enthusiastically. She vividly
renenber ed her shock when Hal had drunk a similar liquid, one that caused him
to imredi ately grow to a height of sonme twenty feet. The effect had been
temporary, but her nmenory of the incident still caused her to shiver at the

t hought of the powerful magic stored in the innocent-I| ooking Iiquid.
"Invisibility!" Halloran rem nded her. "W can each take a drink of this and
di sappear for an hour or so. It should be I ong enough for us to slip through
the gate and get into the pal ace."



Erixitl stared, frank skepticismshowi ng clearly on her face.

"Qur only hope is to find Poshtli," Hal renmi nded her "If we can tell him of
your vision and convince himof the danger to Naltecona, he'll help us to
rescue his uncle. W've got to get Naltecona out of that pal ace before the
full nmoon!"

Hal  oran no | onger held any questions about the menace inplicit in Erixitl's
frightening dream For both of them the coining full nmoon represented a

| oom ng presence that could spell the doom of all Maztica.

Erixitl |ooked at the bottle again and considered the possibilities. She cane
up with no reasonabl e alternatives.

"Yfery well,"” she finally agreed. "W must try."

From the chronicles of Colon

Sharing the pain of the THie War/ct / |anguish in grow ng despair.

Poshtli visits me again this norning. He wears well the brightly feathered
cape and mantle of a lord, yet still he
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wal ks with the pride, the commandi ng bearing of the Eagle Knight. As the |oad
he bears wei ghs himdown, | sense his desire to return to the sinple black and
white plunes of his old order.

Pain pours fromhimas he rel ates the shocking orders of Nattecona. To
Poshtli—+to all of us—the gold of Nexal is as nothing nore than a pretty metal
with uses for sinple ornanental tasks.

Vet as the gold is nothing, our pride is everything. | feel for the debasenent
he senses in its surrender, yet again | can offer himno hope of alternative.
Thr oughout the city, as word spreads of Cordeti's demand, resentnent and
suspicion grows. There is talk that the Revered Counsel or is spellbound,

i ncapabl e of | eadership. Many mutter that Poshtli hinmself should take the role
and | ead us in uprising agai nst the stranger.

Poshtli is devoted to the great Naltecona, however, and so he can only obey.
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"I amready to see Chical now, " Poshtli told the courtier who stood at the
door of the throne room Wth a deep sigh, he collapsed into the feather
litter, having just dism ssed the | eaders of Nexal's nerchant consortium He
did not | ook forward to this next neeting.

The traders had objected vehenently to his orders to provide their gold to the
strangers, but Poshtli had convinced themw th a conbination of threats and

pl eas. After all, the merchants—a small group of individuals who controll ed,
from Nexal, trade across all the realns of the True Worl d—depended on the
Revered Counselor and the army for their influence. They couldn't very well

di spute those sources of power without risking their station in the society of
Nexal

The Lord of Eagles, Poshtli knew, would be a different nmatter

Chi cal stal ked through the door. Unseen hands closed it behind him |eaving
the warrior and the nobl enan alone in the great chanmber. Poshtli saw fromthe
ook in his old conrade's eyes that Chical already knew of the orders
concerning the nation's gold.

"Thank you for comng to see nme," began the nobl eman. Despite his break with
the order, he found that his affection for this crusty veteran renai ned

undi nmed.

Chi cal , however, seened anything but affectionate. "How can you order our
possessi ons given to the strangers?" he denmanded. "Have you | ost your senses?
Your pride?"

Poshtli held up a weary hand. A day earlier, such an array of questions would
have sent himflying toward Chical, hands clutching for the man's throat. Now,
he reflected sadly, it had to be expected.
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"My uncle has ordered it. He feels that there is a hope of making peace with



the invaders, that if we fulfill their denands, they may | eave us."

Chical scow ed. " Wiy does he so desire this peace? Are we not a nation that
has al ways gai ned our ends through war? And have we not emerged victorious
fromthose wars? Wy, now, this talk |like an old woman?"

Poshtli rose to his feet and stepped toward the unflinching Chical. "You nust
renmenber your manners, ny old friend. I will bear your insults so |long, and no
| onger. And you shall not degrade ny uncle's nane!"

The venerable warrior's eyes widened slightly in surprise and perhaps a little
pl easure at his former student's show of spirit, "lell me," Chical repeated
trying to keep his voice reasonable, " why has peace becone so inportant?"
"Have you renmai ned unaware of the portents, the signs?" asked Poshtli. Now it
was his voice that took on an edge of hardness. "Naltecona has had dreans,
visions that showed himthe war that would result froma clash with these
strangers. |, too, have seen these visions.

"The result, | oomng before us, is a world gone mad! This is no war such as
you and | have known all our lives. This is a war that would wack the |and
and | eave only death in its wake—a war that cannot be all owed to happen.™
Chical glared at Poshtli, and the younger man nmet his glare with a chall engi ng
stare of his own. Finally the Lord of the Eagles sighed.

"The Eagles will obey the w shes of the Revered Counsel or and his nephew. But
you rmust know that the priests of Zaltec will resist,” Chical said. "Their
cult thrives in the city now It is runored they have twenty thousand nenbers.
Do you think Hoxitl can keep themin check for Iong?"

"I don't know, ny friend," said Poshtli, with another rush of affection for
his old teacher. "But knowing that the fate of the world is at stake, we can
only try."

Crinmson coals flared in their braziers, casting their blood-colored |ight

t hr oughout the darkened tenple. Heavy incense fogged the air, adding an
unearthly touch to the
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scene, while the great statue of Zaltec leered, barely visible in the dim
gl ow.

Shatil was profoundly nmoved by the pervasive atnosphere of the | ong room as he
advanced to greet his high priest. "Praises to Zaltec," he whi spered, bow ng
before Hoxitl.

"Master of night and war,'’
answering ny call."

Shatil bowed, nodestly deferring the high priest's gratitude. "It is | who
shoul d thank you for the sumons, for all the kindnesses you have shown ne."

I ndeed, the week that Shatil had spent in Nexal had been an enlightening and
invigorating time for him despite the invasive presence of the strangers
within the sane sacred conpound as this tenple. He had worked with Hoxitl and
ot her venerable priests, perfornming rites on the Geat Pyram d of Nexal, the
living center of worship for Zaltec's faithful across the True Worl d.

The brand of the Viperhand on his chest burned constantly, but it was a
spiritual flame, not a physical hurt. The fire grew slowy inside of him and
he lived for the day when it would cone bursting forth, a conflagration
devoted to the glory of Zaltec!

And aU around hi mwere others, kindred souls who al so knew the glory of Zaltec
and prepared to work his everlasting vengeance. Yet of all these countless
nmenbers, the thousands who had joined the cult of the Viperhand, Hoxitl had
showed great favoritismto this youthful priest froman outlying village.
Shatil had | earned sonme of the reasons for this with the shocki ng announcenent
that his sister was considered a great threat to the cult. At first, he had
tried to deny this to hinmself, feeling certain that sone m stake had been
made.

But as he thought about it, certain things began to suggest otherw se. There
was the matter of the stranger, Halloran, of whom Erixitl had spoken so
warm y. Then, of course, she had encountered the couatl, and had been granted

concl uded the patriarch. "And | thank you for



the gift of the strangers' |anguage. This bespoke of sone sort of destiny far
beyond her fate as a slave girl or featherworker's daughter
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Most pressing was the fact that Shatil had no choice but to accept the decree
of the Ancient Ones, since they formed the bedrock of his faith. He could not
renounce that, nor did he want to. The matter of Erixitl was a sadness, but a
necessity. Raised to respect the wishes of his bloodthirsty god, Shatit knew
that he was thoroughly capable of carrying out the killing hinself.

Now Shatil cautiously noved toward the altar, watching the crinson radi ance of
the coal s wash over the great statue. Zaltec appeared, in the dimglow, to be
a living presence.

"Do you understand that your sister is an eneny of Zaltec and a danger to the
faith?" began Hoxitl quietly. Shatil nodded and listened, entranced by the
cruel beauty of the statue behind the high priest. He saw novenent in the
shadowy corners of the room taking little note of the jaguars slinking there.
"I have asked you to cone here this norning because of the matter of Erixitl,6"
Hoxitl continued. "She will return to the city soon, if she has not already. |
have this task for you

"Nal t econa has given the man, Halloran, a house. W have |earned that this man
and Lord Poshtli journeyed to Palul before the battle in order to find
Erixitl. We suspect that when she returns, she will go to this house, or wll
enter the palace to see Poshtli.

"I nmyself am watching the young lord, which | can do easily. But your task is
to go to this house and seek her, or await her, there."

"I have heard her talk of this man," said Shatil grimy

"You must be careful,"” cautioned Hoxitl. "He is a very dangerous opponent. But
you rmust not |let himprevent you from perform ng your task." Hoxitl reached
into a pouch at his waist, pulling forth a large, curved claw. The thing was
shiny black in color and tapered froma w de, blunt end through a | ong hook
ending in a needle-sharp point. The talon seened to have come froma very

| arge j aguar.

"This is to aid you in your task," explained the patriarch. "But treat it with
care. The slightest scratch fromthe tip will cause instant death." Shati

| eaned cl oser, seeing that the claw had been holl owed out. A cork sealed the
wi de*end.
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"l shall use it well."

"You must," replied the patriarch. "It is called the Talon of Zaltec."
"Now tell ne where to find this house,"” said Shatil, "and | will see that

Erixitl never leaves it alive."

"Here, take ny hand," urged Hall oran.

"Where is your hand?" Erix asked. Their fingers touched finally, and they
linked grips. "That's better," she adnmitted. "At least | know where you are
now. " She reached out a hand and touched his invisible body, as if to convince
herself of the fact.

"If you can't see ne, we can hope that the guards can't either/' he told her
touching the side of her face in order to reassure hinmself as to Erixitl's

| ocation. The two of them stood in the shade of several trees, very close to
the gate of the sacred plaza. It was nearly noon, they guessed, though the sun
had remai ned nasked by hazy overcast all norning.

"I don't know which I like less, not being able to see you, or not even being
able to see nyself." Her voice, unusually tentative, underlined her anxiety.
"We'|] be in the palace in no time. Are you ready?" asked Hal, and felt Erix

squeeze his hand in response. Several slaves hurried along the street beside
them but the avenue was otherw se enpty. Moving quietly, they started toward
t he gate.

Hal loran felt a smooth sense of confidence, though he understood full well the
risks of their ultimate nission to free Naltecona. Finding Poshtli represented



only the first step. Still, he felt excitenent and anticipation such as he
hadn't known for a long tine. Perhaps it was the aura of invisibility. O
maybe he felt sinple relief to again know a cause and a challenge. Hi s doubts,
the sense of alienness he had felt so strongly, all these things seened to be
behi nd hi m now.

Hal had swathed his boots in cotton, and he wore a cloth tunic over his stee
plate arnmor. Wth his sword drawn and his scabbard | ashed to his back, he
could nmove with al nost conplete silence. The spellbook he carried in his
backpack. Wapped around his wai st he brought the his/ina-magic
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snakeski n that had bound him |ong ago in Payit. The enchanted thing had
power, he knew, and though he didn't know how to use it, he saw no purpose in
| eaving it behind. He knew they would need all of their resources to give
their rescue plan a chance of success.

He renenbered, too, the other potion bottle. Erixitl had pani cked when he
tried, once again, to sanple it. In fact, she had insisted on carrying it,
since he wouldn't |eave it behind.

Erixitl, with her noccasins and | oose dress, could also nove quietly. \fet she
currently felt none of Hal's self-assurance. The experience of invisibility
she found decidedly unsettling. Her C oak of One Plune encircled her

shoul ders, she knew, yet the fact that she could not see it disturbed her | oo,
her sight had been full of darkness and shadows. She hadn't told Halloran, but
a black sense of futility threatened to claimher, to drive her to despair.

Her dream seened so real —Nal t econa, perishing anong the | egionnaires atop the
pal ace; the newmy risen full noon illum nating the scene—that she wondered if
there coul d be any hope of changing it. But she forced her hopel essness away,
if only for Halloran's sake.

A pair of brawny |l egionnaires, armed with | ong-hafted weapons with the heads
of axes, stood at one side of the single entrance to the sacred plaza. A pair
of Jaguar Warriors stood opposite them on the other side of the gates. This
shared duty brought sharply hone to Halloran the precarious bal ance that now
existed in the city.

A light breeze circled around them and one of the Jaguar Warriors sniffed and
rai sed his head. Hal felt a nmoment of panic, but then the eddy settled and the
guard turned back to his task, unalarmed. In another mnute, a long file of

sl aves cane down the street, carrying baskets of nmayz and gourds of octal, the
| atter having proved quite popul ar anmong the strangers. Erix and Hal had no
difficulty slipping through the opened gates beside the slaves.

They stopped in astoni shment after they passed the long wall. Thousands of
warriors, encanped in the sacred plaza, nearly filled the massive square. They
clustered in canps around the great tenples and pal aces, Kultakans and*Payits
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near one great pal ace, and Nexal an | egi ons gat hered around t hem

"That rmust be the palace of Axalt," said Hal. He pointed to the huge, |ow
bui | di ng before renenbering that Erix couldn't see his arm She, too, had
identified the place Cor-dell had nade his headquarters—and Naltecona's
prison. The high stone walls, with several bal conies along the top edges,
formed a solid barrier protecting the legion and its preci ous hostage.

Eri x gasped and shrank backward suddenly as bl ack gouts of snobke seened to
expl ode fromthe building, spreading an inky blackness across the plaza. Hal
clutched her to him not knowi ng the reason for her fear but sensing the
terror coursing through her trenbling body. Suddenly she shook her head and
started forward. They crossed toward the pal ace of Naltecona, where Gankak had
told themthat Poshtli now dwelled, taking care to skirt the canps of warriors
that lay in their path.

"How | ong until they can see us agai n?" asked Erixitl uncertainly.

"I don't know," Hal admitted. "But we have enough tine to get inside." / hope,
he added silently.



The entrance to Naltecona's pal ace passed through a pair of w de wooden doors,
cl osed and guarded by Eagle Knights. Fortunately they opened frequently for
groups of warriors, priests, or slaves. Hal and Erix slipped through behind a
file of Maztican wonen who carried baskets of peppers and beans for the pal ace
ki t chens.

Once inside, they saw the fam liar grand hallway proceeding straight before
them toward the great doors to Naltecona' s—Aow Poshtli's—throne room A |one
nobl eman stood outside. The man wore hi gh sandals, a clean cotton tunic, and a
smal I, shoul der-covering cape of green and red feathers.

Hal l oran and Erix nmoved slowy and carefully down the corridor until they
stood within a few feet of the great doors. Mking no sound, they observed the
doors and the listlessly waiting courtier. WAs Poshtli inside? They didn't
know for certain, but Hal felt that the presence of a nobleman waiting at the
door seened |ike a good onen.
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Abruptly the great portals opened, and a tall Eagle Knight stepped through.
The man's posture was rigid, his eyes hard. As he emerged, Halloran was
startled to see that the warrior was an old man, though he nmoved with the
fluid ease of a young veteran

Pulling Erixitl along, Hal darted through the opened door. The courtier

foll owed, after bowing to the departing knight, and the invisible pair barely
dodged to the side in tinme. Indeed, the man turned at the scuffing sound of
their feet but faced the great throne when he saw not hing there.

Hal | oran and Erix saw Poshtli seated on the floating pluma throne of his
uncle. The first thing striking themboth was that their friend | ooked much

ol der than when they had |l ast seen him in Pal ul

"Shall | summon Hoxitl yet, ny Lord Poshtli?" asked the nobl enan.
"No!" Poshtli's voice was a harsh chop. Then he sighed, and his tone softened.
"Not yet. | will talk to the priests later in the day. Now | eave ne, please."

Wth a deep bow, the man turned and departed, closing the great doors behind
him Erixitl and Halloran stood, silent and unseen, in the great throne room
of Nexal

They started forward awkwardly, and as they did, they saw Poshtli |ean back in
the throne. Tears wet his eyes, though they didn't flow down his cheeks.

Then his face twisted with an expression of utter, soul-wenching grief.
Shatil found the house of Halloran easily. Fromthe outside, the |ong,
two-story structure seened to be deserted. Since full daylight would | ast for
several hours yet, he decided to watch the residence for a while. If
necessary, he would enter after dark

Entering a nearby garden, he found a | ow stone bench and seated hinsel f—a
priest at his meditations, a comobn enough sight in the city. For |ong hours,
he surreptitiously observed the house. Once he saw a plunp young sl ave depart
fromthe front doors, returning an hour later with a basket of fruit. But
there was no other sign of life in the plat*.
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Final ly dusk, then darkness, settled around Shatil, and he resolved to have a

| ook inside. He left the garden and crossed the street. Silently he slipped
into the open antechanber and | ooked around. He wore a stone knife in his belt
and kept the Talon of Zaltec confortably ready in his right hand.

The central courtyard of the house was enpty, but he heard voices conming from
the kitchen area near the back. Stealthily he nmoved through the garden
approachi ng the open door of the cooking area.

The small roomwas cheerily it by a hearthfire and a pair of reed torches.
Wthin, he saw two young wonen at work. One ground beans in a |arge clay bow,
while the other patted a paste into circular mayzcakes, using a broad, flat
rock as her work surface. He paused for a nmonent, |istening and watching.

"Hor 0?" asked one of the slaves, the one who had left to get the fruit
earlier.

"Yes, Chantil?" replied Horo. She was a very tall and strikingly beautiful



sl ave who appeared to be slightly ol der than her conpanion

"Are the master and mistress in danger, do you believe? WI|l we see them
agai n?" inquired Chantil, a trenmor in her voice.

"OfF course! Gankak says so, and he is far wiser than you or |I. Surely you do
not question his judgnent." Horo spoke with an airy sense of confidence.
Before they continued, Shatil grew inpatient with his eavesdropping. He al so
felt certain that Erixitl would not be found in the house.

Bot h sl aves | ooked up with gasps of surprise as the scarred priest of Zaltec
stepped into the light. "W is your master? Who i s your m stress?" Shati
dermanded.

The two worren | ooked at each other, their eyes widening in terror. Then the
tall one, Horo, summoned her courage. "Wio are you?" she asked. "Wat do you
want ?"

Shatil struck quickly, slapping the slave across the face. In his hand, he
held the Tal on of Zaltec, and be scraped the tip of the claw across the

sl ave's cheek.

Horo screamed and recoil ed, clasping her hand to her face. The tiny wound
showed as a thin line of pink. Then
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her eyes grew even wi der, and her nouth worked soundl essly. In seconds, Horo
sprawl ed to her back, her eyes open, staring at the ceiling, but seeing
not hi ng nore.

Chantil whinpered and tried to crawl away fromthe enaciated priest. Shati
rai sed his hand again but held his blow. "Is your mstress called Erixitl?"
Chantil nodded dunbly.

"And where is she now? Speak or die!"

The slave struggled to overconme her terror enough to speak. "Th—the pal ace—she
has gone to—to see PoshU!"

"Why?" demanded Shatil, threatening.
"They go—they go to rescue Naltecona!" cried the slave.
Shatil lowered his hand and turned toward the door. "You have done well,

slave. Zaltec is pleased to | eave you with your life."

But Chantil was not listening. Weping, she crawmed to the body of her friend
as the priest of Zaltec disappeared into the darkness.

Qultec learned to fly, in the bodies of hawk and parrot and humm ngbird. He
swam as a fish. He clinbed trees in the formof the how ing nonkey that
conmanded t he jungle heights of Far Payit. And still he learned from
Zochi mal oc, studying the ways of the past and future course of the stars.

But now, too, he began to teach. Know ng of the coming of war, he tried to
train the men of Tulomltzi as warriors. This task he inmediately found to be
i npossi ble, for these folk were raised with none of the mlitary traditions
that played so strong a role in nost of the nations of the True Wrld.

The nmen of TulomItzi thought it foolish to dress in gaudy colors to terrify
their foe, and they | acked the individual skill with the naca that would all ow
themto stand and face even one rank of an eneny's arny.

The one weapon they had mastered was the bow, and here Gultec found that the
men of TulomItzi excelled. Their weapons, nmade from hard jungle |inbs,
stretched taut only under a very powerful pull. Their arrows flew swi ft and
true, and the heads—ef sharks' teeth or clanmshell —-were every bit as hard as,
and even sharper than, tips of obudian
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So Gultec adapted his tactics of war to the warriors of Tulomltzi. He taught
themto skul k through the jungle, to strike froma distance, to retire at the
approach of the eneny. In this way, he hoped that they m ght survive an
engagerment with an army of Payits or, perhaps, Nexal ans. He knew that they
coul d never stand against the foreigners of the Golden Legion. Zochi mal oc,
unfortunately, could provide himno information on the type of eneny they
woul d have to fight.



As the nmoon crept toward fullness, Gultec drove hinself and his warriors with
savage intensity. Tulomltzi, with its vast area spraw ing through many miles
of jungle and clearing, he decided, was indefensible. He formed a plan: If
attackers cane against the city, the people would nelt into the jungle, living
t here and harassing the eneny.

But all the while he felt a sense of wasted effort. He grew nore and nore
certain that Far Payit, on the distant fringe of the True Wrld, would not be
the scene of a cataclysmc war. Finally this certainty led himto decision

and he sought Zochimaloc in the observatory, under the growi ng light of the
noon.

"Teacher," he began, speaking boldly to his w zened nentor, "you have given ne
know edge of things | never inagined, provided me judgnment | have never
possessed. You have told nme that this is because TUomltzi needs ne to ready
your city and | and for war."

Zochi mal oc nodded, unsmiling. Hi s eyes were soft.

"In using this judgnment, | have decided that | nust |eave Far Payit, |eave
these | ands and | earn nore about the nature of the threat you perceive."
Now t he teacher's head bobbed in a slow, synpathetic nod.

"I will endeavor to return when | am needed, for the |earning you have given
me is a debt that | can only begin to repay. But until then, | nust travel

el sewhere to seek the future.”

"Where will you go?" asked Zochimaloc finally. Gultec noticed that his teacher

showed not the slightest bit of surprise.
"You have given nme the powers to fly across the land. |
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shall go everywhere, until | find that which | need to know "

Zochimal oc sniled gently. "I have given you precious little, my proud jaguar
Al | have done is to hel p you open doors to powers you have al ways possessed.
But let ne give you one |ast thing before you depart: advice."

The old man chuckled grimy. "Do not try to go everywhere, for that will |ead

you nowhere. Instead, know that, if you wish to save a life, you nust save the
heart." Zochi mal oc sighed and pressed a hand to the warrior's shoul der

"And the Heart of the True Wrld is Nexal."

From the chronicles of Colon

I n anusenent for the nmassive vanities of mnen.

And even the Ancient Ones, the drow elves who live for centuries and consider
t hensel ves as gods, even they are caught up in the disaster of their own

ar rogance.

They believe that the cult of the Viperhand is their tool, used to subvert the
humans of Maztica to their own path. Even Zaltec, in the mnds of the drow,
has been reduced to a plaything and servant.

They forget their own god, Lolth; and the spider queen does not take such

negl ect kindly. They insult Zaltec with their disdain for his mght, while al
the while they feed his hunger by pouring hearts into the Darkfyre.

One day, and it will cone soon, the gods will grow tired of their ponpous
vanity. Then they-we all—aill have to pay.
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"Tfes, there is a chance we can do it—a slimchance, but | agree that we nust
try!"™ Poshtli grimy clapped his fist into the palmof his other hand. Erix
and Hal |l oran, visible for these past few hours, nodded in relief.

The nobl e warrior had been stunned to speechl essness when they had called to
him invisible, frombefore his throne. At first, Poshtli had bristled in
superstitious fear, but when they touched him he becane convinced of their
presence. In any event, the effect of the potion had dissipated shortly after
t hey had begun to speak

Poshtli showed no surprise at Erixitl's tale of her dreans, and the
premoni ti on about Naltecona perishing below the full nobon. He agreed that the
counsel or should be spirited out of Axalt's palace i mediately. They had | ess



than twenty-four hours before the rising of the full noon.
"Do you speak directly with Naltecona in his quarters?" asked Halloran. "Can
we get to himthat way?"

Poshtli shook his head. "I see himal one, but we are always guarded. W could
not effect an escape that way."
Hal l oran's heart fell. They had achi eved one objective in reaching Poshtli

but that was only useful if they could proceed to the Revered Counsel or
hinsel f. "You told us, |long ago, about secret passages designed by the rulers
and hidden in their palaces. Is there any way you could find t hese—perhaps
use themto get to Naltecona?"

"That m ght be possible,"” Poshtli agreed. "It is traditional practice for the
Revered Counselors to conceal escape routes in their pal aces, and a route of
exit could certainly be used to gain entrance as well."

"Are there others in the palace of Axalt?" asked Hall oran, grow ng hopef ul
agai n.
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"I do not know for certain, but I would suspect that they exist," Poshtl
replied. "The problemw Il be to locate them | wll visit Naltecona's Lord
Architect. He lives here in the pal ace. He would know about the secrets of
this pal ace, and perhaps the pal ace of Axalt as well."

They heard a deep runbling, a powerful throbbing in the air that they could
feel in the pits of their stomachs. In nonents, the vibration reached the
ground, and for several seconds the floor trenbled.

Al'l three of them |l ooked at each other in shock. Poshtli, the first to
recover, shook his head grimy. "The vol cano, Za-tal, grows. Wait here, in ny
private chanber." Their friend ushered theminto a snmaller gallery | eading off
one side of the throne room "I'Il see if the Lord Architect can hel p"

Then, with a swish of the curtain, he was gone.

Shatil hurried to the tenple building in the sacred plaza. The bul k of the
Great Pyramd towered above him dark now, hours after sunset. The noon, one
ni ght short of full, illum nated the vast square with its thousands of
restless warriors. He entered the stone structure, descendi ng through the
doorway into the dank cool ness of the tenple proper. Jaguars skul ked in the
shadows, and the red brazier cast its glow across the statue of the warrior
god Zal tec.

"What is it?" asked Hoxitl, turning fromthe statue and recogni zi ng the young
priest.

"l have been to Halloran's house. Erix was there, but no nore," Shati
expl ai ned breathlessly. "They are here, in the sacred plaza. They seek
Poshtli; they will try to rescue Naltecona fromthe strangers!”

He spoke in excitement. As Shatil had considered his sister's m ssion, he had
begun to suspect that perhaps Hoxitl had been wong. Indeed, Erix would be a
great heroine if she could bring the Revered Counsel or out of the eneny
clutches. Surely this was not the act of an eneny of Zaltec!

Hoxitl's reaction surprised him The high priest's eyes widened in alarm "She
nmust be stoppedj" he cried in sudden panic. Swiftly, angrily, he whirled away
and fought for self-control

VI PEHHAND

Hoxitl remenbered vividly the warning of the Ancient One: Naltecona's death,
anong the strangers, was to be the signal for the uprising. If he were
rescued, the signal might not occur. The cult of the Viperhand, coiled and
aching for release, mght be thwarted of its great expl osion

"Shatil spoke tentatively. "But, Patriarch, is this not good? Wuld not

Nal t econa's rescue allow us the freedomto strike at the strangers?”

"No! Can't you see designs of those who would thwart Zaltec?" Hoxitl turned
savagely on the young priest. He couldn't tell himof the warning of the

Anci ent One—that had been too private, pertaining to Naltecona' s and the high
priest's own fates. Yet he needed Shatil's help, his obedience.

"We nust go to Poshtli and try to stop your sister. Do you have the Tal on of



Zaltec?" At Shatil's nod, Hoxitl continued. "W will seek Erixitl in the
pal ace. If we find her, you nust be prepared to use it."

"I understand," said Shatil, swallowing a bitter objection. He was a priest of
Zaltec. He wore the brand of the Viperhand. He had no choice but to nod hunbly
and obey.

Hel m ' patron god of the Golden Legion, was represented by his faithful as the
Al |l -seeing Eye. Those who worshi ped ever vigilant and watchful Hel mwould not
be surprised by enenmy ambush or strategemer so clainmed his clerics. The

Al -seeing Eye would provide his faithful with warning and al arm

Now t he ever watchful one tickled a cautious nerve in the mnd of his devout
cleric, Bishou Dom ncus, awakening himfroman early, fitful sleep

Tingling to a sense of danger he had | earned never to ignore, the tall,
bearded cleric energed from his sl eeping chanber and started toward the roons
of Cordell and Da-rien. On the way, he passed the guarded chanber where
Nal t econa was hel d.

Here alarm prickled the hair on his neck, and the Bishou hurried to his
general . He encountered Alvarro, drinking octal with sone of his riders in a
pal ace garden
"Conme with ne,’
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men. "CGet to Naltecona's chanmber! Double the guard! There's treachery about!"
The capt ai n-general, aroused by the tunult, enmerged fromhis chanber with a
cotton tunic thrown over his shoul ders. Darien, robed, foll owed nmonents |ater
"What is it?" demanded Cordell.

"I have been warned by Hel m" pronounced the Bishou, his voice booning. "There
will be an attenpt against our prisoner!"

"Tb kill hinP" asked the general, al arned.

"Perhaps. Or to free him" said the Bishou. "In any event, we must increase

t he guard."

Cordell acted quickly, having had experience in the past with the Bishou's
premoni ti ons of disaster. "Double the men" at the gates and in the hallways.
Roust the troops fromtheir sleep—how "

The al arm qui ckly spread through the palace. Cordell then gestured to Darien
Al varro, and the Bishou. "Cone on-hurry!"

He | ed themtoward Nal tecona's chanber.

"Kirisha" Hal whispered, and cool white light spilled through the previously
dark tunnel. Poshtli | ooked at him blinking nonentarily in surprise, then
turned back to the sheet of paper in his hands.

"That does make map-reading a little easier,” he admtted. "Now, this tunne
shoul d take us under the palace of Axalt."

The warrior led the way, with Erixitl behind himand Hal -l oran bringing up the
rear, since the dank, stone-lined tunnel offered only enough space for a
single-file advance.

The Lord Architect had shown them a passage | eading from Naltecona's throne
roomitself to a network of tunnels passing beneath the pal aces, pyram ds, and
courtyards of the sacred plaza. A courtier had announced the arrival of the
priests of Zaltec as the snmall group was preparing to depart, and Poshtli had
instructed himto keep the priests waiting.

The map had been hastily drawn by the architect of Nexal, who had designed the
pal ace of Naltecona. Hi g prede-
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cessor, who had created the plans for Axalt's pal ace sone sixty years earlier
no | onger lived. Consequently, the architect had warned, the map becane | ess
accurate the closer they got to their goal. It didn't show every passage, and
the man had told Poshtli that the scale was rough at best.

But it was all they had, and it was far better than nothing.

"I think we're starting to go up," Erix announced after |ong ninutes of
wal ki ng. The ot hers paused and regarded the tunnel before and behind t hem

he said to the captain, then turned to the



agreei ng that she was right.

"The sl aves who provide his food tell nme that Naltecona is quartered in the
ol d Revered Counsel or's chanbers. That should nmake our task a little easier
There's certain to be a secret passage |eading there" Poshtli held his stee

| ong-sword in one hand now as the clinb in the tunnel becane nore noticeabl e.
"W nust be under the pal ace now. "

Abruptly the tunnel met an intersection with another passage crossing at right
angl es. Poshtli stopped, confronted with three choices of direction

"That way," said Erix decisively, pointing to the right.

The nmen | ooked at her, surprised by her vehenence. She pointed again, and they
shrugged. Wth no nore convincing alternative, the warrior led themto the

ri ght.

This tunnel proceeded for perhaps two hundred paces and then ended in a steep
stone stairway.

"Up there," Erix whispered.

"How can you know where we're goi ng?" asked Hall oran, wanting to believe that
they were on the right track

"I don't know," she replied. "But | think we'll find Naltecona up ahead."
Carefully Poshtli led the way up the steep, spiraling steps. After one ful
circle, the stairway ended at a narrow platform Before them fully
illuminated in the light of Hal-loran's spell, stood the outline of a narrow
st one door.

"Kirishone" Hal whispered, dousing the light. He didn't want any telltale

gl eam through a crack to give them away to anyone on the other side.

"Let's have a | ook," Poshtli said, pushing against the portal. Wth a dul
rasp of wooden pivots, the stone door slowy yielded to his pressure.

Soundl essly the warrior slipped through, quickly fol -
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| owed by Erix and Hal. They snelled noist foliage, and grass cushioned their
footsteps. For a few nonents, they blinked into what seemed |ike pitch

dar kness, but gradually their eyes adjusted to the gl oom

They had entered an encl osed garden, Hal saw, one that was open to the sky
above. He guessed that they were in the right palace, but he could only hope
t hat somehow they had energed into the proper area of that pal ace.

"D you hear sonethin?" The guttural question, spoken froma few feet away,
froze themin place. The | anguage was that of the | egionnaires.

"I dunno. Here, get a spark for the torch.”

"Styberius" hissed Hal, quickly pulling a pinch of sand fromhis pouch. He had
studied the sleep spell but never used it before.

"Hey. .." The original voice grunted softly in surprise, but then the
listeners were rewarded by three soft thuds as bodies fell to the ground.
Erix quickly knelt beside the fornms of the slunbering guards. The overcast
kept the night very dark, but enough light fromthe nearly full noon
penetrated the clouds to reveal the garden in dim shadow detail

"I thought you killed them" the woman whi spered, "but they're only asleep."
"Quards—a good sign," Poshtli added. "It means they have somet hing worth
guardi ng here, and this |ooks like a royal garden. Naltecona m ght be in one
of these sl eeping chanbers.”

They advanced al ong a grassy path between ferns and bl ossons. Several tall
graceful palns | eaned over them silhouetted agai nst the sky.

"Wait!" Erix warned quietly, her voice taut with alarm

"What is it?" Hal turned fromside to side, peering into the shrubbery around
them Was sonet hi ng novi ng?

"Kirisha!" The command, barked in a woman's voice, suddenly filled the garden
with white light. A dozen or nore |egionnaires |eaped fromthe roons around
them swords drawn.

"Atrap!" cried Poshtli. He raised his |ongswrd and defl ected the attack of
the first swordsnan. A
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Hal oran | eaped in front of Erixitl and slashed with Hel ns-tooth at another
attacker. He grunted in astoni shment as the weapon cl eaved hi s opponent's
sword and went on to slash the man's body into two pieces. Never had he struck
a blow with such power.

He turned and chopped at another |egionnaire who rushed himfromthe flank
surprising him Nevertheless, this blow sent another attacker flying across
the garden to smash, stunned, against the wall. Halloran hacked again, an
over hand chop that once nore snapped his opponent's sword and cl eaved the nan
in two.

Poshtli stunbl ed agai nst Hal, pressed by three attackers, and Hall oran
whirled. He charged into them his blade flashing, bone-crushing power behind
his attacks. Three savage bl ows dropped the swordsnen, and Hal rushed ahead,
driving a rank of |egionnaires back before him

He saw stark fear in the faces of the nen he fought, but, mndful of his
conpani ons, he didn't pursue too far. He noved back to Erixitl's side, and saw
t he awe upon her face. "How did you do that?" she gasped, gesturing to the

br oken bodi es around them

For the first tine, Halloran noticed the tingling in his wists. He | ooked
down and saw the delicate rings of his feathered wistbands—+the dowy given
himby Lotil, the featherworker. Could those beautiful objects truly be the
source of his sudden, giantlike strength? What had Lotil told hin®

" they may not | ook |ike much, but I think that you will appreciate thent

I ndeed he did! Panting slightly, Hal |ooked around. The swordsnen stood in a
rough circle around them their eyes wide with fear. He saw novenent behi nd
the | egi onnaires, recognizing the dark formof Darien. It was she who had cast
the light spell.

She rai sed her hand, and he saw a di m pebble of light float fromher finger—a
pebbl e he had seen in battle before. "Fireball!" he cried, feeling a hopel ess
sense of panic as that innocent-|ooking globule of flame drifted toward them
Erixitl seized his armand Poshtli's, pulling themboth close to her.
Spel | bound, they watched the dot nove cl oser

231

DOUGLAS M LES

The two or three seconds of its flight passed |ike hours.

Then the world around them erupted into searing light. Tongues of liquid flane
expl oded fromthe pebble, encircling them hissing with infernal heat. Mist,
succul ent plants sizzled into ash. The ring of encircling | egionnaires
stunbl ed backward, many suffering burns on their faces or hands.

Hal loran felt the heat pressing around them bringing sweat to his forehead.
Numb with terror, he awaited the devouring kiss of flane that would end their
lives. He sensed Erix's fear beside himas her hand squeezed his armwith

vi sel i ke pressure.

But then the flanes faded away, and they were unharned! They stood anidst a

| arge, circular patch of blackened, snoldering garden, but Erix's plunma had
protected themfromthe spell.

"Take them you cowards!" He heard Darien's voice, uncharacteristically
shrill, commandi ng the | egi onnaires. Perhaps two dozen of themstill stood,
and once again they pressed forward.

"Stay close to ne," warned Erix as Hal started to lunge toward the swordsnen.
He saw, fromthe devastated plant life, that the ring of protection around
Eri x seened to extend sonme ten feet away from her.

Feinting toward the men before him he drove them back. Then he turned and,
with Poshtli at his side, attacked those rushing fromthe rear. In three

bl ows, three nore nen fell, and the Maztican stayed another. Hal noted that
Poshtli readily adapted his skill with a maca to the use of the hard steel
bl ade.

Hal | oran saw Darien raise her hand again. A bolt of magic hissed from her
finger, a magic arrow fornming in the air. It crackled toward him and he
grunted with pain as it hissed into his hip, |eaving a snoking burn.



Again a bolt crackled, and he flinched backward, knowi ng he couldn't avoid the
attack. But then a lithe form stepped before him The magic arrow struck
Erixitl between her breasts, where the pluma token | ay agai nst her skin,
unseen beneath her dress.

The bolt crunbled into sparks and fell harnmlessly tp the
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ground. The swordsnen paused for a nmonment as Darien's shrill cry of hatred

split the air. Bolt after bolt shot forth, each one popping into nothingness
agai nst the Maztican wonan. Finally Darien dropped her hand, her spel
exhausted. The other attackers closed tentatively.

"We've got to get out of here," Poshtli grunted. "They knew we were com ng
Nal t econa's too well guarded!"

Sensing the truth of his friend' s words, Halloran cursed in frustration. He
felt he could go anywhere, attack at any odds, with the pul sating m ght
flowing into his nuscles fromhis pluma wistbands. But he knew this was an
illusion. He m ght be strong and quick, but he was still nortal

"Come on!" said Erix, starting back toward the conceal ed door they had used to
enter.

Hal and Poshtli fell back beside her, fighting off the approaches of the
attackers. Feeling no renorse in the heat of the battle, Hal struck brutally
to the right and left, slaying his forner conrades as he would kill any foe in
any battle. If anything, the presence of Erixitl beside himand the need to
protect her drove himto greater heights of savagery than he had ever known.
The door stood open before them The three guards still slunbered

i ncongruously as the battle raged around them One of them began to stir as
Hal and Erix turned back to the smol dering garden. The | egionaires pursued at
a safe di stance, giving the bone-crunching sweep of Halloran's sword a wide
bert h.

"CGet through—+'I1 close the door!" Poshtli |eaped into the portal, stepping
aside so that Hal and Erix could slip past him

"Go!" Halloran urged Erix, facing outward to hold back the pursuit.

Nei t her of them saw the groggy |l egionnaire sit up near the doorway. The
effects of the sleep spell nelted away as he saw the fight raging before him
Swiftly the man sprang to his feet and dove into Erixitl, carrying her heavily
to the ground. The two rolled away fromthe doorway, away from Hall oran
"Erix!" he cried, his voice cracking. He | eaped after her, seeing other

| egi onnai res reach down, hel ping their com
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pardon to pull her away.

Dimy he saw Darien raise her hand, her spell a sharp bark of sound amid the
chaos in the garden. Erixitl disappeared before Halloran as he crashed into a
wal | of stone—a hard granite barrier conjured between himand his wife by the
el f mage.

"No!" he raged. Legionnaires swarnmed around either side of the wall, Dbl ocking
his passage with their bodies. The stone barrier towered over his head,

ext endi ng across half the garden to the right and left. Behind him he sensed
Poshtli at the open door.

Wth a grom of inarticulate rage, Halloran threw back his fist and smashed it
into the wall. Hs knuckles met the granite with stone-crushing force, and the
arcane power of his pluma, coupled with the berserk rage of his own strength,
shattered the barrier. Leaping through the weckage |like a wild beast,
Hal | oran saw Erix, firmy grasped by four swordsnen, disappear into one of the
conpart ments.

Bl inded by his own fury, Halloran stunbled forward. Swordsnmen fell away from
his path, knowing their fate if they came within reach of his bl ows.

Suddenly a dark reality penetrated his frenzy, and he saw a rank of

| egi onnai res standi ng between himand the place where Erix had di sappeared. No
swords for these, however—this was a |line of Daggrande's heavy crossbows.



Bl inking, halting in a desperate attenpt to regain his self-control, Halloran
stared at the figure of his old companion. The grizzled dwarf stared back, the
set of his mouth firm Only his eyes showed his pain. Wth deliberate speed,
he ordered the crossbows, their steel-headed mssiles glinting in the magica
[ight, raised

Don't make ne do it, lad! Halloran read the nmessage in the old dwarfs eyes and
knew beyond a doubt that a volley of those nissiles would nmean his death.
"Shoot, fools! He's getting away!" Darien's shrill scream foll owed Hal through
the door as he turned and darted into the safety of the secret passage. Tears
of frustration and rage choked him and he didn't even see Poshtli pull the
portal shut behind them
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From the chronicles of Coton

In dreans, may we find the hope and prom se that etudes us awake.

Agai n the feathered snake came to me in ny s!eep. The golden couatl, brilliant
of plume and m ghty of power, circles about, taunting with his near presence,
frustrating nme as he vani shes before daybreak

And so the couatl remmins a dream a fantasy specter of hope and significance,
all the nore mserabl e because of its enpty pronise. The clouds of doom gat her
around Nexal, and the city prepares to bathe in bl ood.

O couat!l, harbinger of the Plumed One, we need nore than your prom se now

TO HOLD THE MOON

Three bearded | egionnaires threw Erixitl against a wall with enough force to
drive the air fromher lungs. Gasping, she faced them-not afraid, but bitterly
di sappoi nted. One of them pulled her stone knife—her only weapon—from her

belt. A fourth walked up to her and scowl ed into her face.

"What d'you got under them feathers?" he demanded. The C oak of One Pl une
covered her shoul ders and her back. He reached a hand to its clasp to tear it
away. Suddenly a blue spark crackled fromthe cloak, and he drew his blistered
hand away.

"Quch! Helm s curses, she's a witch!"

Erix was as surprised as the |egionnaire. A grow ng sense of despair seized
her, and she took little pleasure in the protection. True, it hid her pouch
but the only thing that contained was the tiny bottle of potion she had
insisted Hal let her carry—a potion that frightened her too much to ever all ow
her to drink it.

"That was Hall oran!" she heard one of the nen say. "The bastard fought |ike a
denon! "

"Killed Garney, he did," grunted another. Their eyes settled, mnurderously,
back on Erixitl,

Hal | oran! She struggled to contain her grief. They had failed. Did he live?
Had they escaped? Lost in her despair, she didn't notice the captain-general's
entrance until the bl ack-bearded | eader stood before her, his dark eyes

snol deri ng.

"You were the translator at Palul," Cordell stated, his voice vaguely

accusi ng, confident of its assertion.

"Yes," Erixitl replied, seeing no point in denial. Around her, a nmenacing ring
of | egionnaires gl owered, brandishing weapons, all but growling for her blood.
Cordell stood before her, with the cl oaked el frrage at his side.
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"Why did you cone here?" demanded the general

"W were lost," Erix answered, forcing her voice to remain calm

"These questions are a waste of tine!" snapped Darien. "Kill the wench now and
be done with it."

"Wait!" Cordell raised a hand, mldly reproving. "You sought Naltecona, did
you not? To free him perhaps?"

Erixitl shook her head, but she could see that the man didn't believe her.
Suddenly another figure el bowed his way through the nen-at-arnms. A grimfaced



Alvarro reported to Cordell

"That son of a whore killed six nen, wounded a dozen nore!" The man's tones
were incredul ous. Then his eyes fell upon Erixitl, and a crooked grin tw sted
Alvarro's nmouth. "But | see we have his woman."

The way he said "woman" sent daggers of fear along Erix-itl's spine. Darien
too, noticed the inflection, though no one saw her snile within the shadows of
her hood.

"H s wonman?" Cordell repeated in surprise.

Al varro stopped, thinking fast. He hadn't told Cordell the full story of his
encounter with Hal and Erix together, outside of Palul

"Yeah," he expl ai ned quickly. "Wen he killed Vane, he was trying to get to
her. Must have quite a thing for her." The red-bearded man | ooked at Erixitl's
lithe femninity like a hungry animal. "Can't say | blame him™"

Cordell 1 ooked at the captain in mld annoyance, then turned back to Erixitl.
"If he came for you once, perhaps he'll do so again. W'll keep you here for
now. Perhaps you'll bring us bigger gane."

"Kill her!" Darien spat. "He'll still come. He won't know she's dead." Her
eyes glowed fromthe depths of her hood, but Erix held her head high and met
the elf s fiery gaze. The el ven mage had a dozen spells that should be able to
strike this wonman down, yet she knew that sonething powerful protected her
against magic. This frustration only hei ghtened her fury.

"No!" Cordell said firmy, so that all understood. He gestured to a pair of
swordsnen. "Find a secure roomand | ock her up there."
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Hal | oran and Poshtli tunbled down the stairway, pausing at the bottomto
listen for sounds of pursuit. Apparently none of the |egionnaires wanted to
foll ow t he maddened swordsman into that dark passage, however, for they heard

not hi ng.
"I"ve got to go back for her!" Hal gasped during the sudden respite in flight.
"Yes, but not now " Poshtli pressed Hal against the tunnel wall, hissing the

words into his face with brutal force. "They're waiting for you up there. You
know that! Do you want to throw your |ife away usel essly, or do you want to
have a plan—sonething that's got a chance to work?"

For a nonent, Hal's fists clenched involuntarily. His rage blurred his

t houghts, and he al nost struck Poshtli a blow that, in his fury, could have
killed his friend. Then, with a strangl ed sob, he brought hinself under
control.

"What... how can we do that?" he grunted, forcing himself to think clearly.
"We still have the map," said Poshtli. "And there's got to be nore than one
entrance into Axalt's palace. Let's have a | ook around and see if we can't
find sone ot her approach.”

Bot h of them thought of the inexorable sunrise, even now doubtlessly
lightening the sky over the city. Wen next the sun set, the full noon would
rise in the east.

"Good idea," said Halloran finally. "Let's get going."

"I's he not back yet?" demanded Hoxitl. He and Shatil had waited | ong hours
out side the throne room used by Poshtli.

The courtier, who had al so waited those hours, shook his head sullenly. He had
I ong ago grown tired of the high priest's agitation and conplaints. "He will
announce his presence.”

"This is an outrage!" snarled the high priest. Suddenly he stepped up to the
courtier and reached for the door to the throne room The noble stared at him
for a noment, but sonmething in the high priest's inpassioned gaze caused his
spirits to quail. Meekly the courtier stepped aside.
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Hoxitl pushed open the doors and entered the throne room followed by Shatil.
The young priest still clutched the Talon of Zaltec, though he no | onger

expected to find his sister—his victinm-here in the pal ace.



"Lord Poshtli! My lord, where are you?" Shatil couldn't understand Hoxitl's
agitation as the high priest dashed about the room |ooking into the corridors
t hat opened fromthe side opposite the doors.

"This is terrible—disastrous!" declared Hoxitl, turning back to Shatil. "Is it
possi bl e they have i ndeed gone to rescue the Revered Counsel or?"

The young priest didn't hear the patriarch, for his attention was distracted
by sonething he had just noticed. "Look!" he cried, crossing the roomto point
to a dark line along the stone wall of the throne room

"What is it?" asked Hoxitl. The priest's gaunt face pinched tightly as he
scrutinized the faint outline.

"A crack—there's a door conceal ed here!" Shatil drew his dagger and sli pped
its stone tip into the crack in the wall. Wth a slow, steady prying, he
forced the stone portal toward him In nmonents, it stood open, revealing a

dar kened passageway to a steep flight of stone steps |eadi ng downward.

"They must have gone this way and failed to close it fully behind them" cried
Hoxi t |

The high priest's mind raced through a tunult of concerns. Erixitl rnust die!
For Naltecona's death, promi sed by the Ancient One, would signal the start of
t he uprising—and that attack was dooned to failure and disaster if the wonan,

t he chosen daughter of Qotal, was not slain first.

Qutside, the cult of the Viperhand grew ever nore restless. The other
occurrence Hoxitl needed to prevent, at all costs, was a premature attack. The
solution came to himnaturally.

"I must marshal the cult,” Hoxitl told Shatil. "Already they gather in the

pl aza, and they nust be controlled until the proper signal is given. You nust
go after Erixitl! tour sister will recognize you. She'll be glad to see that
you're alive after Palul, will she not?"
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Shatil nodded. His sister certainly assunmed that he had died with all the
other priests and warriors on the pyranid. From her perspective, no one had
escaped.

Hoxitl continued. "That will let you get close enough to use the tal on agai nst
her." The patriarch didn't need to conclude the plan, for they both understood
that, if Hal or Poshtli acconpanied Erixitl, such an attack woul d al npst
certainly cost the priest his life.

The young priest nodded. "It shall be as Zaltec commands." Shatil collected
several reed torches, igniting one to light his way. He felt nunb, detached
fromthe preparations his body made. He watched hinmself go into a hole in the
earth to kill his sister, giving up his own life in the process.

It seened a proper fate for one who would be a tool of the gods.

Darien sumoned Alvarro with a note. She requested his presence at noon, while
Cordell inspected the legion's positions around the spraw ing pal ace.

"Yes, ny |lady w zard?" inquired the red-bearded captain upon entering her

dar kened chanber in the palace of Axalt. She greeted himseated upon a mat.
Awkwar dly he sat before her

"Thi s wench—Hal | oran's worman, you cl ai mhas anger ed

and affronted ne."

Al varro nodded. Though he hadn't been present, he had heard the stories about
how Erixitl had proven invulnerable to Darien's nagic. The surviving swordsnen
who had attacked the trio told terrible tales of Halloran's prowess, coupled
with the failure of the fireball and magic m ssiles.

"I sensed earlier that your interest in her was sonething nore personal," the
elf said coolly, her ivory white skin glowing in the sen darkness of the room
Her eyes seemed huge to Alvarro, huge and beguiling. She wore a red silk
dress, a thin sheath tightly outlining the curves of her body, and | ust
stirred in Alvarro

"I will get you in to see her and give you tine with her to do as you w sh.

Not hing in her roomw Il be heard beyond those walls. However, in return, when
you have fi ni shed
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with her, you nust kill her."

"When should | do this?"

"Now. Today." Darien's voice was clipped. "She nust die.. -" Her voice trailed

away as she appeared to think for a nonment. "She must be dead by sunset.”

Al varro blinked, thinking hard. The thought of Erix, alone and in his power,
was |ike a powerful drug. Still, he wasn't an innocent recruit. Cordell had
ordered the worman hel d prisoner. He regarded the el fmage suspi ciously.

"\What about the general ?"

"I will see that he never knows who is to blame,"” Darien replied confidently.
It just mght work, Alvarro told hinself. He renmenbered Erix on the ground at
Palul. Hs mnd flaned at the prospect of holding her in his power.

"Why are you so anxi ous to have her dead?" he denanded.

Darien | eaned back, her dress clinging seductively to her skin. "She nmakes ne
furious. She stands against ny magic; she draws the eyes of nen—Cordell's
eyes," the albino replied. Her voice was like an icy wind. Al varro thought
briefly that the wizard didn't | ook furious, but then he thought agai n of
Eri x, and suddenly the w zard's notive didnt seemto matter.

The bl ack-robed figure awaited Hoxitl in the darkened confines of the tenple
buil ding bel ow the Geat Pyramd. "G eetings, priest," whispered the Ancient
One.

The patriarch froze, wondering instinctively if this was an assassin sent to
end his days. But the graceful figure advanced, speaking soothingly. "The
death of Naltecona will occur tonight, after nmoonrise," said the Ancient One.
Hoxitl froze, taut with excitenent and alarm He thought of Erixitl, and of
Shatil seeking her in the passages bel ow the sacred plaza. Could he find her
intine?

"My priest is seeking the girl, Erixitl of Palul, now He will kill her as
soon as he sees her!" Hoxitl blurted the explanation, fearing for his life
agai n. Perhaps the Ancient One had assuned that she was al ready dead.
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"That is fine." The words cane fromthe robed figure dispassionately. The high
priest stared in puzzlenment, wondering why he didn't detect the heated

i nsistence on Erix's death that had al ways been the tone of the Ancient Ones
previously.

"But —but what if he doesn't find her? Did you not say that disaster would

result if the attack began while she stili |ived?"

Finally the voice grew harsh. "Do not concern yourself, priest. How fares the
cult? WIIl it be ready?"

"Come with me and see for yourself,” Hoxitl invited. "I go to address them

fromthe pyramd."

"Answer my question!" hissed the Ancient One. He faced away fromthe afternoon
light spilling through the doorway. Hoxitl renenbered other things, of the
robed figures searching the city at night, of their subterranean lair. He
guessed that, whatever the nature of Ancient Ones, they couldn't bear the
light of the sun.

"Very well. The cult gathers within the sacred plaza. W number twenty-five
t housand brands now," the patriarch said proudly. "At the sign, we will fall
upon the | egions of Kultaka and the Payit gathered outside the pal ace. \Wen
their allies have been slain, we attack the strangers thenselves. W wll be

ready tonight."

"Spl endid. Do you have sufficient numbers for the task?"

"The rest of the Nexalan army will certainly join our attack," Hoxitl said
confidently. He knew that the Jaguar and Eagl e Knights chafed at the truce and
were eager to fight. They woul d be incapable of holding thensel ves al oof once
the fighting erupted. "All they require is an initial spark, and the cult of
the Viperhand is the spark that will kindle the blaze. Wthin a few hours, a
hundred thousandnen or nore will attack



"And the blaze of their anger will drive the invaders fromthe True Wrld!"
The Anci ent One nodded, apparently pleased. Then, with a suddenness that
stunned the high priest, the dark figure di sappeared.
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For 1 ong hours, Halloran and Poshtli probed through the darkened confines of

t he tunnel s bel ow t he pal aces and the sacred plaza. They found corners and

ni ches, connecting passages and dead ends. Wrking their way around the
corridor that had led to their ambush, they investigated every feature that
they coul d find.

Several |adders ascended shafts that led to the sacred plaza itself, rather
than the pal aces. They could plainly hear the tal king or noving about of
warriors overhead, and they knew that just beyond the flagstone cap to the
shaft, they could find | egi ons of Kultakans or Nexal ans.

But they couldn't find another passage that would lead themtoward Erixitl.

Hal loran's light spell illum nated their path for a while, but finally the
power of the spell waned. Then they made do with the dimillum nation cast by
Hel nst oot h. The gl ow of the magic sword did little nore than prevent them from
tripping over obstacles and wal king into walls.

Finally they collapsed, out of breath, discouraged, and apparently |ost.

Hal loran tried to avoid thinking about Erixitl, but with every nmonent of rest,
a new i nage of her, alone anong the |ikes of Alvarro, Darien, Bishou Dom ncus,
and Cordell hinmself, formed in his mnd. W knew how enraged the comander

m ght becone at one of his former captains, who now attacked in the night and
sl ayed his men?

Wonderingly, Hal thought of the tiny rings of plumage that had gi ven hi m such
powers. They felt soft and confortable now, exerting no apparent effect on his
body. Only when he pressed his own strength to the limt, it seened, did the
pl uma affect him

Suddenly they heard a sound, a shuffling of footsteps in the distance. "Look,"
Hal whi spered, discerning the flickering glow of torchlight emerging froma
side corridor.

He put his sword behind himto mask its light, noticing that the torch and its
bearer came closer. Orange light suddenly flared before themas a man emnerged
fromthe side corridor, unaware of their presence.

"Who are you?" chall enged Poshtli. They recognized the nman as a bl oody-scal ped
priest of Zaltec. The thin figure had
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a stone dagger. His arms and legs, dirty and scarred, seened to be nmere skin
covering the bones of his linbs.

*<[_" The priest stopped and turned toward them surprised but apparently not
frightened. "I seek ny sister. | fear she is lost in here.”

"Are you mad?" demanded Poshtl i

"What's her name—your sister?" Halloran added.

"She is Erixitl of Palul."

"And you are Shatil, then." The young man nodded at Hal's statenent. Erix had
told Hal nuch of her brother, whom she had given up for dead atop the pyranid
at Palul. The altar and statue had burned with such a conflagration that the
identification of bodies had been inpossible.

"Where is she?" asked Shatil suddenly. "lIs she in danger?"

Hal | oran studied the priest. Everything about the man brought back nenories of
Marline's sacrifice and all the other rites of the brutal worship of Zaltec,
routi nes of rmurder. He couldn't entirely suppress the revul sion he feh for
everything this man stood for.

Yet Erix had spoken of Shatil kindly, and Halloran knew she had truly | oved
her brother. The man nust certainly reciprocate the feeling.

"Yes, she is,"” he replied finally. "We're trying to rescue her. She's been
taken by the I egion."

Shatil's face twisted with a | ook of genui ne shock and di snay.



"What are you doi ng down here?" Poshtli demanded. "Wy do you seek her?"
Shatil's eyes met the warrior's squarely. Their dark eyes flashed in the
torchlight. "Because | feared for her. Because Zaltec has warned ne that she
is in danger and told me where to |ook, that |I could help her!"™ The priest
held his voice |l evel but urgent.

"Please, let me help you!" he urged. All the while, the Talon of Zaltec |ay
snoot h and deadly in his hand.

"You must believe nel The danger is terrible, and it is tonight!" Erixitl
stared into the black eyes of the man before her and he, not

unsynpat hetical ly, | ooked back
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"But because youVe had a drean?" Cordell replied, exhaling sharply in
frustration. Some vague feeling made himwant to trust this woman, yet all his
years of caution warned hi magai nst such nadness.

"Under the full moon," Erixitl explained again. "Naltecona will be slain by
one who is of your |egion. And when he dies, the True Wrld dies soon
afterward. "

She and the captain-general had waged this discussion for nearly an hour. He
st al ked about the room where they had inprisoned her, clearly agitated. He
didn't want to believe her, but he couldn't think of a good reason for her to
make up such a story.

Erixitl |ooked around inpatiently. They had placed her in some sort of storage
room She saw jugs of octal, baskets of mayz, and a |arge, |ocked door. High
up on the wall, sunlight streamed into the room and she could see flashes of
clear blue sky, now streanming in fromthe west.

"How | ong before sunset—before the full moon rises?" she asked. "Do you really
thi nk you can protect the Revered Counselor if the gods have decreed his

deat h?"

"Isn't that what you tried to do?" Cordell shot back. "If his death is

ordai ned, how could your rescue have changed that fate?"

"Perhaps it couldn't,"” Erixitl murnmured, grimdefeat staring her in the face.
A sudden knock on the door pulled their attention fromeach other. "General
you' d better get out here!" The guard's voice, frombeyond the portal, carried
not es of urgency.

"What is it?" Cordell demanded irritably.

"Warriors, sir. They keep pouring into the plaza. They' ve got the Kultakans
out nunbered al ready. They haven't attacked yet, but nore of 'em keep coning."
Wt hout another word to her, Cordell darted through the door. It slanmed
again, leaving Erix alone with her thoughts. She | ooked upward and saw t hat
the sunlight still streamed into the room but now the beams were black, as if
the sun cast not hing but shadows.

Lost in her despair, she didn't hear the door open again. A cool whisper of
air agai nst her cheek was her first warning, and she spun to face the leering
vi sage of Captain Alvarro.
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The expression of aninmal hunger in his eyes sent chills coursing through her
body.

"What do you want ?" she demanded.

He opened his nmouth and appeared to speak, but no sound canme to her. Then
Alvarro stepped closer to her, and as if he had passed an unseen barrier of
silence, his voice becane audible.
" t hi nk you know what | desire,’
gap-t oot hed guns.

Eri x saw the sharp dagger in his hand. "Did Cordell order you to do this?" she
asked calmy

Alvarro sneered. "He doesn't know. But you won't be able to warn him either
Not hi ng that happens in here will be heard outside."

Her mind whirling, Erixitl tried to think of a plan, a counter to this beast's

he said, his thin smle displaying his



approach. He advanced snugly. "Hal's wench—-and a mighty proud thing you are,"”
he chuckl ed. He swaggered closer, confident.

No sounds, he had told her. Erix didn't understand how, but she suspected this
nmeant that he had help fromthe elf w zard. Her nmind flashed back to her

i medi ate problem Alvarro. She renenbered the man fromthe feast at Pal ul

The man had swilled octal as if the drink was the nectar of life itself.

"Why should I make a sound?" she inquired, trying to keep the terror from her

voi ce. Her eyes falling on the jugs along the wall, she lifted one. "Here.
First you want a drink, | know "

The captain blinked, surprised at her |lack of fear. He snatched the jug and
sniffed it suspiciously. "Sure, I'Il drink," he grunted, raising the flask and

guzzling the fiery stuff. It ran fromhis |ips, soaking his red beard and
dripping to the floor.

Overhead, the sunlight on the wall began to fade. Erixitl turned her back on
the man, sickened by the sight of him desperate for escape. She had so little
time, but what could she do?

She still had her token, inside of her dress, but while it mght stop Darien's
m ghtiest magics, it offered little protection against a crude approach such
as Alvarro's. The pouch
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on her belt chafed her hip as she turned back. Her only other possession, it
held only the little glass vial of potion

The potion she had feared to allow Halloran to drink. She still remenbered the
shadowy expl osion of black terror she had seen when he raised it to his nouth.
Alvarro smacked his lips, lowering the enpty jug. "You're a pretty one, d' you
know that? | bet you do things for Halloran!"

Her stomach churned as he | ooked her up and down. He took a step closer

"Y' know, if you do those things for ne, | just might not kill you," he I|ied.
He reached a burly paw to her shoulder, and Erix turned slowy away, forcing
herself not to strike him She knew the stocky horseman coul d easily over power
her if she gave himcause to attack

Her hand fell on the pouch, and she slipped the bottle out. She sensed it
bur ni ng agai nst her hand—a vile and dangerous thing, it was. Roughly he spun
her around to face him his nmouth a few inches from her own.

"I+ give himoctal" she said, trying to be cal mthrough her terror. "He can
drink very much. It—t gives himgreat pleasure!"

Wth fal se |ightness, she turned away, snatching up another jug. A quick
gesture dunped the contents of the vial into the octal before she whirled back
to Alvarro. "Here—+ can do the sane for you!"

Her heart pounded as the man brushed the jug aside. "I can have that anytine,"
he grunted. "I want something a little nore special."

Until she felt the wall at her back, Erix was unaware that she had been
backi ng slowy away. Now she stood, trapped by one of Alvarro's arns on either
side of her. She still held the jug in her hand and snelted the sweet reek of
octal on his breath.

"Come. Can we sit?" she said, slowy and carefully. She must not arouse his
suspi ci ons!

Scowl i ng, Alvarro nevertheless allowed her to step aside and sink to the
floor. Obviously her reaction wasn't the one he had expected. He sat roughly
besi de her, a curious expression on his face. "Aren't you frightened?" he
asked
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bluntly.

"Yes—+ am" she adnmitted, "terrified, actually. "But we are a fatalistic
peopl e. Qur gods teach us not to fight the inevitable. You are here; we're
alone. | know that I amin your power."

Every nmuscle in her body screaned for her to strike out at this brute, to
punch and pummel him But a violent contest with Alvarro would certainly be
futile, so she continued to use her wits. She raised the flask, not offering



it to himbut insuring that he sawit.

"Gve me that," he grunted, snatching it fromher hands. He raised the neck to
his mouth and once again took a long swallow Erixitl watched, trenbling with
fear. Wuld the potion, diluted by octal, have any effect at all? If it did,
what would that effect be?

Alvarro set the hal f-enpty container aside, smacking his lips. Suddenly, wth
shocki ng vi ol ence, he turned on her, pressing her to the floor and clinbing on
top of her. A-mad fire gleanmed in his eyes.

Then the man grunted once. His eyes wi dened and his tongue protruded. His
fingers clutched for her neck, and his body shook w th convul sions.

Finally he stiffened, gasping inarticulately, and died.

Groani ng weakly, Erixitl crawled frombeneath him rolling away fromthe

repul sive form For |ong nonments, she gasped for breath, nearly gagging. She

| ooked at the little bottle, still in her hand. Reflexively she hurled it
against the wall, watching it shatter

She saw her hopes reflected in the shards of glass that scattered all over the
floor, disappearing in the fading |ight of the sun

Then she sensed novenent beside her, and whirled in shock. Another figure had
entered the room not through any aperture—not through any means she coul d
see. This one | ooked at her with a trace of hunor in his slitted, unblinking
eyes. Great feathery wings bent slowy, suspending a tw sting, serpentine body
inthe air. H s voice, when he spoke, was a sibilant whisper

"Greetings," said the feathered snake. "I am Chiti kas Couatl, and |I have
returned.”
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From the chronicles of Colon

Tb the chronicler is given the sight, that afterward the tale of the Waning
may be told.

The gods gather in the gallery of their inmmrtal cosnbs now to watch the arena
floor below. Each is sublime and confident in his, or her, own presence. Each
takes little note of the other gods, watching instead the play of the humans
bel ow.

This may be their undoing. Helmlicks his lips as his nen count their gold, an
ever-growing pile within the pal ace of Axalt. The Bi shou makes | oud t hanks,
and the god basks in the praise.

Zaltec feasts upon the hearts that are offered, but the massive feeding does
not slake his hunger. If anything, it inflames him Now his sacred cult
seethes and strains with warlike fervor. They crave the rel ease of an attack

a chance to feed their god as he has never eaten before.

Nei t her of them shows awareness of the third i nmmortal presence, the spidery
essence ofLolth, slowy taking shape in the cosmc gallery beside them She
has eyes—vengeful eyes—for her wayward children. The drow, conmitted
passionately now to the cause of their adopted god, have forsaken her

conpl etely.

And her patience wears thin.

THE LAST SUNSET

"No, by Hel mwe cant be lost!" Halloran shouted, bashing his fist against the
wal | of the tunnel. Frustration threatened to tear himapart. H's nmind burned
with countless pictures of Erixitl's fate at the hands of his forner

conr ades-i n- ar ns.

For hours, the three nmen had pushed thensel ves frantically through the network
of tunnels, backtracking, exploring, desperately seeking a way out. AH around
t hem ext ended connecti ng passages—apparently identical tunnels, with new

i ntersections, changes in el evation, secret corridors, and hi dden chanbers
every hundred paces. The priest, Erixitl's brother, threw hinmself into the
hunt as diligently as did Poshtli and Hal

"We'|l get out," Poshtli said grimy, pushing hinmself to his feet follow ng a
brief rest. They had paused only for at nonent, but he, too, felt the urgency
that would not allow themto remain idle.



"I"msure we've been going down," Hal guessed, frantic at the thought that
they had left Erixitl far behind them "W're underground by now "

"You mght be right. Let's |ook around for sone way to clinb." Poshtl
gestured to the stone ceiling. They had seen several rotting wooden | adders

| eadi ng upward in various places.

Shatil remained silent, watching Hal and Poshtli grow and bluster. A part of
hi mthe man—adnired the passion with which they wanted to rescue his sister
anot her part—the servant of Zaltec—hoped w th equal passion for success, so
that he coul d perform his god-appointed task and slay her

The priest lit another of his reed torches fromthe~tunp
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of the last one. "I have only two left,"” he reported softly. "W will soon

find ourselves in darkness."

Hal l oran whirled on the priest, ready to snarl his anger with this |ast
announcement. Shatil met his gaze coolly, and suddenly Hal felt very foolish.
"Al'l the nore reason to keep noving," he grunted.

Once again they started along a narrow corridor—a corridor that | ooked just

i ke a hundred ot her such passages. "How | ong have we been down here?" Hal
asked, trying to bite back his despair.

"Most of the day, | think," Poshtli replied. "It nust be approachi ng sunset."
He didn't el aborate. Both of themfully understood the significance of Erix's
premonition. Wth sunset would conme the rising of the full moon, and—+f she
had seen the truth-shortly afterward would foll ow the death of Naltecona.

As they plodded al ong, Halloran turned and saw Shatil studying him an
expression of puzzlenent across his features. "What is it?" asked the fornmer

| egi onnaire.

"I amwondering,"” replied the priest, pointing to Hal's waist, "howit is that
you cone to carry a band of hishna. Takmmagic, so | believed, is used only by
the priests of nmy order. Or are you a master of hishna as well?"

"No," Hal replied. He | ooked at the snakeskin strap wound around him "This
was used to inprison nme once, long ago in Payit. Wien | was freed, | kept it."
"It is a potent token," the priest declared.

"So | learned." Halloran vividly remenbered the difficulty he had had with the
snakeskin. It had grown into a long, flexible thong that had wapped around
himtightly. Wen Daggrande tried to cut it with his dagger, the steel edge
had dull ed wi thout making a mark on the strap

"Look!" Shatil cried suddenly as the other two marched quickly before him He
pointed to a small al cove beside the corridor that Poshtli and Hal, in their
haste, had sonehow ni ssed.

"What is it?" grunted Hal, peering into the shadows.

"A ladder/' replied Shatil. "Leading up."
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"Look at them Captain. They just sit there, watching. Wat do you make of
it?" Cordell turned to Daggrande, waiting for an answer. The dwarf stood
besi de himon the roof of the palace of Axait. The broad expanse of pl anks
stretched flat around them surrounded by a | ow parapet at the edge of the
roof. In the center of the palace, several great peaks of thatch extended high
into the sky, marking the throne roomand the larger halls. Except for these
peaks, the top of the palace consisted of a broad, open platform

"Makes ne dammed uneasy, Ceneral." The dwarf squinted across the sacred pl aza,
t hrough the | ong shadows cast by the | owering sun

He saw tens of thousands of Nexal an warriors gathered all around the fringes
of the plaza and spilling forward in great groups around their tenples and
pyram ds. They wore feathers and carried clubs, nacas, and spears.
Cccasional ly one group would mutter some kind of chant, not |oud enough to be
a battle cry but nevertheless a sinister and unsettling sound. Al day |ong
the warriors had gathered, their nunmbers swelling fromthe apparently

i nexhausti bl e popul ace of the great city.



Bel ow t hem arrayed in canps around the palace of Axalt, the ranks of Kultakan
and Payit warriors watched nervously, weapons close at hand. The twenty-five

t housand-nen of their allies, appearing so numerous when they marched into the
city, now seemed badly outnunbered by the Nexal ans. The five hundred nmen of
the Gol den Legion, garrisoned within the walls of the palace itself, |ooked
across this form dable array and prayed for peace.

"There's that priest again,"” grunted Daggrande.

Cordell 1 ooked to the highest pyranmid, and he saw t he bl ack-robed patriarch of
Zaltec. Many of the Nexal ans gathered around that edifice, and they could see
hi m gesticul ati ng. The harsh bark of his voice carried across the plaza,

t hough even had they known his | anguage, the words woul d have remai ned

i ndi stingui shabl e because of the distance.

"I't looks ugly," Cordell muttered. "You can feel the hatred and the anger"
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"Can't really blame themfor that," Daggrande noted. "They have to know

Nal tecona's not here of his owmn will."

"And the gol d?" chall enged the captain-genera! angrily. "They've stopped
bringing it to us.” Indeed, the steady deliveries of golden objects and dust
had abruptly ceased earlier in the day.

Daggrande | ooked at his commander with a trace of alarm The pile of gold they
had al ready coll ected would be a challenge to transport from Nexal. More

i nportantly, one | ook at the obviously hostile assenbl age around the

| egi onnai res should have warned themall that they had nore pressing concerns.
Cordel | |ooked at the sun, about to set over the shoulder of Munt Zatal. A
pl ume of steam marked the summt of the massif, casting a shadow across nuch
of the city. He | ooked back at the Nexal ans, worri ed.

"Send for Naltecona," he ordered abruptly. "He will speak to his people. He
must convince themof the folly of an attack!"

Daggr ande nodded and turned away. As he went to the | adder that |ed down into
t he pal ace, he cast a last |ook at the vast and grow ng horde around them
Folly for whon? he wondered

"Chitikas!" Erixitl gasped in shock, and then delight. "You have returned!"
The couatl hovered in a | oose coil, the brilliant down that covered his
brightly col ored body gleaming in the |last rays of the sun. Hi s long, slender
formremained airborne, with only the tip of his pluned tail trailing on the
floor. H's huge gol den wi ngs beat very gently, their trailing plunes floating
up and down with each | eisurely novenent.

Flicking his forked tongue in and out of his mouth, the couat!l fixed Erixitl
with a level stare. H's yellow eyes, vertically slitted, did not blink.

"I have returned—that is what | said," hissed the feathered snake with nore
than a hint of inpatience. "Wen nortals fail to understand and act upon their
ci rcunst ances, one such as |—=
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"Fail to act!" Erix held her voice | ow, but her delight became sudden fury
that struck the snug couat!l like a blowin the face." Wo has failed to act?
Wher e have you been since you disappeared in Payit? Wat do you nean coning
here now, on the very night portrayed in my dream and telling me | have
failed to act?" She gestured at Alvarro's corpse, still warm beside her. "Wy
couldn't you have cone an hour ago? Or a tenday ago?"

"That is enough,"” said Chitikas, with a trace of his old haughtiness. "Let us
act now. "

"What do you propose?" Erix, her anger not forgotten, regarded the feathered
serpent suspiciously.

The sunlight, streaming in fromthe west, began to fade. Erixitl pictured the
full rmoon, cresting the horizon to the east.

"Perhaps we should go to the roof." The way Chitikas phrased the words, it
sounded al nost |ike a question

"You must tell themto disperse!l"” Cordell barked. Darien inmrediately

transl ated, and Naltecona | ooked at the general with an expression of utnost



fati gue.

"You ask the inmpossible. Can you not see that they have been sunmoned by a

hi gher command than nmy own? You yoursel ves have robbed ny voice of the
authority it once had. They will not listen to ne."

"Do you want to avoid a war?" demanded Cordell, his voice dropping to a
nmenaci ng snarl. "Or do you want us to unleash our powers against your city?"
Nal t econa si ghed, a heartbreaking sound. "The unl eashing of power is sonething
neither | nor you can any |longer control. No, | do not wish to see this war.
My dreans have shown nme the inevitable result—a disaster for all."

"Then speak to them Helmcurse you!" Cordell snapped the words and then
whirled away, struggling to regain his self-control. The Revered Counsel or was
a proud man, he knew, and one could push a proud man just so far

Sur prisingly, however, Naltecona started for the edge of the roof overl ooking
the plaza below. He stopped, clearly visible to all the warriors on this, the
eastern side of the pal-
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ace. Though the sun had set, the full nmoon before himrose into a sky stil
blue with the fading |ight of dusk. Naltecona's voice, when he spoke, thrumed
with the vibrant power of rulership.

"Hear me, ny people!™ A dull silence settled over the assenbl ed masses of
warriors, extending slowy, like a ripple across a pond, to the far limts of
t he pl aza.

"My heart knows the pain you feel, and ny soul understands the needs of honor
But this is a tine when we nust swall ow our pain. As for honor, ny own all ows
me to dwell here, as the guest of the foreigners. Does that not prove that we
are not di shonored?"

A runbl e of displeasure rose fromthe Nexal ans. Bel ow them next to the pal ace

wal |, the Kultakans nervously fingered their weapons.
"I must ask you to to show patience—nore pati ence even than you have shown
already. | understand the difficulty of restraint.”

Howl s of indignation, shrieks, and whistles of anger, all these sounds erupted
fromthe nultitude of warriors and priests gathered bel ow. Upon many,
Nal t econa saw the gl eaning red scar of the Viperhand. The cult seened to | ead
t he way, but the counsel or knew that all Nexal stood prepared to follow.

"I have seen the future! If we follow the path of war, only disaster can

foll ow—di saster such as our fathers could not have inagined!" Naltecona's

voi ce grew strident as he strived to make hinsel f understood. "My people,
listen to ne!"

But by nowit was already too |ate.

Ful | darkness settled over the room before the sinuous body of Chitikas Couatl
encircled Erixitl. The feathered snake drove his wings with that sane

| ei surely beat. \et sonmehow, without visible effort, he propelled hinself
faster and faster, his rainbowhued formblurring into a ring of color around
her. Sudden light flashed, very bright, in the room

In the next instant, Erix stood upon the roof of the palace, still encircled
by the whirling Chitikas. The C oak of One
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Plune bill owed outward. The snake quickly floated to a stop, coiled in the air
besi de her, but she had already forgotten him

I nst ead, her eyes |ocked onto the scene before her—the exact inmage of her

dr eani

Nahecona stood at the edge of the flat roof, against the rimof wall, perhaps
two feet high, that encircled this portion of the palace. The peak of thatch
towered behind her, sheltering Chitikas and Erixitl in its shadow.

The rest of the area, of course, stood clearly illumnated in the pale wash of
the just-risen full noon. Cordell, Darien, the Bishou, and the dwarven
capt ai n, Daggrande, stood around the Revered Counselor in a | oose senmcircle.
Beyond them filling the plaza like a thick carpet of humanity, seethed the



warrior mass of the Nexal a

Erixitl stared as cold, inexorable fear gripped her soul. She felt as though
she was observing a play on a stage, a performance al oof and detached from her
i nvol verent. She coul d do not hing as events unfol ded.

Then she shook her head, her black hair floating tike a cloud around her. She
had been brought here for a purpose, she knew. !n her determ nation to act,
she had overl ooked a thing she had | earned before.

The purposes of Chitikas Couatl were not given easily to understand.

"Push! The cursed thing has to open! "urged Hall oran, bel ow Poshtli on the
narrow | adder.

"Il +—an't nove it" gasped the warrior, slunping away fromthe tightly shut
trap door above them

"Let me try!" Hal squeezed to the side as Poshtli dropped several rungs to
al l ow his conpanion to reach the top

Hal feared for the destruction of this land, for he believed inplicitly in
Erixitl's prenmonition. But nostly he drove hinmself forward because of fear for
her and bitter hatred for those who inprisoned her and threatened all his
hopes. He had to reach her

Feat hermagi ¢ pul sed around his wist. His fist crashed upward, and the trap
door cracked in two, each piecaflying
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back fromthe opening. He sprang through the opening, draw ng Hel nstooth in

t he sane notion, not know ng whether they had reached a pal ace chanber,
courtyard, or garden

O roof. He | ooked around at a broad, flat expanse. He saw a group of

| egi onnai res sone di stance away and heard a vague runbling fromthe vast
square around them The sound had apparently masked the noi se of his energence
fromthe soldiers, for none of the nmen-at-arns turned toward him Swiftly
Poshtli, and then Shatil, clinmbed fromthe trap door.

They were on the roof of a palace, Hal sawthe pal ace of Nahecona's father
Axalt. They hadn't wandered as far as Hal had feared during their subterranean
expl orations. He saw the Revered Counsel or, apparently addressing the unruly
gat hering below. Slowy, with shocking awareness, he took in the huge nunbers
of warriors gathered across the plaza.

"There nust be a hundred thousand of theml " he breathed in awe.

"More," Poshtli said quietly, his trained warrior's eye assessing the throng.
"Where is ny sister?" Shatil wondered, |ooking quickly around.

Crouchi ng where they stood, the moon casting their shadows | ong across the
roof, they searched the area with their eyes. They saw dozens of | egionnaires
and their captains, together with the wi zard and the Bishou. Al stared at the
drama before them sensing Nahecona's failure to appease the crowd. Mst of
the roof | ay exposed to the cool noonlight, though the thatched peaks left a
few areas of deep shadow.

"She's not here,"” Halloran saidr nearing despair.

"Look!" Poshtli whispered, pointing to the crowmd bel ow. They saw t he Nexal ans
surging angrily toward the pal ace, a storny sea of humanity around their
perilous island. Yet the warriors did not attack. "Erixitl's dream+the death
of Nal te-cona anong the legion! It could happen now "

Hal shook his head. "I can't believe Cordell would have himkilled. Not now,
not like this. Naltecona is the only thing
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hol di ng them at bay."

"Hey! You over there!"

The harsh bark of a sentry told themthat they had been di scovered. Halloran
whirled to see several crossbowren, their heavy weapons nenaci ng, advanci ng
fromthe opposite portion of the roof.

"It's Halloran!" shouted one of the sentries. Instantly the attention of the
captains turned toward the trio, clearly illumnated in the bright noonlight.
For a nonent, Hal thought of diving through the dark trap door beside them



The three of themcould easily disappear into those narrow tunnels.

But that course was an admi ssion of failure, and he wasn't ready to adnit that
they had failed. He saw Darien, her pale face studying themcoolly, and he
renmenber ed her spellbook in his pack. He seized upon a desperate hope.

"I want to talk to you," he called, nmeeting Cordell's eyes.

"Come forward," said the captain-general cautiously. "Keep your hands in plain

sight." He watched them approach for several nonents. "That's close enough."
Hal , flanked by Poshtli and Shatil, stopped about ten paces short of his old
conmander. Beside Cordell, he saw the albino el frmage, still regarding himwth

a gaze so devoid of emption it rem nded Halloran of a reptile's.
The crowd beyond the pal ace surged noisily. Naltecona turned away fromthem
regardi ng the confrontation curiously.

"I want to make a trade," Halloran said, |ooking at Darien. "I have your
spel | book—and you have a person who neans very nmuch to ne ... to us. | offer
you the book in return for the wonman."

Cordell 1 ooked at Darien, an expression of cool interest on his face. The

wi zard, to the surprise of all of them began to | augh. The sound had a cruel
harsh ring to it.

"We nust go to them " whispered Erixitl, her voice straining with urgency.
"There is little tinme!"

"Wait," said Chitikas calmMy. They remained in the dark shadow bel ow a peak of

t he roof, unseen by the others before them >
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Erix | ooked at the couatl in surprise, then shook her head vehemently. "I'm
goi ng!"

She started forward, sensing the snake sigh heavily beside her. After one
step, however, her foot stuck to the planks bel ow her. She tried to turn on
Chitikas and found her other foot equally imuobilized. She couldn't nove.

Twi sting her body, she angrily opened her mouth to demand that he free her.
But no words cane forth. He held her spellbound.

"Wait" ordered the couatl again. "W cannot be seen yet."

And Erix could only turn to watch, as dull horror rose within her soul

"What is the hunor?" the captain-general asked his mistress. "I should think
it a sensible exchange—your spell book for Halloran's woman."

"The hunor is in this man's foolish naivete!" Darien barked, her nouth stil
twisted in grimanusenent. Her eyes, however, remrained cold and lifeless.
Hal l oran felt a chill of fear

"He is in ny power now," Darien continued. "Wthout the wench to protect his
body, my magic can tear the secret of the spellbook fromhis mnd

"But before your soul becones mne," she added, "there is another thing you
shoul d know. "

Now Hal |l oran's bl ood froze in his veins, and he imagi ned her words before she
spoke.

"tour woman is al ready dead!"

"What ?" demanded Cordell. "She was under ny protection) How dare you—
"tourprotection?" Darien scoffed. "Like the |legion is under your

protecti on—+he safety of your wi sdom your keen planni ng?"

"What do you mean? Explain yourself!" Cordell grow ed. The |egi onnaires edged
nervously back, never having w tnessed such an exchange between the genera
and his elven mstress.

"\'bu have been a useful tool,
girl is dead. "
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The pause that foll owed seened to | eave roomfor the sun to rise and set, yet

she sneered, "but that use is finished. The

still that bright, full nmoon hung suspended in the sky.
"And know this," Darien continued, alnobst conversationally. "There will be
war . "

Suddenly she raised her finger and barked a sharp, magical comrand. A bolt of



hot magic burst like an arrow fromher finger, slashing forward to expl ode in
her victims chest. Another, and a third, and still nore magic mssiles darted
forth. Each struck deep into her target's blistered skin, crackling and
sizzling with arcane power, ripping his body apart, driving himbackward. Bl ue
sparks hissed while the others stood, shocked and speechl ess.

As the spell finally waned, Naltecona's torn and bleeding formtottered on the
edge of the roof. A sudden hush fell across the nob bel ow. Then, already dead,
the mangl ed figure of the Revered Counsel or toppled fromthe roof to crash to
t he pavi ng stones of the plaza bel ow.

Magic still sparked across the roof, a residue of the killing power that had
slain Naltecona. This power sizzled as light, flaring upward and then falling
back, casting everything alternately in brightness and shadows.

As the light pulsed, Halloran stared at Darien, watching her in stunned,

di sbel i eving shock. In the brightness, her skin gleamed with the al abaster
whi t eness caused by her al bi ni sm

Yet in the shadows, it seened to be dark, as black as any draw s.

From the chronicles of Colon

Now the True Wirld stands poised at the brink of chaos. My fingers trenble,

and ny brushes nove unsteadily across the page. | nust put them down, and
hold ny breath as the fate of the | and takes shape.
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Erixitl suddenly broke her feet free, and she instantly ran fromthe shadows
into the bright nmoonlight, toward those clustered at the edge of the roof.
Around her, the city seened frozen, strangely paralyzed. "Hal!" she cried.
VWhirling, his face split into a | ook of disbelief, then disbelieving

happi ness. He shouted, "Erix! You're alivel" then swept her into his arns. Hs
relief turned to fury, and again he turned to Darien

He saw the wi zard's face then, twisted into a | ook of shock, dismay ... and
fear.

"No!" Darien gasped, her voice a strangl ed choke.

"You treasonous w tch!" Daggrande how ed, |ooking at the place where Naltecona
had stood. "You've killed us all!" From bel ow, how s of outrage erupted from
t he Nexal an masses. They surged toward the pal ace, blind rage growi ng quickly
into battle frenzy.

"\What —what have you done?" Cordell gaped at her

"What are you?" asked Bi shou Dom ncus, softly, fearfully.

Hol ding Erixitl at his side, Halloran studied the albino elf. He saw the other
| egionnaires, with their expressions of shock and anger and di sbeli ef —and,
slowy, growing fear as the rage of the Nexal ans swelled fromthe plaza around
t hem

He al one under st ood.

"Ifou're one of them aren't you?" he stated quietly. "An Ancient One. A dark
el f. That's why you avoid the sun, not because of your delicate skin. You' ve
pl anned this for a long tine."

The wi zard, still gaping at Erixitl, didn't reply. Cordell, however, regarded
Hal with confusion that the man found al nost pathetic. "Wat do you nmean? \What
are you sayi ng?"
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"I"'msaying that you have been nani pul at ed—dsed by the draw who seek to gain
control of Maztica. Those who sought to start the war that would tear this

| and apart and give themultimte mastery."

The sounds fromthe plaza bel ow, where Naltecona's death and fall had been
plainly visible, indicated that the war had i ndeed begun

The sign! Hoxitl, watching fromhis lofty vantage on the Great Pyram d, saw
Nal t econa outlined in deadly magic, wtnessed the grotesque dance of his
assassi nation, and then observed the linp corpse tunble to the plaza bel ow.

So did thousands of Nexal an warriors. For a prolonged nmoment, the square fel
still fromthe shock. Then a rumnbl e shook the ground as a burst of snoke

bill owed upward from Zatal's sumit, and finally the high priest lifted his



voice in a long, ululating call. Instantly the menbers of his cult—perhaps one
in every five of the assenbl ed warri orhood—understood the order

The branded ones echoed the call and raised their weapons. Their fury and
battl e |l ust spread contagi ously, and in another nonment, the cult surged
forward to attack. As Hoxitl had known they would, the other warriors of Nexa
i medi ately foll owed.

A great wave of humantide swept across the sacred plaza, converging on the
Pal ace of Axalt. A din of stomping feet, scream ng voices, whistles, and
wooden- haft ed weapons clashing in rhythmnm c cadence rocked the center of the
city. The volunme of sound could surely, the priest thought, be heard by the
gods t hensel ves.

The Kultakan and Payit warriors allied with the legion suffered the first
onsl aught of Nexal, quartered as they were outside the pal ace. The Kultakans
guarded the north and east sides of the structure, while the Payit were
encanped to the west. This pleased Hoxitl; let the foreigners see the fate of
their allies and know what was in store for thenselves.

The Kul t akans, braced for war, |aunched volleys of stone-tipped arrows into

t he approachi ng mass. Many Nel al an
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warriors fell, but in seconds, the two forces clashed in nelee. Feathered
headdr esses waved above the fight, marking the |line between the two nations,
but soon the colors mingled in confused sl aughter

Hoxitl watched the battle, his features flushed with transcendent ecstasy.
Zaltec woul d be well pleased.

Thousands of men whirled through a dance of death, ma-cas choppi ng, stone
daggers thrusting, all illumnated by the bright, eerie nmoonlight. Spears,
arrows, and stones flew above the tide of warriors, |anding indiscrimnately
anong the packed ranks. Cries of the wounded, shrill how s of triunph, and
hoarse shouts of warning all blended into a battlefield cacaphony.

Bl ood spread slick on the paving stones, glistening |like black oil. The bright
nmoon rose higher into the sky, covering the whole gory scene with its

nocki ngly pristine gl ow

The five thousand warriors of the Payit, on the west side of the pal ace,
couldn't stand | ong against the rush. Fragnented by the shock of the attack

t hese spearnen tried to hold a Iine but soon found thensel ves fighting in

smal | islands, surrounded by the hordes of Nexal ans.
Desperately the Payit tried to fight their way free of the plaza. Sone of them
made it and sonme of themdied. Mdst fell into the hands of their attackers.

The Nexal ans qui ckly marched the prisoners toward the G eat Pyranmid. Even as
the battle against the Kuitakans raged with increased savagery, the first of
the Payit prisoners started the long, oneway clinmb up to the altar of Zaltec.
Shatil stared, awestruck. Erixitl! Hs sister still lived! He didn't
understand the speech of the foreigners around him but he sensed their shock
and their anger, directed at the pate woman who had sl ain Naltecona. Too, he
saw the sorcerer's fear when Erixitl arrived.

The young priest |ooked at his sister with a sense of overwhel m ng confusion.
He couldn't deny the joy he felt at seeing her alive. Yet his m ssion had been
to slay her, so that Naltecona's death could signal the uprising of the cult.
But now the Revered Counsel or was dead, and the upris-
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i ng al ready raged throughout the plaza below He could no |onger performhis

task—+t seened that it was too late. But should he still slay her? \What was
the will of Zaltec now?
Surely if her death would signal the murder of Naltecona, killing her was no

| onger necessary. He wi shed Hoxitl stood beside himto give himadvice. In the
absence of such instruction, he nust decide for hinself.

Shatil convinced hinself that the use of his venonous talon now did not neet

t he commands of his god. And so Erix would live.



At least until her brother received another comand.

"No!" Cordell barked, suddenly regaining his senses and turni ng savagely
toward Hall oran. The attackers surging bel ow seenmed to bring himback to sone
senmbl ance of his forner general ship. "You re wong!"

"He's right," said Darien, finally regaining her own cal mdeneanor. Suddenly
she threw back her head, her white face turned toward the noon. She uttered a
strange cry, sonmething like the cry of a hawk, only deeper, nore forceful
Erix clenched Hal's arm staring at the al bino wi zard. She sensed Chitikas
floating up behind her and derived a vague confort fromthe serpent's presence
at her other side. Yet she didn't forget that the snake had brought her here,
and then held her spellbound while she watched the ni ght mare begin.

In the next instant, a dozen bl ack-robed figures popped into sight beside
Darien, teleporting fromsone | ocation where she had summoned t hem

"The Ancient Ones," Halloran said, pointing. "Do you need nore proof?"
"Greetings, sister," said one. He threw back his hood to reveal a tall shock
of snowwhite hair above a face of deepest m dnight black

"By Helm it's true!" grow ed Daggrande. He raised his axe and took a step
toward the dark el ves.

"There stands the wonman. You can see that she still lives!" Darien pointed to
Erixitl, and they saw the drow eyes
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wi den in shock, perhaps fear. "Kill her!" barked the mage.

Instantly the dark elves pulled swords of black steel fromtheir robes,
rushing Erix in a pack. Their white eyes reflected nilky hatred in the
nmoonl i ght, but their blades sucked the light fromthe air and showed only as
bl ack, deadly shadow.

But Hal l oran saw t hem com ng, and he would not |ose Erixitl again. And so,

too, did Chitikas Couatl.

The feathered snake suddenly glowed with a light Iike the sun, and many of the
draw swordsmen recoil ed, shrieking and pulling their robes across their eyes.
Daelling all their |ives underground, enmerging only at night, their vision was

seared by the couatl's sudden brilliance.

Hal | oran sprang forward, cutting down one with a single hamer-1ike bl ow of
his sword. Poshtli, too, thrust a blade through the heart of a blinded drow,
whi | e Daggrande cut the legs fromunder a third with a vicious swi pe of his
axe. The others—€ordell, the Bishou, Shatil-stared in awe at the shocking

expl osi on of viol ence and magic.

"Strike her down!" shrilled one of the surviving drow, stunbling back to
Darien's side. Halloran, Poshtli, and Daggrande advanced nenacingly.

"I cannot," the w zard snapped. She woul d waste none of her precious spells on
attacks she knew to be futile.

Hal | oran rushed forward and hacked a fourth drowin two with a savage si dearm
swi ng. Black bl ood sprayed the others, and they recoiled, vivid fear marking
their features. He | eaped toward Darien, nurderous hatred propelling his

bl ade.

But he struck only enpty air as the bl ade whistled past the place where Darien
had stood. She and the remaining drow blinked out of sight together
teleporting away fromthe fight on the rooftop

"She's gone," said Cordell slowy. "What have you done?"

"What have you done?" demanded Hal | oran savagely. "You've |led these nmen into a
trap, and now your wi zard is gone! tou'll have to fight your way out!"

" Shatil!" Erixitl suddenly recognized her brother, standing off to one side.
The priest of Zaltec |ooked at her dazedly. He dropped an object that |ooked
like a snmall claw into his
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pouch as she ran to him and net her enbrace with one of his own.

A bl ack-shafted, steel-tipped arrow suddenly cracked agai nst Halloran's
breastpl ate, ricocheting across the roof. "Over there!l" he shouted, |ooking up



to see the band of drow on the roof, a hundred paces away. Several of them had
dark | ongbows raised, arrows nocked and ready.

The battle surged with growing intensity below the | egion's commanders as the
Kul t akans fell back to the very shadow of the pal ace walls. Nexal ans pressed
all around them and the how s and shrieks and whistles rang through the

ni ght .

"Come," said Chitikas, his whispered tones clearly audible. "Afoiv we will
strike!”

"Now?" Erix demanded. "A few m nutes ago, we could have saved Nal tecona, and
now we attack? Are you too |ate for everything?"

Chitikas | ooked at her inscrutably. Poshtli grunted in pain as a black arrow
tore into his shoulder. Pulling the nissile free with a grimce, he | ooked
toward the band of drow. Cordell, too, |ooked at the dark elves, and then at

t he raging fight bel ow

"Fight your battle here!"™ Hal barked at his old conmander. "We'll go after

t hem—<ome on!" He and Poshtli started forward, with Erix and Shatil running
after them Halloran saw the drow preparing for another murderous volley and
wonder ed how many arrows he woul d endure before he and his conpani ons crossed
the distance to the dark el ves.

"This way," Chitikas hissed, suddenly driving his wings downward. He settled
the coil of his body around the four humans, and again that white light flared
on the rooftop. Halloran felt a sickening, whirling sensation as his feet |ost
contact with the boards beneath them

But suddenly they stood on the roof again, just a few feet away fromthe
drow—and behind them Chitikas teleported themas swiftly and accurately as
the drow t hensel ves! "Get the witch!" Hal grunted, chopping the head froma
drow who stood between himand Darien. Poshtli charged beside himas the
startled elves whirled to face the sudden Attack
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Anot her drow stepped before Hal, protecting Darien. He raised a bl ade of

m dni ght bl ack, and Hel nstooth cl ashed agai nst the weapon with a ringing of
hard steel. But the power of Hal's pluma proved domi nant, and the drow how ed
as the bone in his arm snapped. Halloran stared into Darien's w dened eyes,
feeling a brutal, angry thrill at the fear he saw there.

Then, once again, the band of Ancient Ones blinked out of sight.

The Nexal an warriors, led by the fanatic bl oodl ust of the cult of the

Vi per hand, drove their Kultakan enem es against the walls of the palace. Wth
the Payit already vanqui shed—sl ain, routed, or captured—the Kultakans now
felt the full brunt of the assault.

Hoxitl watched the battle fromthe G eat Pyram d, know ng that many hearts
were coming to Zaltec. The initial flush of his ecstasy did not wane; if
anything, it grew as the battle raged throughout the night. He saw his
warriors using nets, ropes, and |long hooks to drag Kultakan warriors fromthe
ranks of their conrades. Along file of prisoners already stretched around the
pyram d, gathering in the tenple bel ow.

He awaited only the dawn to conmence the feeding of his god.

Down on the bl ood-slicked stones of the courtyard, Tbkol, war chief of the
Kul t aka, understood the grave peril of his situation. H's warriors fought with
di scipline and savagery, killing even as they died. But the eneny nunbered too
many, and with the high palace wall behind them they couldn't fall back any
farther. Overhead, bolts fired fromlegion crossbows showered fromthe wall
into the ranks of the attackers, but there were pitiful few crossbows when
conpared to the endl ess thousands of attacki ng Nexal ans.

The son of Takamal wondered if he had | ed his people into annihilation by
placing their trust and their service in the hands of the conquering |egion
The battle here was lost, he knew, and all that remained to himwas to try to
save as many of his warriors as he coul d.

DOUGLAS NI LES

Gimy he spread the word, and the Kultakans tightened their ranks. Upon a



whi stl ed signal fromtheir | eader—a sound that carried sonehow above the din
of the battle-the allies of the Golden Legion charged the Nexal an hordes.
Their tight formati on pushed through the chaotic junble of the attackers as
they drove toward the gate of the sacred pl aza.

Soon the Nexal ans parted before them still fighting but making no desperate
attenpt to prevent the breakout. Tb-kol led the way, his maca dripping with
gore, his heart bursting with the tragedy he had brought upon his people. O
the twenty thousand warriors he had brought to Nexal, a little nmore than half
of them escaped—and only because their enem es |let them go.

As for Hoxitl and the cult, they knew that the true eneny remined trapped

i nside the palace of Axalt. Al one now, bereft of allies, the Golden Legion's
fate woul d soon be seal ed

More bl ack arrows arced through the moonlit night, but Chitikas saw them

com ng and blinked the four humans out of the way before they |anded. Once
again Hall oran and Poshtli pressed home the attack against the draw, and again
the dark elves flashed away before their swords could reach Darien

Anot her drow | ay dead upon the roof, but Poshtli and Halloran bled from
several wounds each. Gasping with exhaustion, the conpani ons paused to

br eat he.

"There!" Erixitl shouted, pointing around a corner of the peaked central roof.
The nmen, including Shatil, |leaped to Erix's side as Chitikas agai n whi sked
theminto an attack. Again and again, the battle of teleportation raged al
around the pal ace roof, with neither side gaining a clear advantage. The

| egionnaires took little note of this fight, engrossed as they were in the
defense of the building itself.

Thr oughout the long, bright night, Hal, Poshtli, Erix, and Shatil pursued the
dark el ves across the rooftop of the palace, while the square around them
reel ed under tHe raging
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battle. Eight or nine of the dark elves perished in the chase, but always
Dari en escaped.

Finally, as dawn began to color the eastern sky, the Ancient Ones blinked out
of sight and did not reappear

From the chronicles of Coton

Amid a surging sea of blood, the Tenple of Qotal remains a shrinking island of
calm

Around me rages war—total, uncontrolled, hateful battle that can only result

in conplete anni hilation. The priests of Zaltec thrill, now, to their victory,
little realizing the future cost of their triunph. The Ancient Ones, serving
Zaltec, strive to kill the chosen daughter of Qotal, but now-and they mnust

know this—t is too late to avert disaster

They remain unaware of Lolth, creeping ever closer, growing ever |arger. The
spi der goddess wat ches, withplea-sure, the bl oodshed. She bides her tine, not
yet ready to add to the killing, when the humans do such a splendid job on
their own.

But soon it will be tinme for her to strike.
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Cordell stood on the pal ace roof with Daggrande and the Bi shou, watching the
Kul t akans fight their way to the gates of the sacred plaza. The commander's
sense of discipline wanted to condemn them for their flight and abandoni ng
their allies.

Yet his soldier's spirit admired the courage and precision of their attack. In
the pale blue light of dawn, they made their escape, and Cordell couldn't find
it in his heart to blame them The battle around the pal ace waned as the
Kul t akans broke fromthe sacred plaza, and the Nexal ans paused to rest.

Cordell knew that, despite the nonentary calm the next attack nust come soon
"Capt ai n-CGeneral! Captain-CGeneral Cordell!" The breathless cry pulled his
attention away fromthe courtyard.

"What is it?" he demanded, seeing Kardann puffing toward him The pudgy



assessor's face was flushed, his eyes wide with fear

"It's Captain Alvarro, sir! He's been killed—by that woman!"

"Wman?" the general snapped. "Explain yourself!" Even as he spoke, he
suspected the answer.

"The wench we captured, the one who cane with Hal -loran! She nurdered him"
Kardann gasped out the news as if it was the nost inportant devel opnent in
this long night of catastrophe.

Cordel |l sighed, raising a booted foot to the parapet and | ooking over the

pl aza. Alvarro. Such a willing tool for Da-rien's betrayal. It wasn't hard to
see what had happened. The fool had di sobeyed his conmander, for whatever

i ncentive the wizard had offered, and gone into the cell to kill the prisoner
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Only sonehow the worman had turned the tables. The general could feel no regret
at this news, save for the fact that his own puni shment of the inpetuous
captain was now thwarted. In any event, he had far greater problens
confronting him

"The woman is still here, in the palace!" cried the Bishou, enraged. "She can
be caught and puni shed!"

Cordel |l |ooked at the cleric as if he had lost his mnd. He knew that Erix,
and Hal l oran, and those two natives-together with that bizarre and frightening
snake—had fought through the pal ace all night, chasing the drow el ves that had
tel eported fromone place to another across the roof.

"Thank you for the information," the general said to Kardann. "Now | suggest
you go down to the trove. Make a plan for noving the gold, as nuch as we can.
W shall not remain here for long."

The assessor from Am | ooked at Cordell in shock. He hadn't considered the
possibility of flight, particularly if such flight took them beyond the
protecting walls of the palace. Yet something in the captain-general's eyes

di ssuaded any attenpt he m ght have made at argunent.

"Very well, sir," he agreed, with a bow

"But the witch!" Dom ncus argued, turning on Cordell. "Surely you want her
dead. "

"The only witch, | fear, is the one who deceived me—deceived all of us—and is
now beyond our reach. As for Hal-loran's woman, her death would gain us
not hi ng. "

"Look, GCeneral," said Daggrande grimy. The dwarf pointed across the plaza.
They all stared as the growing light clearly revealed the file of
prisoners-—Payit and Kul t akan—standi ng on the steps, extending fromthe lofty
tenple of Zaltec to the ground, and continuing to wind around the base of the
Great Pyramid. As the sun crested the horizon, the line began to nove

Darien stepped forward, passing anong the robed figures of the Ancient Ones
until she stood at the lip of the great
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bow of the Darkfyre. Here she knelt, bowi ng deeply to the Ancestor as that
venerabl e master of the draw sat back in his throne

"My Father, | have returned," she whispered.

"And you bring us nearer to success than ever, ny daughter,” replied the
Ancestor, his voice a harsh rasp. He raised his head, his white eyes bl azing

fromhis skull-like visage at the other drow gathered around the deep cal dron
"But still that ultimate triunph eludes our grasp" he said. "You tell ne that
the girl still lives, that she eluded the attacks of all of you!"

"She is protected by powerful pluma," said a drow, Kizzlok. He still wore the

bl ack chain mail and dark steel sword that he had taken to the pal ace, one of
the few survivors of those who had answered Darien's sunmons there.

"It is true, Father," Darien added. "M/ strongest spells were usel ess agai nst
her, as long as she wore that token."

"Then we nust try again, and keep trying until she dies!" snarled the |eader
his voice | ow but heated. "My visions stressed the inmportance of slaying her



before the war began; though we have failed in that, she cannot be allowed to
survive any longer! Perhaps there is still time. Destiny shall pivot on the
events of the next days. W cannot afford to fail again, when we are so

cl ose.”

"But what has that destiny unl eashed, now that Naltecona has died, and the
chosen daughter of Qotal still lives?" asked Kizzl ok

"I cannot say for certain, but the portents are dire. W rmust cope with events
now, as they occur." The Ancestor snapped his conmands. "You, Kizzlok, will
lead a group into the city as soon as night falls again. There you nust, you
will, find and kill her, or you will not bother to return!"

"Wait," said Darien softly. "Perhaps there is another way."

"What is that?" asked the Ancestor testily.

"I think that the woman will cone here of her own free will," she said. "They
seek to disrupt our plans for war. After |ast night, they know where to direct
their efforts—toward us, the Ancient Ones. And certainly they will know to
find us here.” A
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The Ancestor paused for a nmonent, deep in thought. "Do you really believe

thi s?" he asked, and his daughter nodded firmy. "Very well. W shall gather
our strength here and await her arrival.

"And just to be certain that she does not arrive unannounced, we wll place
guardi ans outside the cave—those who m ght even solve our problemfor us!" The
Ancestor | aughed, a sound like the crunpling of brittle parchment.

"Summon the jaguars!" he decreed.

Anot her chest |aid open, another heart ripped forth, tossed into the gorged
maw of the god, Zaltec. "Eat well, my master!" croaked Hoxitl, teetering from
weari ness after the | ong norning of sacrifice.

More than a thousand of the captive Payit and Kul takans had al ready gi ven
their hearts. Above them the volcano runbled its hunger for nmore, and so the
priests worked diligently, killing and feeding, as the dawn |ightened into
day- Kght and the | egi onnaires watched fromthe walls of the palace that had
beconme their prison

Finally Hoxitl stepped back, leaving the grisly task to other priests. He
barely felt his fatigue, such a powerful stimulant was this, the work of his
god. He watched the file of captives march, for the nost part placidly, to the
altars, and he critically studied the work of his enthusiastic apprentices in
conpleting the rites.

O her priests tunbled the bodies down the rear of the Great Pyrami d, where
they collected in a huge and bl oody pile. As he observed the |aboring priests,
Hoxitl saw the chief of the Eagle Knights, Chical, ascend the pyramd

together with several Jaguar Knights and other feathered warriors.

"\'bur battle proceeds splendidly!" exclaimed the patriarch, beam ng, as the
men reached the upper platform Fromthe slow, deliberate trudge of their
steps up the steep clinb, he could see that they were as exhausted as he. "Now
you must begin the attack against the foreigners.”

Chical |ooked at himin surprise. "The warriors have fought a battle

t hr oughout the night. W have taken many
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prisoners already—ore than in any battle during my lifetime. Now the nmen nust
rest. There will be time to attack the foreigners tonorrow "

Hoxitl's eyes flashed. "No! Zaltec craves their hearts! These of the Payit and
Kul t akans only whet his appetite! W rmust attack now "

"Where is Lord Poshtli?" asked Chical, diverting the high priest. "He gives

the orders we will obey."

The high priest scowed. He recalled his attenpt to find Poshtli, when it
seened that the lord had entered the secret passage bel ow his palace. "I do
not know," he replied carefully. "He is nowhere to be found. | suspect that he

di ed anmong the foreigners, even before his uncle."
Chi cal 's shoul ders sagged, but he didn't question Hoxitl's report. "Still, we



must rest."
"The foreigners require rest, too!" the patriarch cried, his voice grow ng

shrill. "Nowis the tine to attack, when they are too weary to defend

t hensel ves! We must strike themthis norning, nake themfight through the |ong
day!"

Several of the Jaguar Knights grunted their agreement with Hoxitl's plea.
Chical, |ooking nmore Iike a commander who had | ost a war than one who had j ust

won a great battle, sighed.

"Zaltec requires their hearts!" raged the priest. "Now Now "

"Very well," said the master of Eagles. "Let the banners be raised. The attack
wi Il comrence at once."

"Hal | oran? Captain Halloran?" The | egi onnaire, one of Daggrande's crossbownen,
called to Hal where he sat with his conpani ons, beside one of the great

t hat ched peaks of the roof.

Looki ng at his conpanions in puzzlenent, Hal rose. "Wat do you want?"

"The general would like to talk to you, sir. Could you come to see hin®"
Hal | oran shrugged noncommitally. The sun rose into a msty sky, and exhaustion
threatened to overwhel m him Furthering his di scouragenment, Darien had
escaped. v
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"Come along with nme?" he asked the others. Erixitl had arisen, too, but now
Poshtli and Shall! clinbed wearily to their feet. The feathered serpent
Chitikas, apparently tire-less, started to float across the rooftop toward
Cordell's command post, and the four humans fol |l owed.

The general stood w th Daggrande and the Bi shou, overl ooking the sacred

pl aza—qui et now, though littered with the bl ood and debris of battle—and the
tall pyramid where the legion's allies nmet their deaths on the altar of
Zal t ec.

"Wl come, Captain," Cordell said wearily. "How fared your fight?"

Hal | oran renmenbered the thrill of that rank, when Cordell had first bestowed
it upon him That had been on a different continent, facing a different eneny.
It mght as well have been a different life.

"Just Halloran," he replied coldly. "I'"mnot a |egionnaire nowperhaps you'l
renmenmber. And as to the fight, the w zard escaped.”

Cordell sighed as Erixitl translated the exchange for Poshtli and Shatil's
benefit. The general gestured to the plaza, where thousands of Nexal ans
rested, out of crossbow range but conpletely surrounding the palace. "It |ooks
bad, doesn't it?"

"Very bad," Hal agreed. "Wy did you want to speak to ne?"

Studyi ng Erix, wapped in her bright cloak, and steely-eyed Poshtli, then
scrutinizing the coiled formof the feathered snake, Cordell seemed to
hesitate. Finally he spoke. "WII you join us in this fight?" he inquired. "O
course, you're pardoned of all charges that m ght have been brought against
you, and | can offer you captainship of the | ancers."

Hal | oran didn't even | augh, so surprised was he by the offer. But his response
was qui ck and vehenment. "I have done nothing that requires a pardon. But |
want no part of your 'grand mission'—and | regret the small part | once

pl ayed. \fau have cone here for nothing nore than a massive theft!"

Bi shou Dom ncus had been gl owering darkly during the exchange, but now he

snorted. "Theft! Tb steal from barbarous savages who kill each other to feed
their gods? Wy,
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they don't even know the value of their gold!"

Hal turned to the cleric, with a meani ngful gesture to the warriors in the

pl aza. "It seenms that you are the ones who have placed a m staken val ue upon
gol d. Now you see what it has bought for you

"And as for savagery, there are good people here as well as bad. \Wen we
arrived with the likes of Alvarro and Da-rien, | wonder who are the savages?"



"You are a traitor!" Dom ncus raged. He stepped closer to Hal and then
suddenly recoiled as the sinuous formof Chiti-kas interposed hinself between
them The snake's eyes never wavered fromthe cleric's, and the Bi shou took
several steps backward, frightened.

"Darien," said Cordell quietly. "Where do you think she has gone?"

"I don't know' Halloran admitted. "This worries me. She is a great threat to
Erixitl."

Suddenly Shatil, who had been following Erix's translation, spoke. "The

H ghcave," Erix interpreted for the others. "That is the lair of the Ancient
Ones. "

"Where is that?" Cordell inquired

"Up there, somewhere near the summit." He pointed to the peak of Zatal, bel ow
its rising colum of steam The nountain bel ched and runbl ed, | ooking every
bit the suitable dwelling for a band of drow "I-—-we—don't know where, exactly,
but it is very high on the nountain."

"She is the eneny of all of us now " said the general

Hal | oran thought for a nonment. He understood the truth of Cordell's words, and
he was surprised to learn that Shatil knew where Darien had gone—er at |east,
had strong suspicions. In another nonent, he nade his decision

"I"ll go after her, if ny conpanions are willing." Erix took his arm and
Poshtli nodded. Hal may have inmagined it, but Chitikas seemed to smile. Shati
stood back, looking at themin confusion, but then he, too, stepped forward.
"I wish you good luck," offered Cordell. "I suspect you'll need it."

Hal | oran thought for a noment, casting another |ook around the war-scarred

pl aza. "Good luck to you, as well," he said.
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Then Chitikas surrounded the four humans. Wiirling colors formed a bright
ring, and they were gone.

The attack began at midnmorning, with no warning. Warriors bearing the brand of
t he Vi perhand surged toward the stone-walled palace fromall sides, in an

expl osi on of whistling, howing spearnmen, archers, slingers, and maca-w el di ng
swor dsmen.

The stones fromthe slingers and arrows fromthe archers drunmed onto the

pal ace roof, each volley pounding |ike a sudden downpour anong the ranks of
Daggrande' s cross-bowren gat hered there. The dwarf's doughty conpany fired
back, volley after volley. The steel darts were perhaps a hundred tinmes nore

| ethal than the stone-tipped arrows of the Nexal ans, yet the Mztican archers
were a thousand tines nore numerous.

The warriors hacked and bashed the gates of the palace to pieces, then threw
t hensel ves i nto hand-to-hand conbat with the | egionnaires. Cordell's mnen
fought desperately in the constricted conditions, their discipline and courage
enabl i ng them t o—ust barel y-hol d each breach

When the assault began, the legionnaires stood firmat the several wide
doorways to the palace. They lined the rooftops, defending against the hordes
of attackers who tried to scale the walls and attack from above.

Led by the cult, warriors hurled thenmselves at the structure throughout the
day, their attacks growing in ferocity with each passi ng hour. Thousands of
warriors surged at the ramparts. Crossbows, swords, and spears tore into them
but for each native that fell, two, four—a dozen nore advanced to take his

pl ace. Urged on by Hoxitl and his fellow priests, the Mazticans attacked wth
brutal savagery, each man ignoring his own personal safety in the quest to
destroy the hated foe.

Once a conpany of Nexalan warriors burst through the front doorway, driving
dozens of feet into the great hallway. Captain Garrant |led a furious
counterattack by the swordsnmen of his conmpany and barely succeeded in driving
the attackers back so that the breach could be sealed. Mre than a
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hundred Maztican warriors perished in this assault, yet word spread through
the native ranks that victory was possible against the foreign devils; they



were not invinciblel

Wth Al varro dead, Cordell personally organized his horsenen for a charge. He
appointed a burly sergeant-major, a veteran of many canpaigns, to | ead them
The riders thundered forth, only to be i mediately surrounded by the press of
t housands of warriors, packed so tightly together that even the powerful
chargers couldn't force their way through the crowd.

Desperately the panic-stricken |lancers slashed their way back to the security
of the pal ace conpound. Even so, the press of the attack tore three nen from
their saddles, and screaming warriors quickly spirited themaway. Tightly
bound and marched into the Tenple of Zaltec, these riders despaired while
maca-w el ding warriors chopped their horses to pieces behind them

Anot her sortie, attenpted by arnored troops protected by a bristling barrier
of speartips and | ongswords, made little nore progress. The tightly packed

| egi onnai res advanced into the Maztican horde, chopping their way forward,
slaying many native warriors for each step gained.

However, by the time the detachnment had worked its way free fromthe pal ace
wal I, the precariousness of its position became clear as warriors swept around
behind it. Pressed on all sides, it was only with an al nost superhunman effort
of discipline and courage that the men fought their way back to the pal ace
gates. They |l eft hundreds of Mazticans, and nore than a dozen of their own
nunber, dead on the stones of the plaza.

Many of the natives took up torches—dried branches of pine, or clusters of
brittle reeds, soaked in pine tar—and then Iit and hurled themon top of the
pal ace. The brick and clay walls of the structure resisted the flane, but the
roof of wood had spent |ong decades bl eaching in the high Mztican sun
Frantically the defenders threw these torches back, stomping out the fires
that started to crackle anong the ancient beans of the roof. O hers worked
bucket brigades fromthe palace's |lone well, though the level of water” in the
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wel | grew noticeably lower after less than an hour. Finally Bi shou Dom ncus

i nvoked the water to rise in the name of Helmand it quickly did so, flooding
over the rimof its small enclosure and pouring through the palace's centra
courtyard-Precious nmen, ill-spared fromthe battl enents, w elded fresh buckets
and large clay jars instead of weapons. The water proved just barely anple to
keep the fires at bay. They soaked nore and nore of the roof, and eventually
the torches lost their effect. Late in the day, the Mazticans abandoned the

i ncendi ary tactic.

The warriors of the Nexala filled the plaza surrounding the structure. They
clainmed the high positions, atop the Geat Pyram d and | esser pyram ds

dedi cated to the other gods. Even the Pyranmid of Qotal, dedicated to the nost
gentl e and unwarli ke of the gods, fell to nmilitary usage. A hundred warriors
armed with slings and stones clinbed on top of it, hurling their mssiles at
the | egi onnaires on the roof of the pal ace.

Yet, though the soldiers of Cordell nmade no headway in their attacks agai nst

t he Nexal ans, neither could the natives advance in their ceasel ess assault
agai nst the bastion of their enem es. Mre than a thousand of them paid for
the effort with their lives, but the steel-arnmed, tightly disciplined
foreigners held firm agai nst every breach

In the face of the cautious defense, the Nexal ans captured few | egi onnaires
alive. The frustration of the attacking warriors grew, whipped on by Hoxitl's
shrill conmands. In desperation, warriors hurled thenselves in suicida
attacks at the doorways, trying to use |ong hooks to snatch a | egionnaire from
the ranks of his conmrades. But always they fell dead before they caught a
victim

Suddenl y, charging from conceal nent behind the G eat Pyram d, a thousand
Nexal ans carryi ng dozens of |adders advanced in a furious assault. Al of them
warriors of the Vi-perhand, they had been churned to a frenzy by Hoxitl's
exhortati ons about the hunger of Zaltec, his hunger for the hearts of the

i nvaders. They blew their shrill whistles of wood and bone, racing nadly



toward the palace wall. Swarnming against a lightly held stretch of the wall,

t hey
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qui ckly raised their scaling | adders, placing them against the wall faster
than the | egionnaires could knock them down. Even as a | adder touched the
wal I, fanatic warriors sprang upward, rushing to reach the roof. Desperately

t he def enders hacked them back down, kicking the | adders away when they coul d.
But the attackers nunmbered too many, and sone of the warriors inevitably

gai ned a foothold on the ranparts. Immediately they turned to attack the

swor dsnen beside them Sone succeeded in knocking a | egionnaire or two to the
ground bel ow, where the press of warriors quickly seized and bound the
unfortunate captives.

Cordell rushed a conpany of reinforcenments, |ed by Dag-grande, toward the

pl ace. Daggrande assenbled two score nen and led themin a charge onto the
roof. Before they could reach their enbattl ed conrades, however, the attackers
swarmed back down their |adders and withdrew fromthe wall

They took sone dozen | egionnaires with them

Al'l day the conpanions clinmbed and traversed the high sl opes of ZzZatal, seeking
the entrance to the Highcave. Bitter, sul phurous snmoke swirled around them
and sheer cliffs plumeted bel ow. Steep ridges forned nost of the
nmount ai nsi de, and they scranbl ed up and down many of these.

Hal loran I ed the group with fanatical determ nation, driving hinself

nmercil essly. Poshtli followed watchfully in the rear, while Shatil and Erix
struggled to maintain the pace. Chitikas floated about, saying nothing,

i nvestigating | edges where the approach was too dangerous for the earthbound
clinbers.

Shatil noticed, as Hal pressed on, that the snakeskin band around the

sol dier's wai st had begun to drop away, unnoticed. The priest foll owed the man
closely, pulling away fromhis sister. Wen the bend of hishna finally fel
free, he snatched it up and wapped it around his wist, under his robe.

The priest continued to follow nunbly, terribly confused.
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Where once Shatil understood clearly the m ssion before him now his mnd

reel ed with haunting questions.

He rem nded hinself of the vow he had nade, the pledge of his life and his
soul to Zaltec. That god, the protector of the Nexal ans, would reward his
faithful. O so Shatil had al ways believed.

Bef ore he had scorned as weaklings those, including his sister and his father
who had professed that gods could be gentle and kind. Always he had had the
proof of Qotal's di sappearance before him to show that gods |like that could
not survive in Maztica. They would be driven out by strong, virile gods—gods
who feasted upon human hearts.

But now, before his very eyes, here was the couatl, the harbinger of Qotal

The creature had | ed them agai nst the Anci ent Ones, spokesnmen of Zaltec, and
had prevailed! What did this nean? Could it be that Shatil, that his whole
faith, was wong? He | ooked at his sister, wapped in the soft, billow ng

cl oak. She had become very strong, very beautiful

And Chitikas! How swiftly the couatl had brought them here! Now they searched
for the cave, seeking the entrance anong the rocky ridges and plunmeting
gorges of these snoky, steami ng heights. And what if they found it?

Angrily the priest shook aside the notion. The couatl was |ike any other eneny
of his faith—a powerful, magical eneny to be sure, but one who could certainly
be killed. He watched the colorful creature dart suddenly forward,

di sappeari ng around a mountain shoul der before them Shatil felt the dagger in
his belt and touched the Talon of Zaltec in his pouch

It woul d be dark soon, he knew. Shatil had a feeling that it would be a |ong
ni ght .

"Bring the first captive forward!" Hoxitl barked the conmand, the cruel glee



plainly audible in his voice. Priests half-dragged, half-carried the
hysterically sobbing figure of one of the captured | egionnaires to their
patriarch, stretching hi mbackward across the altar

"Praises to Zaltec!" cried the priest, raising the knife over
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the captive's chest. The nan's eyes grew wi de, and he babbl ed sonet hi ng

i ncoherent as the cleric observed himw th scorn. These foreigners certainly
di dnt know how to die! Hoxitl prolonged the nonment, enjoying the spectacle, so
I ong desired, of the pale foreigner awaiting the strike of his bl ade.

Swiftly the stone knife dropped, and with one brutal gesture Hoxitl sliced
open his chest and reached inside the man's dying body to tear out his heart.
A great cheer arose fromthe warriors of the Viperhand, all the surviving
menbers of which were gathered bel ow the pyram d. The cheering continued as
the rest of the dozen prisoners were dragged, one at a tine, to the altar
There each gave the essence of his life to Zaltec. By the end of the gruesone
cerenony, dark night surrounded the pyram d, and a steady rain soaked the
city.

After the last of the sacrifices, the shouting, whistling, and stonping in the
pl aza created a poundi ng drunbeat of noise throughout the city. The

cel ebrati on went on and on, and Hoxitl encouraged them He knew that the
eneny, trapped within the palace in the mdst of the joyous nmass of warriors,
woul d under stand what had occurred.

"I told you coming here was a terrible idea!" noaned Kar-dann, winging his

hands. "Now we'll never get out of here alive!"
"Shut up!" barked Cordell. "Or I'lIl send you to join those brave nmen on the
pyram d!"

A grimsilence descended over the assenbled officers. The scene at sunset had
| eft not one of themuntouched, and this, nmore than their commander's rage
cowed them They net now in one of the roons that they had used to dine so

[ uxuriously.

"Now, " said the captain-general, pacing back and forth before his officers.
"W've got to nmake a plan. | need suggestions!™”

Bef ore hi m sat Daggrande, Garrant, Bishou Dom ncus, and Kardann. The four

squi rmed awkwardly, understanding as well as Cordell that their situation was
i ndeedtlire.
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"Let the horsenmen charge them again," decl ared Daggrande finally. "But back
themup with the footmen. We can fight our way out of here!"

"Through that gate? Down these streets? You're nmad!" objected Garrant, the
Col den Legion's resol ute commander of swordsmnen.

"What el se can we do?" asked Kardann. "You've got to try sonething!"

Bi ckering swept through the ranks as Cordell shook his head in dismay. |ndeed,
what el se could they do? Yet without spells, without the magic of |cetongue,
wi t hout Darien..

Wth a groan, Cordell sat down at the table, placing his head in his hands.
How coul d she have betrayed hin? He wallowed in his self-pity for a nonent
before forcing hinself free of the mre, to once again stand and pace before
hi s nmen.

"They seemto have withdrawn at nightfall, at least to sonme extent," observed
t he Bi shou. "Perhaps that's our chance, to break out of here in the niddle of
the night."

"The cl ouds have noved in," added the dwarf. "It's a dark ni ght—and stil
raining."

"I have sone spells that m ght prove of sonme use to us," interjected Bishou
Dom ncus. "An insect plague, perhaps, to clear themfromour path. O w nd and
wat er, such as Helmgrants me to use.”

"Perhaps you're onto sonething," said Cordell, desperate for any hope. "One
thing's for sure—to remain here is death, death for all of us." He made his



deci si on qui ckly.

"Tbnight, then!" said the captain-general, a trace of his old comrandi ng
presence returning to his posture and his voice.

"But how many lives will we |ose?" squeaked Kardann

"We know which life you are concerned with, ny good assessor," said Cordel
dryly. "And rest assured that we shall do our best to get it to safety.

"You, on the other hand," he continued, "must conplete the plans to nove
several tons of gold. You have two hours."
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From the chronicles of Coton

A note before J retire, while the city dies around ne.

Now at |ast ptal sends his sign, as the couatl again strives in his nane.
Forgive ne, Great Wse Master of nmy faith, that | do not record ny gratitude
at this event. Al ny pleas and prayers to this end notwi thstanding,

hopi ng—ay, beggi ng—for you to take sone action

But now I rmust ask why? Way has the couatl come? What purpose is there to any
struggles at this hour, in this dark night?

Now, when it is too late for all but the dying?
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"Are you ready to go?" Cordell asked Sergeant-Mjor Gines the question
knowi ng that there could be only one answer. Gines, a bluff, profane veteran
had been his choice to replace Alvarro. The sergeant-major was no intellectua
giant, but Cordell at least felt he could trust the hearty lancer to foll ow
orders.

The bl ond horseman stood at the head of the [ancers, who were forned in a
colum of twos in the great corridor of the palace. Never, thought Cordell
had he seen such a collection of wounded, tired nen. But he knew they stood
ready to march.

Bef ore them the wooden doors, reconstructed by the |egionnaires after the
day's battl e—+remained cl osed, concealing the escape attenpt fromthe Nexal ans.
Lookouts on the roof reported that there were only a few dozen warriors pacing
restlessly about in the vicinity of the doors.

"Gve nme the sign," grunted the horsenan.

"Anot her hour. W& want to let things settle down out there as nmuch as
possi bl e. Renmenber, when you do go, charge all the way to the gate of the

pl aza. You have to hold that gate until the rest of the legion gets there."
Gi mes nodded, scowling in concentration

"Capt ai n- General ? "

"Yes?" Cordell turned inirritation. "Wat is it, Kardann?"

"It's the gold. W' ve | oaded what we can in saddl ebags. But there's still a
great pile of it. Wat do you think we should do?"

The capt ai n-general sighed heavily, regretting the necessity that forced t hem
to abandon nuch hard-earned treasure. "Let the nmen have as nmuch as they want
to carry. The rest we'll |eave behind."

285

DOUGLAS NI LES

In noments, word spread through the ranks of the | egionnaires. The soldiers
clustered around the mound of gold, filling pockets, backpacks, pouches, even
boots and gl oves, with the precious netal, many taking so rmuch they could
barely wal k. Gthers such as Daggrande, mndful of the hard fight and | ong
flight ahead, took only a few itens of purest gold.

At | ast darkness and qui et spread through the sacred plaza around the pal ace.
The rain drunmed heavily on the roof, splattering on the stone surface of the
huge courtyard, deadening sound and restricting vision

"Al'l right," Cordell hissed to Gines, after a |ast reconnai s-ance. "Wen the
doors open, ride,"

Behi nd the three dozen riders, the other conpanies of the Gol den

Legi on—swor dsnen, crossbowren, and spears-pressed toward the door. They al



under st ood the necessity for speed if they were to have any chance of escaping
this city that had suddenly becone their deathtrap.

"Go!" barked Cordell. Two | egionnaires i medi ately pushed the pal ace doors
open, and the horsenen runbled forth, tranpling the few surprised Nexalans in
their path. The chargers gall oped across the plaza, naking it halfway to the
gate before any kind of alarmwas raised.

But then a volley of whistles and shouts broke fromthe night. Gines kicked
his trotting | ancers into a headl ong rush, and they reached the gate to the
sacred plaza in a lunbering stanpede. Here a hundred warriors stood to bar
their way, but the horsemen cut through themlike a scythe through straw
Hooves spl ashed through puddl es of rainwater, and the steady drizzle ran into
the riders' eyes, but they neverthel ess found many targets for their
steel -ti pped | ances. Through the darkness, their bodies slick with water, they
sl ashed back and forth.

Warriors swarmed into the sacred plaza, scranbling over the walls fromthe
surrounding city, but the colum of |egionnaires pressed onward to the gate,
advancing at a fast march. The nen at the front charged with raised shields
and a deadly array of speartips before them The rest of the colum foll owed,
mai ntai ning tight formation
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Through the gate, Ginmes swept his riders into the street beyond. He saw waves
of warriors approaching fromboth directions, running toward the battle as
qui ckly as possible. He recognized instantly that these were not the

wel | -fornmed ranks they had faced before, so he ganbl ed.

"Red and Blue wings—ith me! Black and Gold, charge to the right!"

He wheel ed his horse and | owered his |ance. A dozen riders fornmed a line
beside him and they thundered up the street. Behind him a sinmilar |ine
charged in the other direction. They nmet the Mazticans in seconds, |ancing
them or crushing them under the hooves of the steeds. In another nonent, the
remai ning warriors turned and fled, disrupted and pani cked by the sudden
brutal onslaught.

Qui ckly the sergeant-major wheeled his |ancers, racing back to the plaza gate.
He found the other wi ngs had done the sane, and in another mnute, the | eading
rank of the footnmen started into the street fromthe sacred plaza. The |egion
poured steadily through the gap in the wall

"Take half your riders and start toward the causeway." Cordell barked the
conmand to Grinmes. "Have the other half bring up the rear. Now, go!"
Instantly the blond rider spurred his nount down the wi de avenue toward the
sout hwest causeway, the shortest route to the shore of the |ake, with half of
his company trailing.

Meanwhi | e, Cordell wasted no time turning the colum of |egionnaires after
Grinmes, leaving the rear guard under Daggrande's steady conmand. "Doubl e

mar ch—ove! " he barked. Wth the captain-general at the head, the invaders
trooped toward the hoped-for escape fromthis city of chaos.

The press of warriors soon spilled fromthe plaza, and nore attackers rushed
fromside streets and buildings as they passed. The Gol den Legi on fought its
nost desperate fight, a running battle through the dark, rainy streets of
Nexal . Many men fell, badly wounded, and had to be left behind. Often they
begged for a final blowto spare themthe horrors of the Nexal an altars. Many
a veteran trooper broke down and wept as he delivered this stroke of mercy to
an ol d conpani on.
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Suddenly Cordell, at the front of the footnen, came upon Gines. The

horseman's dozen riders were eight now, halted by a press of Nexal an warriors.
Water dripped fromtheir helnets, and their beards and hair were matted from
the rain. Ginmes shook his head in exhaustion

"Charge them " Cordell demanded.

"I did. It cost me four men!" Gimes retorted. "They' re packed too thick. It's



at the crossing of two of those wide streets.”

Cordell recognized the place. It agonized himto know that the causeway |ay

j ust beyond.

"Hel mmay strike us a blow" said Dom ncus, coining up behind themthrough the
tightly packed ranks of the |egion

He rai sed his hand, bearing the gauntlet marked with the all-seeing eye of
Helm Chanting a plea to his god, he raised his other hand and gestured at the
mass of warriors in the intersection before them

| mredi ately a droning buzz rose above them and al nost as quickly sharp cries
of pain and dismay rose fromthe Nex-alans. Visible even in the dimlight, a
shapel ess dar kness appeared over the crowd, a darkness that consisted of
mllions of tiny insects, each of thembiting and stinging whatever lay inits
pat h.

Quickly the warriors broke for the shelter of the side streets or nearby
bui |l di ngs as the insect plague gained control of the crucial street crossing.
The Bi shou rai sed his hands again, and the buzzing mass began to nove out of
their path.

Again Gimes's horsenmen rushed for the causeway. Cordell led the footnmen on a
rapi d push right behind him The horses struck a rank of defendi ng Nexal ans
before the bridge. These warriors, arned with very |ong spears, knocked
several riders fromtheir saddles. Gines's owm horse went down, its belly
gashed in a deep, nortal wound.

But a final surge carried the Iegion forward, and at |ast they gained the
narrow roadway, surrounded on both sides by the deep, black waters of the

| ake. Grimes and Cordell, heedless of the rain, rushed forward on foot as the
men of the legion raised a cheer and foll owed. They charged head-
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| ong down the causeway, neeting no opposition, though gradually they becane
aware of warriors swnming in the water beside them in Lake Zaltec to their
left and Lake p-tal to their right. Soon they caught sight of canoes—nany,
many canoes—en the dark | ake's surface.

And then the advance cane to a sudden stop. They had reached the first of the
two gaps in the causeway where the waters flowed back and forth between the

| akes, beneath the heavy planks of a bridge.

Only now, the bridge had been removed. Rain continued to shower the city, and
before the I egion stood thirty feet of black, deep, silt-bottonmed water.
Heavy clouds swirled around them and chill w nds drove stinging needl es of
rain into their faces. High on the slope of the nountain, in the dark of

i npenetrabl e night, Halloran fought despair, pressing on in the endl ess search
for the Hi ghcave.

He pulled himself up a steep slope, finding a narrow | edge. Reachi ng down, he
hel ped Erixitl to clinb up beside him She gasped as the mountain runbl ed
beneath them and they clung to each other for a panic-filled mnute while it
seened that Zaltec tried to shake them | oose fromhis towering vol cano.

But then the trenors eased, and finally Shatil and Poshtli reached the |edge

as well. Chitikas hovered in the air, swirling slowy while the exhausted
humans rest ed.
"Zaltec's hunger grows," observed Shatil, touching the rock of the peak

"Hunger!" Erix whirled on him surprising the three men with her vehenence.
"Must a god al ways feast? Must we al ways feed hinP"

Shatil | eaned back, chagrined. "I amsorry to upset you, ny sister. But, yes,
the gods | know require food. W can do little else but to feed them™

"What of Qotal ?" she challenged. "A god who grants food, not demands it? And
our ancestors drove himfrom Maztica for it!"

"Perhaps, if you speak the truth, he will indeed return,"
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Shatii said quietly.

She | ooked at him half angry that he wouldn't argue, but surprised at his



wi | I'i ng aqui escence. She opened her mouth, but then decided not to speak.
"Here," whispered Chitikas Couatl, speaking fromthe darkness above. "Here
see the nmouth of a cave."

Bl ack water stretching before them Cordell and Gines turned desperately to
the sides, their arns weary fromthe strain of constant battle. Cordel

wi el ded his sword, Gines his lance. Rain still drumed the city and the

| akes, but they could dimMy see the fleets of canoes swarm ng around the
causeway. Behind them the screams of their conrades told themthe battle
raged there as well.

The surviving | egionnaires couldn't advance al ong the causeway, since the

bri dge before them had been renmoved and the |l ake to either side swarmed with
Nexal an warriors in canoes. At the tail of the colum, the press of warriors
drove forward savagely, pinching Daggrande's rear guard into a steadily
shrinking stretch of the road.

"Bel ow+ook out!" Gines cried, stabbing downward with his bl ood-and
rain-slicked | ance.

A warrior fell back into his canoe, toppling the craft. At the sanme tine,
Cordell felt strong fingers grab his feet, and he sliced viciously downward
with his sword. He was rewarded by the sharp chop of the blade through flesh
and bone, though to his horror, the severed hands continued to clutch his
ankles until he kicked themfree.

The darkness seemed to nmove, so thick was the press of Nexal an attackers.
Cordel | stabbed and hacked, unseeing and uncaring of his victins, know ng that
everyone in the canoes bel ow t hem was an eneny.

More of his |egionnaires pushed their way to the gaping end of the causeway,
hurling thenmselves into the water in a desperate attenpt to swmto safety.
Many of these—those who had | oaded thensel ves down with gol d—sank beneath the
wat er and di sappeared. Ot hers were haul ed, scream ng and struggling, into
canoes, bound, and spirited back to the city, destined for the fate that had
becone far nove fear-
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some to the |l egionnaires than death on the battlefield.

Overturned canoes and other craft w ecked during the conbat cl ogged the water
before them Rain alternately pounded themor misted |lightly. Many bodies
bobbed in the | ake now as both Nexal an and | egionnaire fighters fell into the
water, drowning in the press of chaos.

"MeVe got to do sonething!" cried Gimes as nore and nore of their nen junped
or were dragged into the | ake. Indeed, before them the water had virtually
di sappeared anong the mass of w eckage.

"Any ideas?" grunted the captain-general. He heard a cry of pain and a spl ash
behind him turning to see one of his men struggling with six Mazticans in
canoes. The swordsman struggled in the water, slipping on the bodi es bel ow
him howing with terror as the natives pulled himinto the canoe. Wth sw ft
strokes of their paddles, three of themsteered their craft away while the
others turned to the causeway, after nore victins.

Cordell heard nore screanms and the triunphant whistles of the Mazticans, and
he knew t hat, somewhere, still another |egionnaire had been dragged to a
short, grimcaptivity.

"Murdering savages!" Bishou Dom ncus's bellow carried above the din, and
Cordell saw the cleric struggling along the edge of the causeway, |aying about
with a heavy staff.

"Almghty Helm" cried the Bishou. "Strike the heathens with your vengeance!
Deliver your faithful fromthe jaws of death!"

But the heavens only delivered nore rain, in the dull, pounding cadence that
had marked the brutal tenpo of the night and now, as gray dawn filtered into
the vall ey of Nexat, counted time for the steadily growing illum nation

"Bi shou!" The cleric | ooked up and saw Cordell standing at the lip of the
causeway. Wth a sinking heart, he saw the dark water bl ocking their path.
"Hel m has forsaken us!" groaned Doni ncus, reaching the commander. "I fear we



have angered him and he turns away fromus in our hour of need!"

"Never mind!" snapped the bl ack-bearded conmander. "Do you have any magi c,
anything at all that can help us across this?" Cordell gestured to the strip
of water, bristling
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wi th eneny canoes. Even the continuation of the causeway across the
thirty-foot gap was packed with Maztican warriors who fired arrows or slung
stones at the enbattled | egionnaires.

"No," the cleric said. "My power is exhausted now. It will take many hours of
quiet nmeditation to restore ny spells.™

Cordell turned away in disgust. He didn't see a hook dart forward from one of
t he canoes, suddenly sweeping the Bishou fromthe causeway. Dom ncus cried
out, plunging into the water, and Cordell whirled back to see many natives
eagerly pulling the cleric into a canoe.

"No! Leave him you devils!" cried Cordell, lashing toward themw th his
sword. The canoes paddl ed back, out of range, but the captain-general |unged
dangerously far in his fury. Only Gimes, reaching out with a brawny hand and
pulling himto safety, kept himfromfollowing the cleric into captivity.
"Praises to Zaltec!" crowed Hoxitl fromhis vantage atop the Geat Pyramd
The high priest didn't try to suppress his burst of exultation. Though he
could see nothing beyond the veil of darkness and rain that shrouded him he
knew of the great victory his warriors won on this black night. "Long live his
al m ghty nane!"

Scouts and priests brought himregular reports, and he heard of the many

t housands of warriors who fearlessly hurled thensel ves at the strangers
trapped on the causeway. He no | onger feared that they would escape him

Al ready nearly half of the |egionnaires had been delivered into his hands.
Still, he hoped to have themall by norning—to narch the entire I ot of themup
the pyramid, offering their hearts to Zaltec in unworthy penance for the
wrongs they had inflicted upon Maztica.

Though all Nexal had united and arisen to throw off the yoke of the invaders
presence, it was those nen who wore the crinmson brand upon their breasts who
had ignited the fires of resistance. Warriors of the Viperhand, the nost
fanatical of attackers, displayed the greatest courage in the
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battle, and now led the way for their countrynen's greatest victory.

And these were his warriors, his to conmand and control and | ead!

"They remain trapped before the bridge," reported Kal-licl, who had just
clinmbed the long, rain-slicked stairs to the top of the tenple. "They shal
pass no farther."

"Splendid!'" crowed Hoxitl, waving his fist at the sky. "W shall have them
all! And Zaltec will feast until he can eat no nore!"

Chiti kas hovered outside the H ghcave as the conpanions cane up to him The

f eat hered snake fl oated between the bodies of two jaguars—dnnmarked by visible
wounds, but undeni ably dead. HaUoran didn't even want to know how t he snake
had killed them

"Let's go," he said. He and Chitikas started into the cave, while Erix cane
right behind them followed by Shatil. Poshtli brought up the rear

The entrance led to a snmooth, wi de passageway, obviously excavated fromthe
soft volcanic rock. Still, no evidence of hanmer or pick stroke could be seen
in the walls or floor.

A stench of noxious gas burst around them Hal clapped his hand to his face,
squinting. Fortunately a blast of fresher air cleared the hot vapor away.
Chitikas floated out in front as they entered a | arger cavern, with a high
doned ceiling. A deep crater filled the center of the room emtting a dul
crimson glow that seenmed to pulse in varying intensity. They couldn't see
inside the pit, but the surging light frightened them alternately hot and
cold. The feathered snake drew hinself into a coil

They're in here. Halloran sensed the snake's nessage, though Chitikas had not



spoken. The Ancient Ones. They are invisible.

The information sent a chill through Halloran's body. He unconsci ously
tightened his grip on his blade. Fromthe tension in Erixitl s hand, resting
on his shoulder, he knew that his wife bad received the same news.
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Chiti kas hovered before them his tail touching the ground but his tw sting
neck and head a full ten feet in the air. H s great w ngs beat slowy,
supporting him as the snake turned his head this way and that, | ooking about
t he | arge chanber.

Suddenly a pale white light flashed in the cave. "lce-tongue!" shouted Hal

i nvoluntarily flinching backward. At the sane tine, he noticed that he and
Erix weren't even the targets of the attack. Instead, the cone-shaped bl ast of
t he wand had struck only one of them

"Chitikas!" Erix cried. They stared in horror at the feathered snake. Chitikas
crashed to the floor before them-his brittle, suddenly frozen wi ngs snapping
into many shards of different colors. The wi ngless couatl withed there
silently.

At the same tinme, Hal saw Darien appear on the other side of the glowing fire
crater. The wi zard, her invisibility spell broken by her attack wth

| cetongue, regarded the intruders with a faint smle that Halloran found nore
di sfurb-ing than a grinmace of hate and rage.

She didn't wear her customary robe. Instead, her white skin showed plainly
through the tiny, gold-rinmed garnents that barely preserved her nodesty.

"My spel | book!" she demanded

"I brought it," Hal answered, sensing that it was foolish to lie. Yet his nind
wor ked desperately, seeking any kind of plan

They saw other fornms blink into sight, then, one by one, until nore than a
dozen bl ack-ski nned el ves appeared. They wore tight-fitting arnmor of fine

bl ack chain, and each was armed with a dark | ongbow. The bows were stretched
taut, with arrows nocked and ainmed at the small party of intruders.

Anot her one, a winkled, ancient draw, appeared beyond the caldron, seated in
a great stone throne. Skeletal of visage, this one sat back, cool and al oof,
obvi ously the | eader.

"You will give it to nme now," Darien conmmanded, starting to walk around the
cal dron toward Hal | oran

Desperately seeking a delay, Hal reached into his pack and slowy wthdrew the
bound, heavy tonme. "Wiit," be said
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slowy. He knew that they had been caught in a trap of powerful, deadly

cunni ng. He al so understood that once Darien had her spellbook, they would al
be kill ed.

Surprising even Erixitl, who had a hand on his shoul der, Halloran suddenly
dove forward, lunging into a headlong slide along the floor. In a split
second, he stopped before any of the archers could fire.

Hal loran lay still on the floor, the book in his hands extended before him
just over the lip of the snoking crater. Below it flickered and flamed the
depths of the Darkfyre. If his grip relaxed even slightly, the book woul d
plunge into the inferno, gone forever

"Now, " Hal l oran continued, still speaking very slowy, "let's talk."
"Kill him" urged the Ancestor, rising fromhis throne and gesturing toward
Hal | or an.

"Wait!" hissed Darien. The pale w zard turned back to Hal. "Speak, then."
Thi nk! Think of something, anything! his mnd raced. "The betrayal of the
| egi on—you nust have prepared that for years."

Darien smled again smugly. "For nore than ten years, | have been seeking a
way back to my people—a way that would bring us closer to our ancient goal. In
the legion, | found the perfect vehicle—n Cordell, the perfect tool."

Hal stared at her in growing horror. "This whol e expedition, the crossing of



t he Trackl ess Sea, conquering the Payit, marching on Nexal ? This was all your
pl an?"

"Yes! For generations of human |ives, we have strived to gain mastery of this
land. Wth the | eague of the Viperhand, our numnbers grew organi zed and
control | ed-humans, branded with the sign of Zaltec, and the priests of Zaltec
controll ed by us, the Ancient Ones!" She |aughed al oud, but her laughter was a
dry and enpty sound, devoid of hunor.

Hal l oran coul dn't see his compani ons. He was unaware of Shatil, gaping in
horror at the woman who had just explained away his life's order as a tool of
t hese mani pul ati ve el ves. The young priest swayed on his feet, woozy, as it
seened that the world canme to pieces around him

"But we needed an eneny," Darien continued, "a force to
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give focus to that hatred, to bring Maztica together under the hands of the
cult. The Golden Legion filled that role very well indeed."

Chitikas lay still, his shattered wings in pieces around him The snake's
feathered flanks rose and fell slowmy, the only indication that he stil

l'ived.

"I amgoing to ny husband" Erixitl announced, stepping forward to kneel at

Hal | oran's side. The bownen tensed with her novenent, but Hal glared at

Darien, who raised a hand to restrain them

None of those before himsaw Shatil slowy, carefully unwind the strap of

hi shna fromaround his wist. The priest's eyes were | ocked upon the

whi t e- ski nned wi zard. Only Poshtli, bringing up the rear, saw the novenent.
The warrior started easing to the side, clenching his sword.

Wth a sudden gesture, Shatil flung the snakeskin at Darien. "By Zaltec, take
her!" he shouted, springing after it.

The scaled strap stretched and twisted in the air, growing into a netlike web.
Darien darted to the side, but the growing hishna formfollowed. It struck her
armand instantly, like the |lash of enchanted tenctacles, wapped itself
around her, dragging her to the ground and hol di ng her tight.

At the same tinme, Poshtli charged out of the shadows. The drow archers let fly
their mssiles, and many of the black-tipped arrows struck the priest of

Zal tec, propelling himbackward and driving himto the floor. One struck
Poshtli's shoulder, while others clattered against the stone walls of the
cave.

Then the Ancestor rose fromhis chair. He raised his hand and started toward
Hal | oran and Eri x.

Desperately Hal dropped the spellbook at the edge of the pit and | eaped to his
feet. He turned toward the archers and saw them swiftly draw additional bl ack
arrows fromtheir quivers, nocking theminto the bows.

"Kirisha!" he cried, suddenly inspired. He cast his light spell directly in
the faces of the nocturnal Ancient Ones. The white gl ow bl ossoned,
illuminating the cavern brightly.

Wth cries of pain and angui sh, many of the drow archers dropped their weapons
or turned away fromthe painfu
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bl ast of light. In another second, Halloran charged anbng them and Hel nst oot h
found the bodies of many of the blinded, stunbling drow.

Poshtli followed, striking a drowwith his steel sword, knocking the bl ow of
anot her aside. The warrior staggered, weakened fromthe arrow wounds he had
suffered just noments before and atop the pal ace, and one of the dark elves
saw his weakness. Wth a sudden |lunge, the drow drove his bl ade toward the
Nexal an.

Twi sting away, Poshtli tried to stop the blow, but the black bl ade knocked his
own sword aside. Contining the |unge, the drow stabbed the warrior in the
chest. Wth a dull noan, Poshtli sprawl ed onto his back, bl eeding.

Erixitl faced the Ancestor as the w zened, decrepit drow hobbl ed forward,

com ng around the deep pit of fire. The elf held a wand or sonme ki nd of weapon



in his hand, a short staff with an evil-looking tip like the outspread cl aws
of a small dragon.

Eri x stood, strangely unnoving, before himas he raised the clawike staff. He
was perhaps hal fway around the crater when a sudden, searing hiss filled the
cave, and red light exploded in tiny beams fromthe claws on the Ancestor's
wand. Each of these rays of light merged with the others into a heavy bolt of
solid crinson energy that smashed into Erixitl with crushing force.

Her pluma token puffed upward, and the gust of wind that had sheltered her
fromDarien's magic swiftly swirled around Erix. But the power of the attack
blew this protection aside, bashing Erix backward and flattening her to the
floor. The Cloak of One Plune billowed behind her

She lay there, npaning, as the Ancestor took another step and raised the
weapon again. He had cone nearly all the way around the cal dron and soon woul d
loomdirectly over her. Halloran started for Erixitl, not knowi ng what he
could do. He heard the Ancestor |augh, a harsh, cruel sound.

But neither he nor the aged drow antici pated anot her reaction.

Chiti kas—oil ed, notionless, and apparently unconsci ous throughout the

battl e—suddenly expl oded fromhis coil. The w ngless couatl drove |like a spear
toward the Ancestor.
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Chitikas's fangs sought the throat of his victim but the Ancestor barely
managed to knock the snake's bead to the side. For a nonment, the two of them
teetered on the brink of the bubbling caldron. The snake's tail |ashed around,
striking the speltbook where Hal had left it. Darien, still inprisoned by

hi shna, screaned as the tone toppled into the Darkfyre.

Hal reached Erixitl's side, kneeling to sweep her into his arms. She sobbed
agai nst him hel pl essly watching the struggle. "Chitikas!" she cried.

Then, locked in their desperate fight, the couatl and the Ancestor fel

slowy, follow ng the spellbook into the flaring caldron

Hoxitl paused for a long, splendid noment, basking in the full scope of his
triunph. Below him the cleric of the strangers' god stared bug-eyed at his
poi sed dagger. The Bishou's lips were flecked with spit, his tongue protruded,
and the veins in his face seened ready to burst. (

The priest of Zaltec leered at him and then began to | ower the dagger. Wth a
qui ck, sharp slash, the stone tip net the skin of the cleric of Helm

And it pierced that skin, slicing a deep wound into Doni n-cus, though the
cleric still lived. Hoxitl thrust his bloody hand into the wound, grasping the
Bi shou' s heart as he had taken thousands of hearts before, ready to pull it
forth and offer it to the gaping maw of the statue Zaltec.

But this tine, when his hand met the Bishou's flesh, the two gods cane
together with a force that overwhel med the cleric's nortal powers.

Behind and far, far above Hoxitl, unseen in the rain but heard by them all

the top of Mount Zatal expl oded.

From the chronicles of Colon

At last the gods converge, and in their neeting, they tear the world asunder

In the temple of Qtal, |I feel the powers conme together. Zaltec and Hel mcl ash
as the cleric of one tears thel heart
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fromthe cleric of the other. Such a sacrifice nmust forever change the face of
the | and.

And even Qtal through the harbinger of his couatl, nmeets Zaltec, as Chitikas
gives his life to the Darkfyre. The feathered snake is a nmeal even hungry

Zal tec cannot di gest.

Bel ow themall, but rising fast, Lolth seethes now with the passion of her
vengeance. She explodes into this world through the Darkfyre, |aying her

puni shrrent upon her children, the drow.

And the gaming board is swept of its pieces.
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EBB AND FLOW

@Qultec wandered far fromthe jungles of Tulomltzi, crossing the |ands of the
Payit, the Kultakans, the Pezelacs. Al ways he noved toward Nexal

Sonetimes he wal ked as a man, visiting the peoples he passed anong, | earning
of their fear. In all these |ands, he found a deep foreboding, a great and
dire anticipation of terrible things to cone.

O her times he soared as a bird, or skulked within the m ghty jaguar body that
still gave himso nmuch pleasure. He found, in his meandering course, severa
deep, lush valleys where he had thought lay only desert. Mich to his surprise,
several of these valleys contained ripe nmeadows of mayz. No one had planted it
there, he knew, for this was deepest w | derness. Yet he renmenbered this
abundance of food, enough for many people, as he pressed onward through the

wi | ds of Maztica.

H s course steady, his own courage unfailing, he finally reached the shores of
Nexal ' s | akes.

And here he witnessed the source of the True World's terror.

Hal | oran sensed Erixitl's arms around him and he clung to her with all the
strength of his mindless terror. Around themthe world cane to pieces. Chaos

rei gned.
He didn't wonder why they weren't burned to ashes inmmediately. He saw fire in
the formof red, liquid rock, exploding upward and outward in a wave of

certain death. But that wave washed around them and he knew only that Erix
was in his arns, that the two of themwere together, and it seened certain
they woul d die that way.

Squeezing his eyes shut, Hal tried to block out the night-
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mare around them but he could not. Still he saw glowi ng crinson liquid

spl ashing, he saw the sumit of the huge nountain as it crunbled and col |l apsed
around them Rain poured into the cavern, creating a hissing inferno of steam
shattering rock and boiling away the instant it reached the ground.

Slowy the horrors around himseened to fade, and he knew only that he held

t he wonman he | oved. He | oved her nore than he had ever thought he could | ove,
and he desperately wanted to soothe the trenbling he could feel in her body.

"Are you ... alive?" asked Erix sone tine later. He wondered at first whether
he had dreaned her voice

"I ... don't know," he replied honestly. "I think so, but I don't know how. "
"I do," she replied, still dreamly nuzzling her face into the hollow of his

neck. "It is the will of Qotal."

Hal | oran | ooked around themat the inferno of flanme and nolten rock and

expl osi ve gases. For the first time, he realized that they hadn't remai ned

i mobile during the eruption. Instead, they floated with the force of the
blast, riding gently in the shelter of the

What did protect then? He noticed that they watched the fiery chaos through a
spi derweb-1i ke grid. Looking closer, he recognized a pattern of feathers and
down, creating a globe only |arge enough to hold the two of them

"My cloak," explained Erix, still speaking as if she were dazed. "It is truly
the gift of Qotal, and so it protects us, holding the fires of Zaltec at bay."
I ndeed, the Cl oak of One Plume encircled them both, protecting themfromthe
i nferno yet showing themthe full, horrifying devastati on wought by the gods.
"I's this the god—Zaltec?" Hal asked, gesturing to the fiery mael strom

"It is Zaltec, and nore. This | see now, froma very high place." As Erix
spoke, Hal noticed that they had i ndeed begun to rise above the expl osion
floating dreanmily in their soft, transparent cocoon, overl ooking the

god-w acked vall ey of Nexal so terribly far bel ow

"I see Zaltec neeting Helmin the struggle for mastery, and
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both of themthreaten to destroy each other. But nore, | see a spidery
presence, the dark god of the Ancient Ones—

"Lolth!" interjected Halloran. "Spider queen of darkness! You see her, too?



"Yes. It is her rage that causes the mountain to explode. She is furious with
her children, the drow They have fore-saken her in the quest for earthly
rewards, turning to the worship of Zaltec."

Erixitl turned to |l ook at Halloran, and the expression in her eyes seened very
far away. "Erix? What's wong? You're here, with ne!" He spoke loudly, wth
force, and slowy her eyes focused.

"Yes, | know. Hold nme." She was quiet for a long time then as they drifted

t hrough t he sky.

The cocoon of pluna seened to float |ike a bubble on a Iight spring breeze.
Even through the black of the night, they could see ruin wacked upon the city
bel ow. Lava flowed into the cool waters of the |akes, erupting in nmountainous
pillars of steam The rain stilt fell, but it was a black, heavy rain, and it
seened to puni sh those under its downpour

Bel ow, in Nexal, they could see many thousands of people fleeing in panic from
the confines of the doomed city. They saw the causeway, hours earlier the
scene of savage battle, now the avenue for countless thousands of terrified
Mazti-cans. As the two of themwatched, drifting safely overhead, a steam ng
wave rose fromthe | ake. Hi ssing and bubbling, it swept over one of the
causeways, carrying the pani cked humans away.

Convul si ons wacked the earth upon which the city rested, and nost of its
great buildings tunbled into ruins. Only the Great Pyram d stood, and as Ha
and Erix drifted past, high above it, they saw | ong, serpentine cracks run up
the sides of the structure. The three tenples atop the pyram d swayed, finally
crunbl i ng.

Then the whole great edifice, mghtiest of the centers of the True Wrld,

twi sted and broke and finally coll apsed into rubble.
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The pal ace wal |l s buckl ed and crunbl ed around the terrified mare. Stormreared
in panic, her hooves kicking the cracked adobe. The courtyard where Poshti
had kept the horse abruptly twi sted, a great section sinking away. WIld | ake
waters surged into the opening.

Wth a maddened spring, Stormhurled herself across the open water, but her
leap fell short. Splashing into the turbul ence, she kicked free of the

tunmbl ing stone, desperately swimrming toward the open waters of the |ake.

The city surged, exploded, and died, but the horse pressed forward, uncaring
of the surrounding chaos. Pressing through w dening canals, snorting and
kicking in fear, she finally reached the deep waters of Lake Azul. Deepest of
the four | akes and farthest fromthe exploding nmountain, its waters had not
yet suffered the worst effects of the convul sions.

Wth strong strokes, the roan struggled through the waves until she reached
the far northern shore. Wth a toss of her water-soaked head, she scranbl ed
onto the shore and inmedi ately gall oped toward the wilds of northern Maztica.
The surviving drow sensed the imm nence of disaster and teleported fromthe

H ghcave to refuge in caverns deep within the nountain. They escaped seconds
before the | air—ealdron, Darkfyre, and all—dissolved in an expl osive

convul sion of heat and pressure.

Zatal erupted, spew ng |ava, ash, snoke, and vol canic stone into the sky.
Sizzling rivers of nolten rock fl ooded down the slopes of the nmountain, while
chunks of the peak tumbled through the sky, wheeling gracefully before
plumreting to earth. Steam bill owed upward as a hi ssing black cloud of ash
spread across the valley.

Wth the rel ease of the vol cano, |ike the popping cork of a bottle, Lolth's
power surged into the True Wrld. As the gods of the humans westl ed bel ow,
she laid her dark curse across the |and.

That curse settled first upon the drow, huddl ed deep within the bowels of

t heir expl odi ng nmountain. Most of them had reached tenporary, inagined safety
in their sub-
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terranean lairs, but even here the curse of Lolth crept toward them Like a



dark fog, her spidery essence slipped into the lairs, punishing her children
for their dedication to a god of humans. She cast her curse upon the dark

el ves, and they changed forever.

Crying out in agony and horror, the drow thrashed and withed, their bodies
wracked by the all-consum ng vengeance of their dark goddess. The sl eek elven
shapes grew grotesque and bl oated, trailing great, inmobile abdonmens as their
lower linbs withered and fell away. Fromthese abdonens sprouted | egs—ei ght

| egs each—that were covered with coarse fur. Dark elven heads and torsos—and
m nds-remai ned, so that they could know their disgrace. But the grotesque and
hat ef ul bodi es would belong to themas long as they lived.

In horror, the drow regarded each other, no |onger slim handsone figures.
Lolth had visited upon themthe ultimte punishment, and the repul sive,
spidery forms of the Ancient Ones would serve as a constant, painful reninder
of their deity's vengeance.

For they becanme driders, outcast spider beasts of the drow

But Lolth's vengeance was not nerely directed at her wayward followers. Her
power reached the cult of the Vi-perhand, since that order had flowed fromthe
bi ddi ng of the drow. And its nenbers were nmarked by the crinson brand.

A great, oppressive cloud |lowered fromthe sky. Across the city, the ash of
the volcano nmixed with the rain to forma thick sludge that dropped, hissing,
to the ground, coating the warriors of Maztica, and the |egionaires, and the
people of the city. Its corrosive touch burned skin and stung eyes, though
they brushed it away w t hout permanent hurt.

But not so with those who wore the brand of the Vi-perhand. Wen it struck
those warriors, those priests and fanatics, a terrifying transfornmation
occurr ed.

Once-human faces twisted into bestial expressions of hatred and rage. Bodies
di storted, becom ng grotesque and m sshapen. Sone grew i nto hul ki ng brutes,
surrounded by thick sinew. Stooped and hi deous, they chonped nout hs
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full of dull fangs and raised rocklike fists to crush any who stood before

t hem

O hers becane green and scaly, tall nonsters with great, hooked noses and
gangly, yet powerful, linbs. Warts burst fromtheir horrid skin, and bl ack
eyes, sunk deep into nonstrous faces, gleaned wi ckedly at a world gone mad.
The great masses of warriors who had been branded becane ores. Snuffling

t hrough broad snouts, baring w cked tusks, the brutish, evil beasts quickly
formed bands and turned upon the humans—Mazticans and | egi onnaires ali ke—ef
the city. Still armed with their stone weapons, they al so used savage jaws to
tear at the helpless victins of their rage.

The kni ghts, Jaguar and Eagl e, who had been branded by Hoxitl becane ogres,
huge, hul king brutes who cuffed the snaller ores around them gruffly
conmmandi ng their attention and obedi ence. The giantli ke ogres seized beans,
trunks, and other huge devices to use as cl ubs.

And finally, the priests of Zaltec who had been branded into the order grewto
twice their height, with a ripping and tearing of skin and sinew. Their
appear ance distorted nost horribly fromthe human norm as their skin turned
dark green, their features horrible in the extrene.

For they becane the trolls. And so the ultinmate contortion of war seized the
| and, while death spread through the city and | ava spilled ever closer

"Run, man! Run for your Me!" Cordell gasped at Dag-grande. The two

| egi onnai res staggered |ike drunks along the nightmarishly contorted causeway.
Finally they reached the city, even as waves crashed over the narrow roadway
and carried it into the black depths of the steamn ng | ake.

"\Where?" groaned the dwarf, pausing to fill his straining lungs with air. The
ground heaved and buckl ed underfoot, and they both sprawled to the stones of
the street.

"The | akeshore—+t's our only chance! W can steal sone canoes and get out of
here!"



Once again they lunbered forward. A huge beast reared out of the darkness
before them chonping its fang-filled

36

DOUGLAS M LES

maw. It reached out a w ckedly clawed hand, striking for Cordell's face.
"Look, by Helm" cried the captain-general, stunbling backward in horror

On the breast of the beast, |ike a blood-red scar, Cordell saw the

di anond- shaped brand of the Viperhand.

Daggrande chopped at the troll with his axe, driving the nonster backward and
pushing it out of the stream of escaping refugees. Then the nmen swept past,

| osing sight of the beast in the swirling advance of the nob.

The fleeing Mazticans, |like the few | egi onnaires anmong them hurried toward
the lake, trying to escape the crunmbling city. Buildings fell, toppling across
roadways and crushi ng hundreds of people at a tine. GeaTcracks opened in the
ground, and these swiftly filled with water, form ng deep and treacherous
noats where noments earlier had stood a pastoral garden or graceful two-story
nmanor .

More and nmore of the soldiers joined with them as they passed. Cordell saw the
weepi ng form of Kardann huddl ed beside the road. He roughly pulled the
assessor to his feet and dragged himalong in their flight.

"Monst ers—eres, ogres! They're everywhere!" wailed the assessor. "I saw them
attacking the people, the wonen, even the little children. They—they sinply
tore themto pieces!"

"Stop it, man!" Cordell barked. "Just worry about getting away, getting to
sonewhere safe!”

But this testinony to the savagery of the nonsters of the Viperhand made him
wonder if there could be anyplace safe left to them As if to enphasize his
fear, bands of ores, ogres, and trolls snapped at the fringes of the crowd.
Then they reached the shore of the |ake. Cordell vaguely recognized the dark
bracki sh water called Lake Qotal. But nowits surface tossed chaotically, too
turbulent by far to bear the passage of any canoe.

Hoxitl tossed back his huge, maned head and howl ed his rage at the skies, his
wi despread maw reveal ing | ong, w ckedly curving fangs. He stonped a massive
foot, sending cracks shooting outward through the ground. Around him
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stretched the weckage of the pyrand

"You have betrayed ne!" he cried, though the words made sense to hi m al one.
Al'l others heard the yapping and snarling of a savage beast. He shrieked his
fury at his god, sensing Zaltec's weakness even as he saddled himw th bl ane.
"Ifou, Zaltec! 1 curse you and your nane!" Hoxitl knew dimy that the curse
that had wracked himand the menbers of his | eague was nore than the work of
one god, even a god of Zaltec's might. The influence of Helm the strangers
god, could not be denied. Nor the presence of the dark punisher of the Ancient
Ones, the one who had corrupted her followers even as Zaltec had tw sted and
deformed hi s own.

Wth a snarl of aninmal rage, Hoxitl tore hinself fromthe rubble of the
col l apsed pyramid, rising to his full height of nearly twenty feet in the
courtyard beyond. Around him snorting and groveling, cavorted the bestial
masses of his | eague, slaying those human warriors who still lived and had not
yet fled.

The beast how ed again, a shrieking, devastating sound that blasted through
the ruins, causing all who heard it to stop and trenble in abject terror
Lurching forward with a rolling, lunbering gait, like an ape's, Hoxitl led his
creatures through the ruins.

H s eyes saw nmuch, through the snoke and haze of destruction. And on the
shore, pinned against Lake Qotal, he saw his victinms. Directly, with his
nmonstrous army followi ng at his heels, the huge formof Hoxitl started toward
Cordell and his surviving | egionnaires.

Poshtli didn't sense consciousness returning as he crawl ed toward the nouth of



t he Hi ghcave. Indeed, had he been aware, he woul d never have left his

conpani ons. But notivated by a kind of daze, he crept away.

Then the warrior felt the ground drop away bel ow him He opened his eyes and
saw things with exceptional clarity, a clarity of vision he had not known in
many days. He saw a rocky slab falling away, and he dimy realized that he had
[ain on that slab. Wen the nountain expl oded, that stone
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bed had carried himhigh into the sky, and now he | ooked down upon the death
of the peak bel ow himer was it the death of the True World itself?

He turned to the side, banking easily away fromthe spunme of fire and ash.
Poshtli soared in a great arc, slowy descending. Circling the great pillar of
destruction, he flew lower and | ower. .

Slowy he realized the change, yet his body seened so natural that it took him
many m nutes of concentration. But then he knew.

He had no fingers nowenly feathers. His teeth were gone, replaced by a sharp
curving beak. Keen, bright eyes did his seeing and detected a wealth of detai
t hat woul d have escaped his human vision. And his arns! H s arms were wi ngs,
wi ngs of feather and sinew—the wi ngs of a great eagle.

How t he change had occurred he couldn't know, nor did he question. It seened
only right and proper now that he should dwell in the body of a bird.

Diving toward the city, Poshtli skinmred above its bl ackened streets, ruined
bui | di ngs, and the grotesque, deformed beasts that ranpaged through the chaos.
He saw it all with a dull sense of famliarity.

Thi s had been his vision of Nexal. The darkness, the nonsters, the
destruction. He saw the doom of the great city, and fromhis serene avian
detachrment, he realized that the city had not been destroyed by the war waged
bet ween nen.

The city died because the gods tore it apart.

The cocoon of pluma carried Hal and Erix inexorably over the dying city,
settling slowy toward the earth. They saw a bl ock of houses bel ow them toppl e
forward, falling into a widening canal to sink fromsight in black, boiling
wat er. A huge crevasse opened in another area, emtting a steam ng col um of
hot gas. Dozens died before they could escape the expl osive effect.

Ib all the death and destruction below them the pair in their magical globe
remai ned strangely detached. Perbaps it
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was because the real extent of the suffering would have driven them mad had

t hey even begun to conprehend the true nmagnitude of the disaster

They drifted like a bubble on a light breeze, falling gently toward the dark
choppy surface of a | ake. A teemi ng crowd swarmed bel ow them people clanoring
for safety, trapped between the brackish, marshy waters and the dying city.
They saw the horrifying approach of a bestial army, the nonsters of the

Vi per hand.

Hal l oran clung to Erix, wondering what woul d happen when their cocoon of
protection struck the water. Wuld they sink? Wuld the water boil around

t hen?

But as the C oak of One Plune touched the tops of the waves, the water
suddenly ceased its thrashing. Hal and Erix settled onto a solid surface,
rough and uneven but unquestionably firm

"Icel" Hal exclaimed as the cloak collapsed around them "The |ake's frozen
solid!"

Erixitl looked at himw th that same dazed expression. "The com ng of Sumer
Ice," she whispered. "The third sign of the return of Qotal."

At the shore, pressed by the horde, the humans started out onto the ice. Many
slipped on the treacherous footing. Each one who stood hel ped another next to
him and slowy, lurchingly, the refugees started across the | ake.

Legi onnai res hel ped Nexal ans, the old hel ped the young, and in a sl ow,
creepi ng mass, thousands of people started across to safety.

Erixitl turned to the heavens, suddenly |ooking at the ruinous convul sions.



"The return of Qotal ?" she demanded of the skies. "This is the sign? The
destruction of a city—the deaths of thousands of people? Wat kind of a god
are you to torture us so?"

The rain ceased suddenly, and they saw people struggling across the lake, with
how i ng, snappi ng nonsters cl ose behind them Screans of panic and despair
arose fromthe nmass of niserable humanity as they desperately strived to reach

safety.

"I ask you, Qotal," Erixitl shouted, still |ooking up, "what is your purpose?
Is this how you prepare for your return?"
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Her rage blistered the air, and Hal stared at her in awe.

"Hear me, Plumed Onel W do not need—we do not want your return! You have
forsaken us too long. Now stay away forever!"

Suddenly Erix started to weep and would have fallen if Hal hadn't caught her
The nonsters lunged onto the ice after the fleeing survivors. Mstrustful of
the slick surface, they slipped and fell. Oes growl ed and snhapped, while the
heavi er ogres felt the ice cracking underfoot and hastily retreated. Snarling,
t he beasts watched the hunmans flee the ruins of their city. They foll owed too
slowy to catch them

The di stance between the pursued and the pursuers | engthened, until finally

t he humans reached the far snore. There they streamed away fromthe valley, to
seek shelter in the nountains, the forests, or even the desert.

Behind them the ice began to break apart. Many ores fell through and were
drowned in the | ake. Those who fell in shallows scranbled back to the shore of
the ruined city. There they stood, waving fists at their escaping quarry.
Finally they turned and di sappeared into the snoking ruins around them

A pale gray dawn illum nated the m serabl e nasses huddl ed al ong the fringe of
the valley. No human lived, any longer, in the city. Those who had not escaped
had died in the convul sions, or beneath the tal ons and fangs of the ravenous
beasts of the Viperhand.

Rivers of lava still spilled down the slopes of Zatal, sending hissing col ums
of steam expl odi ng upward when they contacted the | ake waters. The steany
clouds of mist spread like a gray fog, masking visibility, covering despair.
"Perhaps it's a blessing, the clouds and the haze," said Erix quietly. She and
Hal sat beneath a withered cedar tree, not far fromthe | ake. "They cannot see
what they | eave behind."

Hal | oran | ooked at the people, thousands of them slowy trudging away from
the | ake, upward and out of the dooned valley of Nexal. A few ragged bands of

| egi onnai res stunbl ed anmong them but no one showed any heart for
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further battle.
"Where will they go? Where is there to go?" he wondered al oud. He knew from

their own travels that parched desert lay to the south and west, and yet this
direction had been the only escape fromthe city.

"I don't know. Into the House of Tezca, perhaps, to starve or die of thirst."
Even the contenplation of this inevitable tragedy, it seemed, could bring Erix
no further pain, so shattered was her heart and spirit.

"What about Poshtli?" Hal asked hesitantly. "He must have died on the
nount ai n. "

"No!" she replied, sonehow finding strength in her voice. "That | cannot
bel i eve! "

Hal | oran | ooked at her in wonder, and then sighed. He wouldn't argue with her
but quietly and privately he grieved for his friend.

"Erixitl? You are Erixitl of Palul?" The soft voice behind thempulled their
attention swiftly around. They rose to their feet in alarmat the sight of the
tall Jaguar Knight who stood there.

"What do you want ?" Hal demanded harshly.

"Forgive ne," replied the warrior, speaking calmy through the open jaws of



his helnmet. "I am Gultec."

"I remenber you," said Erix. Once this knight had hel ped place her across a
sacrificial altar, but strangely now she felt no fear. "Wat is it?"

"W nust gather these people and lead them" said the knight. "They will
listen to you. And | know where there is food and water in the desert. Cone
with me, and I will show you the path to safety."

They | ooked at himin surprise for a nonent. He waited patiently. Finally he
turned, and Halloran and Erixitl started after GQultec as the Jaguar Knight
headed toward the rimof the valley.
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Deep bel ow the bowel s of the seething vol cano, the surviving Anci ent Ones
waited out the storm And while they waited, tornented by hatred and rage,

t hey planned their vengeance—a vengeance that would wack the world for |ong
ages, until the last of themhad outlived their shame and their failure.

The concl ave no | onger consisted of the sleek, handsome figures of the dark
elves. Instead, those who lived now turned in revul sion fromeach other, but
everywhere they | ooked, their eyes were confronted by the inescapable
re-pul si veness of their new appearance.

The driders huddled in msery, terrified of the trenbling nmountain but stil

m ghty, still full of rage. Now the spidery forms began to nove, creeping from
the tunnels of |ava and snoke and ash toward the smol dering surface of the
wor | d above. Each of them wal ked upon ei ght fur-covered | egs. A bloated, heavy
abdonen suspended fromthe torso of each, and only the upper body bore a
superficial resenblance to the elves they once had been

One of these, the one that led the way back to the world, had a spider body of
purest white, like a bl eached insect that had never known the light of the
sun.
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