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PROLOGUE

". . .WORLD DOM NATI ON WAS W THI N OUR GRASP. OUR ANCI ENT ENEMY, THE

Sartan, was powerless to prevent our ascendancy. The know edge that they would
be forced to live under our rule was galling to them bitter as wormwod. The
Sartan determ ned to take drastic neasures, comitting an act of desperation
al nost i mpossible to conceive. Rather than permit us to take over the world,
the Sartan destroyed it.

"Inits place, the Sartan created four new worlds, formed out of the elenents
of the old: Air, Fire, Stone, and Water. The peoples of the world who survived
t he hol ocaust were transported by the Sartan to live in these new worlds. W,
their ancient eneny, were cast into a magical prison known as the Labyrinth.

"According to their records that | discovered in the Nexus, the Sartan hoped
that prison life would '"rehabilitate' us, that we would energe fromthe
Labyrinth chastened, our dom neering and, what they term'cruel,' natures
softened. But something went wong with their scheme. Qur Sartan jailers,
those who were to control the Labyrinth, disappeared. The Labyrinth itself
took over, and turned from prison to executioner

"Count | ess nunbers of our people have died in that fearsonme place. Entire
gener ati ons have been wi ped out, destroyed. But, before it died, each
generation sent its children forward, each succeedi ng generation drew nearer
and nearer to freedom At last, through my extraordi nary powers of magic, |
was able to defeat the Labyrinth, the first to escape its toils. | passed

t hrough the Last Gate and energed into this world, known as the Nexus. Here, |
di scovered what had been done to us by the Sartan. Mre inportantly, |

di scovered the existence of four new worlds and the connecti ons between the
worlds. | discovered Death's Cate.

"I returned to the Labyrinth-1 return frequently-and used ny magic to fight
and stabilize parts of it, providing safe havens for the rest of ny people
still struggling to free thenselves fromtheir bonds. Those who have succeeded
cone to the Nexus and work for ne, building up the city, making ready for the
day when, once again, we will take our rightful place as rulers of the
universe. To this end, | am sending explorers through the Death's Gate into
each of the four worlds."

"... | chose Haplo fromthe | arge nunber of people in ny service for severa
reasons: his cool headedness, his quick thinking, his ability to speak
fluently the various |anguages, and his skill in magic. Haplo proved hinself
in his first journey to the Air Wrld of Arianus. Not only did he do what he
could to disrupt the world and plunge it into a devastating war, he also
provided me with rmuch valuable information, as well as a young disciple-a
remar kabl e child known as Bane.

"I amquite pleased with Haplo and his acconplishnments. If | keep a sharp eye
on him it is because he has an unfortunate tendency to be an i ndependent
thinker. | say nothing to hin this trait is invaluable to me at the nonent.
In fact, | do not believe that he hinself is even aware of his flaw He



i magi nes hinmself to be dedicated to me. He would sacrifice his life for ne

wi thout hesitation. But it is one thing to offer up one's life, it is another
to offer up one's soul

"Reuniting the four worlds, defeating the Sartan-these will be sweet
victories. But how nuch sweeter will be the sight of Haplo and those |ike him
kneel i ng before ne, acknow edging ne, in their hearts and in their m nds,
their absolute lord and naster."

Hapl o, my dear son

| hope | may termyou thus. You are as dear to nme as the children | have
fathered. Perhaps that is because | feel that | played a role in your birth-or
rebirth. Certainly | plucked you fromthe jaws of death and gave you back your
life. And, after all, what does a natural father do to get hinself a son
except spend a few pl easurable noments with a wonman?

| had hoped to be able to speed you on your journey to Pryan, Realmof Fire.
Unfortunately, | received word fromthe watchers that the magical field is
crunmbl i ng sonewhere near the four hundred and sixty-third gate. The Labyrinth
has unl eashed a swarm of fl esh-devouring ants that have killed severa

hundreds of our people. | nust go in and do battle and will, therefore, be
absent when you | eave. Needless to say, | wish you were at ny side as you have
been t hrough countl ess other fights, but your mission is urgent, and | will

not take you from your dune;

My instructions to you are simlar to those you received setting off for
Arianus. You will, of course, keep your magi cal powers hidden fromthe

popul ace. As in Arianus, we rmust keep our return to the world secret. If the
Sartan di scover me before | amready to proceed with nmy plans, they would nove
heaven and earth (as they did once before) to stop ne.

Remenber, Hapl o, that you are an observer. |If possible, take no direct action
to alter events in the world, act through indirect means only. Wen | enter
these worlds nyself, | do not want to face accusations that ny agents
conmitted atrocities in my name. You did an excellent job in Arianus, nmy son
and | mention this precaution only as a rem nder

About Pryan, the World of Fire, we know little except that its area is
purportedly vast. The nodel |eft behind by the Sartan pictures a gigantic bal
of stone surrounding a core of fire, sinmlar to the ancient world but far, far
larger. It is the size that puzzles me. Wiy did the Sartan feel the need to
make this planet so incredibly i nmense? Sonething else | do not quite
understand and that is-where is its sun? These are anong the nmany questions
you wi Il endeavor to answer.

Because of the enornous ampunt of |and space on Pryan, | can only assune that
its population nust tend to be scattered about in small groups, isolated from
each other. | base this on know edge of the estimated nunber of people the

Sartan transported to Pryan. Even with an unprecedented popul ati on expl osi on

t he el ves, humans, and dwarves coul d never have expanded to cover such a |arge
land nmass. A disciple to draw the peopl e together, such as you brought nme from
Arianus, will be of no use to ne under such circunstances.

You are being sent to Pryan prinmarily as investigator. Learn all you can about
this world and its inhabitants. And, as in Arianus, search diligently for sone
sign of the Sartan. Although you did not (with one exception) discover them
living in the Wrld of Air, it is possible that they nmay have fled that world
and sought exile on Pryan.

Be careful, Haplo, be circunspect. Do nothing to draw attention to yourself. |



enbrace you in ny heart. | |ook forward to enbracing you in nmy arnms on your
safe and successful return. Your |lord and father

"The Lord of the Nexus, History of the Patryns Followi ng the Destruction of
the Wrld. Excerpt fromthe private diaries of the Lord of the Nexus.

CHAPTER 1
EQUI LAN, TREETOP LEVEL
Pryan, World of Fire, vol. 2 of Death Gate journals.

CALANDRA QUI NDI NI AR SAT AT THE HUGE POLI SHED SCROLL DESK ADDI NG up the I ast
nmonth's earnings. Her white fingers darted rapidly over the abacus, sliding
t he beads up and down, muttering the figures aloud to herself as she wote
themin the old | eat her-bound | edger. Her handwiting was nmuch |ike herself:
thin, upright, precise, and easy to read.

Above her head whirled four plumes nade of swans' feathers, keeping the air
nmovi ng. Despite the suffocating m dcycle heat outside, the interior of the
house was cool. It stood on the highest elevation in the city and so obtai ned
the breeze that otherw se was often lost in the jungle vegetation

The house was the largest in the city, next to the royal palace. (Lenthan

Qui ndi niar had the noney to build his house |arger than the royal pal ace, but
he was a nodest elf and knew his place,) The roons were spacious and airy with
hi gh ceilings and numerous wi ndows and the magi cal systemof flutterfans, at

| east one in every room The living roons were on the second fl oor and were
open and beautifully furnished. Drawn shades dar kened and cool ed them duri ng
bright hours of the cycle. During storntinme, the shades were raised to catch
the refreshing, rain-drenched breezes.

Cal andra's younger brother, Paithan, sat in a rocking chair near the desk. He
rocked lazily back and forth, a palmfan in his hand, and watched the rotation
of the swans' wi ngs above his sister's head. Several other fans were visible
to himfromthe study-the fan in the living roomand beyond that the fan in
the dining area. He watched themall waft through the air and between the
rhythmc flutter of the wings and the clicking of the beads of the abacus and
the gentle creaking of his chair, he fell into an al nbst hypnotic trance.

A viol ent expl osion that shook the three-level house jolted Paithan upright.

"Dam, " he said, looking irritably at a fine sifting of plaster [1] that was
falling fromthe ceiling into his iced drink

H s sister snorted and said nothing. She had paused to bl ow plaster off the
page of the |ledger, but did not miss a figure. A wail of terror could be
heard, coming fromthe | evel down bel ow

"That'll be the new scullery maid," said Paithan, rising to his feet. "I
better go and confort her, tell her it's only father-"

"You'll do no such thing," snapped Cal andra, neither raising her head nor
ceasing to wite. "You'll sit right there and wait until |I'mfinished so that
we can go over your next trip norinth. It's little enough you do to earn your
keep, idling about with your noble friends, doing Orn knows what. Besides, the
new girl's a human and an ugly one at that."

Cal andra returned to her addition and subtraction. Paithan subsided
good- naturedly back into his chair.



I mght have known, he reflected, that if Calandra'd hire a hunman at all the
girl'd be sone little pig-faced wetch. That's sisterly |ove for you. Ah,
well, 1'll be on the road soon and then what dear Cal doesn't know won't hurt
her .

Pai t han rocked, his sister nuttered, the fans whirred contentedly.

The elves revere life and so magically endow it on nearly all their creations.

The feathers were under the illusion that they were still attached to the
swan. Paithan, watching them thought that this might be a good anal ogy for
their entire famly. They were all under the illusion that they were stil

attached to sonething, perhaps even each ot her

H s peaceful reverie was interrupted by the appearance of a charred, singed,
and di shevel ed nan, who bounded into the room rubbing his hands.

"That was a good one, don't you think?" he said.

The man was short, for an elf, and had obvi ously once been robustly plunp. The
fl esh had begun to sag lately; the skin had turned sallow and slightly puffy.
Though it could not be told beneath the soot, the gray hair standing up around
a large bald spot on his head revealed that he was in his niddl e years. O her
than his graying hair, it mght have been difficult to guess the elf's age
because his face was snmooth and unwinkl ed-too snpboth. His eyes were
bright-too bright. He rubbed his hands and | ooked anxi ously from daughter to
son.

'That was a good one, wasn't it?" he repeated.

"Sure, Quvnor,'
over backward."

sai d Paithan in good-hunored agreenment. "Nearly knocked mne

Lenthan Quindiniar sniled jerkily.
"Cal andra?" he persisted.

"You' ve sent the kitchen help into hysterics and put new cracks in the
ceiling, if that's what you nean, Father," retorted Cal andra, snapping the
beads toget her viciously.

"You' ve made a m stake!" squeaked the abacus suddenly.

Cal andra glared at it, but the abacus held firm "Fourteen thousand six
hundred ei ghty-five add twenty-seven is not fourteen thousand six hundred
twelve. It's fourteen thousand seven hundred twel ve. You've neglected to carry
the one."

"I"'msurprised | can still reckon at all! See what you' ve done, Father?"
Cal andra deranded.

Lent han appeared rat her downcast for a nonment, but he cheered up al npst
i medi at el y.

"It won't be long now," he said, rubbing his hands. "That last one lifted the
rocket above ny head. | think I'mclose to discovering the proper m xture.
"Il be in the |laboratory, ny dears, if anyone needs ne."

"That's likely!" nmuttered Cal andra.



"Ch, ease up on the guvnor," said Paithan, watching with some anusenent as the
el f wound his way vaguely around the assortnment of fine furnishings to

di sappear through a door at the back of the dining area. "Wuld you rather
have himthe way he was after Mdther died?"

"I'"d rather have himsane, if that's what you mean, but | suppose that's too
much to ask! Between Thea's gallivanting and Papa's idiocy, we're the | aughing
stock of the city."

"Don't worry, Sister dear. The people may snigger but, with you scooping up
the noney of the Lords of Thillia, they do so behind their hands. Besides, if
t he guvnor was sane he'd be back in the business."

"Hunpf," snorted Calandra. "And don't use that slang talk. You know | can't
abide it: It's what conmes of hanging around with that crowd of yours. ldle,
ti me-wasti ng bunch of -"

"Wong!" informed the abacus. "It's supposed to be-"

"I'"ll doit!" Calandra frowned over her latest entry and irritably went back
to add up her figures again.

"Let that. . . that thing there do the work," suggested Paithan, notioning to
t he abacus.

"I don't trust nmachines. Hush up!" Cal andra snarl ed when her brother would
have spoken

Pait han sat quietly for several noments, fanning hinself and wondering if he
had the energy to call for the servant to bring hima fresh gl ass of

vi ndrech-one that didn't have plaster in it. But it was against the young
elf's nature to be silent for |ong.

" Speaki ng of Thea, where is she?" he asked, peering about as if he expected to
see her energe from under one of the antinacassars.

"I'n bed, of course. It's not winetime yet," returned his sister, referring to
that period late in the cycle [2] known as "stornm' when all elves cease their
work and rel ax over a glass of spiced wine.

Pai t han rocked. He was getting bored. Lord Durndrun was having a group over
for sailing on his treepond and a picnic supper after, and if Paithan was
planning to attend it was high time he set about getting dressed and on his
way. Although not of noble birth, the young elf was rich enough, handsone
enough, and charm ng enough to nake his way into the society of the gently
bred. He | acked the education of the nobility but was smart enough to admt it
and not try to pretend he was anything other than what he was-the son of a

m ddl e-cl ass busi nessman. The fact that his mddl e-class busi nessman fat her
happened to be the wealthiest man in all of Equilan, wealthier even (so it was
runored) than the queen herself, nore than made up for Paithan's occasiona

| apses into vulgarity.

The young el f was a good- hearted conpani on who spent his noney freely and, as
one of the lords said, "He is an interesting devil-can tell the wldest tales

Pai t han's education came fromthe world, not from books. After his nother's
deat h, sone eight years previous, and his father's subsequent descent into
madness and ill-health, Paithan and his elder sister had taken over the famly



busi ness. Cal andra stayed at home and handl ed the nonetary side of the

prosper ous weapons conpany. Although the elves hadn't gone to war in nore than
a hundred years, the humans were still fond of the practice and even fonder of
t he magi cal el ven weapons created to wage it. It was Paithan's job to go out
into the world, negotiate the deals, nake certain that shipnments were
delivered, and keep the custoners happy.

Consequently, he had traveled over all the lands of Thillia and had once
ventured as far as the realmof the SeaKings to the norinth. Noble elves, on
the other hand, rarely left their estates high in the treetops. Many had never
been to the lower parts of Equilan, their own queendom Paithan was,

t herefore, |ooked upon as a nmarvel ous oddity and was courted as such

Pai t han knew the | ords and | adi es kept himaround much as they kept their pet
nmonkeys-to amuse them He was not truly accepted into higher elven society. He
and his fanmily were invited to the royal pal ace once a year-the queen's
concession to those who kept her coffers full-but that was all. None of which
bot hered Paithan in the |east.

The know edge that elves who weren't half as smart or one-fourth as rich

| ooked down on the Quindiniars because they couldn't trace their famly back
to the Plague rankled |like an arrow wound in Calandra's breast. She had no use
for the "peerage" and nmade her disdain plain, at |east to her younger brother
And she was extrenmely put out that Paithan didn't share her feelings.

Pai t han, however, found the noble elves nearly as anusing as they found him
He knew that if he proposed marriage to any one of ten dukes' daughters there
woul d be gasps and wailings and tears at the thought of the "dear child"
marryi ng a conmoner-and the weddi ng woul d be held as fast as decently
possi bl e. Nobl e houses, after all, are expensive to maintain.

The young el f had no intention of marrying, at |east not yet. He cane of an
expl oring, wandering fanm |ly-the very elven explorers who had di scovered omte.
He had been hone for nearly a full season now and it was tine he was on his
way agai n, which was one reason he was sitting here with his sister when he
shoul d be out row ng around sone charm ng young woman in a scull. But

Cal andra, absorbed in her cal cul ati ons, appeared to have forgotten his very
exi stence. Paithan decided suddenly that if he heard one nore bead click he
woul d go "potty"-a slang expression of "his crowd" that would have set

Cal andra's teeth on edge,

Pai t han had sone news for his sister that he'd been saving for just such an
occasion. It would cause an explosion akin to the one that had rocked the
house previously, but it mght shake Cal andra | oose and then he coul d escape.

"What do you think of Father's sending for that human priest?" he asked.

For the first tine since he entered the room his sister actually stopped her
calculations, lifted her head, and | ooked at him "What?"

"Father's sending for the human priest. | thought you knew. " Paithan blinked
rapidly, to appear innocent.

Cal andra's dark eyes glinted. The thin |lips pursed. Wping the pen with
careful deliberation on an ink-stained cloth used expressly for this purpose,
she laid it down carefully in its proper place on the top of the | edger and
turned to give her hill attention to her brother

Cal andra had never been pretty. Al the beauty in the famly, it was said, had
been saved up and given to her younger sister. Cal was thin to the point of



boni ness. (Paithan, when a child, had once been spanked for asking if his
sister's nose had been caught in a winepress.) Now, in her fading youth, it
appeared as if her entire face had been caught and pinched. She wore her hair
pul l ed back in a tight knot at the top of her head, held in place by three

| et hal -1 ooki ng, sharp-pointed conbs. Her skin was dead white, because she
rarely went out of doors and then carried a parasol to protect her fromthe
sun. Her severe dresses were nmade after the sane pattern-buttoned to her chin,
her

skirts trailing the floor. Calandra had never mnded that she wasn't pretty.
Beauty was given a woman so that she could trap a man, and Cal had never
wanted a man.

"What are nen, after all," Calandra was fond of saying, "but creatures who
spend your noney and interfere in your life?"

Al'l except ne, thought Paithan. And that's because Cal andra's brought ne up
properly.

"I don't believe you," said his sister.

"Yes, you do." Paithan was enjoying hinmself. "You know the guv-sorry, slip of

t he tongue-Father's crazy enough to do just about anything."
"How did you find out?"

"l popped-stopped in at old Rory's last suppertinme for a quick one before
going to Lord-"

"I"'mnot interested in where you were going." A line had appeared in

Cal andra's forehead. "You didn't hear this runor fromold Rory, did you?"
" '"Fraid so, Sister dear. Qur batty papa had been in the pub, talkin' about
his rockets and cones out with the news that he's sent for a human priest."”

"I'n the pub!" Calandra's eyes widened in horror. "Were there . . . many who
heard hi n"
"Ch, yes," said Paithan cheerfully. "It was his usual time, you know, right

during winetinme and the place was packed."

Cal andra enmitted a | ow groan, her fingers curled around the frane of the
abacus, which protested |oudly.

"Maybe he ... inmagined it." Her tone sounded hopel ess, however. Their father
was sonetinmes all too sane in his madness.

Pai t han shook his head. "Nope. | talked to the birdman. His faultless [3]

carried the nessage to Lord Gregory of Thillia. The note said that Lenthan
Qui ndi niar of Equilan wanted to consult with a human priest about travel to
the stars. Food and | odgi ng provided and five hundred stones." [4]

Cal andra groaned again. "W'I||l be besieged!'" She gnawed her 1lip.

"No, no, | don't think so." Paithan felt somewhat renorseful at being the
cause of such agony. He reached out and patted his sister's clenched hand. "W
may be lucky this time, Callie. Human priests live in nobnasteries and take
strict vows of poverty and such like. They couldn't accept the nmoney. And they
have life pretty good in Thillia, not to nmention the fact that they have a
strongly organi zed hierarchy. They're all answerable to some soft of father
superior, and one couldn't just pack up and head out for the wilds."



"But the chance to convert an elf-"

"Pooh! They're not like our priests. They haven't time to convert anybody.
They're mainly concerned with playing politics and trying to bring back the
Lost Lords."

"You're certai n?" Cal andra had regai ned sone color in the pale cheeks.

"Well, not certain,” Paithan admitted. "But |'ve been around humans a | ot and

I know them They don't like coming into our |ands, for one thing. They don't

like us, for another. | don't think we have to worry about this priest turning
up. "

"But why?" Cal andra demanded. "Wy woul d Papa do such a thing?"

"Because of the human belief that |life cane fromthe stars, which are really
and truly cities, and that someday, when our world here belowis in chaos, the
Lost Lords will return and | ead us back."

"That's nonsense!" Calandra said crisply. "All know life came from Peytin
Sartan, Matriarch of Heaven, who created this world for her nortal children
The stars are her immortal children, watching over us." She | ooked shocked,
the full inplication dawning on her. "You don't mean to say that Father
actually believes this? Wiy that...that's heresy!"

"I think he's beginning to," said Paithan, nore sonberly. "It makes sense for
him Callie, when you think about it. He was experinenting with using rockets
to transport goods before Mther died. Then, she | eaves and our priests tel
himthat Mdther's gone to heaven to be one of the imortal children. H's mnd
slips one little cog and he lights on the idea of using rockets to go find
Mot her. Now he misses the next cog and deci des that maybe she's not imorta
but is living up there, safe and well, in some sort of city."

"Bl essed Ornl" Cal andra groaned again. She sat silent for several nonents,
staring at the abacus, her fingers tw tching one of the beads back and forth,
back and forth. "I'Il go talk to him" she said at |ast.

Pai t han carefully kept his face under control. "Yes, that m ght be a good
idea, Callie. You go talk to him"

Cal andra rose to her feet, her skirts rustling stiffly about her. She paused,
and | ooked down at her brother. "W were going to discuss this next shipment-"

"That can wait until tonorrow. This is nuch nore inportant.”

"Hunmpf. You needn't pretend to | ook so concerned. | know what you're up to,
Paithan. You'll be off on some scatter-brained outing with your fine friends

i nstead of staying hone, mnding your business as you ought. But you're right,
t hough you probably don't have brains enough to know it. This is nore
important.” A muffled explosion cane frombelow, a crash of falling plates,
and a screamfromthe kitchen. Calandra sighed. "I'Il go talk with him though
|"mbound to say | doubt if it'll do rmuch good. If I could just get himto
keep his mouth shut!"

She sl anmed down the | edger. Lips conpressed, back straight as a bridgepole
tree, she marched in the direction of the door at the far end of the dining
area. Her hips were straight as her back; no alluring swaying of skirt for
Cal andra Qui ndi ni ar.

Pai t han shook his head. "Poor Guvnor," he said with a noment's feeling of true



pity. Then, flipping the palmfrond fan in the air, he went to his roomto get
dr essed.
CHAPTER 2

EQUI LAN, TREETOP LEVEL

DESCENDI NG THE STAI RS, CALANDRA PASSED THROUGH THE KI TCHEN, LOCATED on the
first floor of the house. The heat increased noticeably as she noved fromthe
airy upper regions into the nore closed and steany | ower part. The scullery
mai d-eyes red rinmmed and a mark on her face fromthe cook's broad hand-was
sull enly sweeping up broken crockery. The maid was an ugly human, as Cal andra
had said, and the red eyes and swllen lip did nothing to enhance her

appear ance.

But then Cal andra considered all hunmans ugly and boorish, little nore than
brutes and savages. The hunman girl was a slave, who had been purchased al ong
with a sack of flour and a stonewood cooking pot. She would work at the nost
nmeni al tasks under a stern taskmaster-the cook-for about fifteen of the
twent y- one- hour day. She would share a tiny roomw th the downstairs maid,
have no possessions of her own, and earn a pittance by which she mght, by the
time she was an ol d wonan, buy her way out of slavery. And yet Calandra firmy
bel i eved that she had done the human a trenendous favor by bringing her to
live among civilized people.

Seeing the girl in her kitchen fanned the coals of Calandra's ire. A human
priest! Wat nadness. Her father should have nore sense. It was one thing to
be insane, quite another to abandon all sense of proper decorum Cal andra
mar ched t hrough the pantry, yanked open the cellar door, and proceeded down
t he cobwebby steps into the cool darkness bel ow.

The Quindi ni ar house was built on a npbss plain that grew among the upper

| evel s of vegetation of the world of Pryan. The nane Pryan neant Realmof Fire
in a | anguage supposedly used by those first people who cane to the world. The
nonencl at ure was appropriate, because Pryan's sun shone constantly. A nore apt
nane for the planet m ght have been "Real mof Geen," for-due to the continua
sunshi ne and frequent rains-Pryan's ground was so thickly covered with
vegetation that few people currently living on the planet had ever seen it.

Huge noss pl ai ns spanned the branches of gigantic trees, whose trunks at the
base were sonetines wi de as continents. Level after |evel of |eaves and
various plant |life extended upward, many | evels existing on top of |evels
beneath them The noss was incredibly thick and strong; the large city of
Equil an was built on a noss bed. Lakes and even oceans floated on top of the

t hi ck, browni sh green mass. The topnost branches of the trees poked out above
it, form ng trenmendous, junglelike forests. It was here, in the treetops or on
the nobss plains, that nost civilizations on Pryan built their cities.

The npbss plains didn't conpletely cover the world. They cane to end in
frightful places known as dragonwal | s. Few ventured near these chasns. \Water
fromthe npss seas | eapt over the edge and cascaded down into the darkness
with a roar that shook the mighty trees. Any person standing on the edge of
the land, staring into that Iimtless nass of jungle beneath his feet, felt
smal | and puny and fragile as the newest unfurled | eaf.

Cccasionally, if the observer managed to gather his courage and spend sone
time staring into the jungle bel ow, he m ght see om nous novenent-a sinuous
body junping up anong the branches and slithering away, noving anong the deep
green shadows so swiftly that the brain wondered if the eye was lying. It was
these creatures that gave the dragonwalls their name-the dragons of Pryan. Few
had ever seen them for the dragons were as wary of the tiny strange beings



i nhabiting the tops of the trees as the humans, dwarves, and el ves were wary
of the dragons. It was believed, however, that the dragons were enornous,

Wi ngl ess beasts of great intelligence who carried on their lives far, far

bel ow, perhaps even living on the fabled ground.

Lent han Qui ndi ni ar had never seen a dragon. Hi s father had; he'd seen several
Quintain Quindiniar had been a | egendary explorer and inventor. He had hel ped
establish the elven city of Equilan. He had invented nunerous weapons and

ot her devices that were i medi ately coveted by the human settlers in the area.
He had used the already considerable fanmly fortune, founded in onmite, [5] to
establish a tradi ng conpany that grew nore prosperous every year. Despite his
success. Quintain had not been content to stay quietly at hone and count his
coins. Wen his only son, Lenthan, was old enough. Quintain turned over the
busi ness to his son and went back out into the world. He'd never been heard
fromagain, and all assunmed, after a hundred years had passed, that he was
dead.

Lent han had the famly's wandering blood in his veins but was never allowed to
indulge in it, having been forced to take over the affairs of the business. He
al so had the family gift for making noney, but it didn't seemto Lenthan as if
t he noney he nmade was his nmoney. He was, after all, sinply carrying on the
trade built up by his father. Lenthan had | ong sought a way to nake his own
mark in the world, but, unfortunately, there wasn't much of the world left to
expl ore. The humans held the lands to the norinth, the Terinthian Ccean
prohi bi ted expansion to the est and vars and the dragonwal | bl ocked the
sorinth. As far as Lenthan was concerned, he had nowhere to go but up

Cal andra entered the cellar |aboratory, holding her skirts out of the dirt;
the I ook on her face would have curdled mlk. It came near curdling her
father. Lenthan, seeing his daughter here in this place he knew she abhorred,
bl anched and noved nervously nearer another elf who was present in the

| aboratory. This other elf smiled and bowed of ficiously. The expression on
Cal andra's face darkened at the sight.

"How nice-nice to see you down here, mny dear," stamered poor Lenthan
droppi ng a crock of some foul-snelling liquid onto a filthy tabl etop

Cal andra winkl ed her nose. The npss walls and fl oor gave off a pungent nusky
odor that blended ill with the various chem cal snells-nost notably

sul fur-drifting about the | aboratory.

"Mstress Quindiniar," said the other elf in greeting. "I trust |I find you in
heal t h?"

"You do, sir, thank you for asking. And | trust you are the sanme, Master
Ast r ol oger ?"

"A slight touch of rheumatism but that is to be expected at ny age."

"I wish your rheumati smwould carry you off, you old charlatan!” nuttered
Cal andra beneath her breath.

"Way is this witch down here meddling?" muttered the astrologer into the high
poi nted collar that stood up from his shoul ders and al nost conpletely
surrounded his face.

Lent han stood between the two, |ooking forlorn and guilty, though he had no
i dea, as yet, what he had done.

"Father," said Calandra in a severe voice, "I want to speak to you. Alone."



The astrol oger bowed and started to sidle off. Lenthan, seeing his prop being
knocked out from beneath him grabbed hold of the w zard' s robes.

"Now, ny dear, Elixnoir is part of the famly-"

"He certainly eats enough to be part of the fanmly," Cal andra snapped, her
pati ence giving way under the crushing blow of the terrible news of the human
priest. "He eats enough to be several parts.™

The astrol oger drew hinself up tall and stared down his | ong nose that was
nearly as sharply pointed as the tips of the night Hue collar through which it
was seen.

"Callie, remenber, he is our guest!" said Lenthan, shocked enough to rebuke
his el dest child. "And a naster w zard!"

"CQuest, yes, I'll give himthat. He never nisses a neal O a chance to drink
our wine or sleep in our spare bedroom But naster w zard | nuch doubt. |'ve
yet to see himdo anything but munble a few words over that stinking gunk of
yours, Father, and then stand back and watch it fizzle and snmoke. You two will
likely burn the house down around our ears soneday! Wzard! Hah! Eggi ng you
on, Papa, with bl asphenous stories about ancient people traveling to the stars
in ships with sails of fire-"

"That is scientific fact, young woman," struck in the astrol oger, the tips of
his collar quivering in indignation. "And what your father and | are doing is
scientific research and has nothing at all to do with religion-"

"Ch, it doesn't, does it?" cried Calandra, hurling her verbal spear straight
for her victims heart. "Then why is ny father inmporting a human priest?"

The astrol oger's eyes wi dened in shock. The high collar turned from Cal andra
to the wetched Lent han, who found hinmself rmuch disconcerted by it.

"I's this true, Lenthan Quindiniar?" denanded the incensed wi zard. "You have
sent for a human priest?"

"I-1-1-" was all Lenthan could manage.

"I have been deceived by you, sir," stated the astrologer, his dignity
i ncreasing every nonent and so, it seemed, the length of his collar. "You | ed
me to believe that you shared our interest in the stars, in their cycles and

their places in the heavens."
"I was! | am " Lenthan wung his soot-bl ackened hands.

"You professed to be interested in the scientific study of how these stars
rule our lives-"

"Bl asphemy!" cried Calandra with a shudder of her bony frane.
"And yet now | find you consorting with-with-"

Wrds failed the wizard. H s pointed collar appeared to close around him so
that all that could be seen above it were his glittering, infuriated eyes.

"No! Please |let nme explain!" gabbled Lenthan. "You see, my son, Paithan, told
me about the belief the humans have that there are people living in those
stars and | thought-"



"Paithan told you!" gasped Cal andra, pouncing on a new cul prit.
"People living there!l" gasped the astrologer, his voice muffled by the collar

"But it does seemlikely . . . and certainly explains why the ancients
traveled to the stars and it fits with what our priests teach us that when we
die we becorme one with the stars and | truly do miss Elithenia. "

The last was said in a wetched, pleading tone that noved Lenthan's daughter
to pity. In her own way, Calandra |oved her father, just as she |loved her

brot her and younger sister. It was a stern and unbendi ng and inpatient kind of
| ove, but love it was and she nmoved over to put thin, cold fingers on her
father's arm

"There, Papa, don't upset yourself. | didn't nmean to make you unhappy. It's
just that I'd think you woul d have di scussed this with me instead of

i nstead of the crowmd at the Col den Mead!" Cal andra coul d not forebear a sob
Pul i ng out a primand-proper |ace-edged handkerchief, she clanped it over her
nose and nout h.

H s daughter's tears had the effect (not unintended) of conpletely crushing
Lent han Quindiniar into the nmossy floor and burying himtwel ve hands [6] down.
Her weeping and the wizard's trenbling collar points were too nuch for the

nm ddl e- aged el f.

"You're both right," said Lenthan, glancing fromone to the other sorrowfully.
"I can see that now. |'ve nmade a terrible nistake and when the priest cones,
"Il tell himto go away i mredi ately."

"When he cones!" Cal andra raised dry eyes and stared at her father. "Wat do
you mean 'when he comes' ? Paithan said he wouldn't cone!"

"How does Paithan know?" Lenthan asked, considerably perplexed. "Did he tal k
to himafter | did?" The elf thrust a waxen hand into a pocket of his silk
vest and dragged out a crunpl ed sheet of fool scap. "Look, ny dear." He
exhibited the letter.

Cal andra snatched it and read it, her eyes might have burned holes in the
paper .

" "When you see nme, I'Il be there. Signed, Human Priest.' Bah!" Cal andra
thrust the letter back at her father. "That's the nost ridicul ous- Paithan's
playing a joke. No person in his right mind would send a letter |ike that, not
even a human. 'Human Priest indeed!"

"Perhaps he's not in his right mind," said the Master Astrol oger in oni nous
t ones.

A mad human priest was conming to her house.

"Orn have nercy!" Cal andra nmurmured, gripping the edge of the |aboratory table
for support.

"There, there, ny dear," said Lenthan, putting his arm around his daughter's
shoul ders. "1'll take care of it. Just |eave everything to me. You shan't be
bothered in the slightest.™

"And if | can be of any hel p"-the Master Astrologer sniffed the air; the snell
of roast targ was wafting down fromthe kitchen-"I shall be happy to I end ny
aid. | shall even overlook certain things that were said in the heat of



enotional distress.”

Cal andra paid no attention to the wi zard. She had recovered her

sel f- possessi on and her one thought now was to find her worthl ess brother and
wring a confession out of him She had no doubt-well, she had little
doubt-that this was Paithan's doing, his idea of a practical joke. He was
probably | aughing heartily at her right now How |long would he | augh when she
cut his allowance in half?

Leavi ng the astrol oger and her father to blow thenselves to smithereens in the
cellar if they liked, Calandra stormed up the stairs. She marched through the
ki tchen where the scullery maid hid behind a dish towel until the awful

specter was gone. Ascending to the third | evel of the house-the sl eeping

| evel - Cal andra halted outside her brother's door and banged on it |oudly.

"Pai than! Open your door this instant!"
"He's not there," called a sleepy voice fromdown the hallway.

Cal andra gl owered at the door, knocked again, and rattled the wooden handl e.
No sound. Turning, Cal stalked down the hall and entered the room of her
younger sister.

Clad in a frilly nightdress that |left both white shoul ders exposed and j ust

enough of her breasts to make things interesting, Aleatha |ounged in a chair
before her dressing table, lazily brushing her hair and adm ring herself in

the mrror. Mgically enhanced, the mirror whispered conplinments and of fered
t he occasi onal suggestion as to the correct amount of rouge.

Cal andra paused in the doorway, shocked al nbst beyond words. "Wat do you
mean! Sitting there half-naked in broad daylight with the door w de open! What
if one of the servants cane by?"

Al eat ha rai sed her eyes. She perforned this nmotion slowy and | anguorously,
knowi ng and enjoying full well the effect it had. The young el frmaid' s eyes
were a clear, vibrant blue, but- shadowed over by heavy lids and | ong, thick
| ashes-they darkened to purple. Opening themw de, therefore, had the effect
of seeming to conmpletely change their color. Nunerous elven men had witten
sonnets to those eyes, and one was runored to have died for them

"Ch, one servant has already been past," said Al eatha w thout the slightest
perturbation. "The footman. He's been up and down the hall three tines at
least in the last hal f-hour." She turned from her sister and began arrangi ng
the ruffles of her nightdress to show off her |ong, slender neck

Al eatha's voice was rich, throaty, and sounded perpetually as if she were just
about to sink into a deep slunber. This, conbined with the heavy-lidded eyes,
gave an inpression of sweet |anguor no matter where the young woman went or
what she was doing. During the fevered gaiety of a royal ball, Al eatha-

i gnoring the rhythm of the music-would dance slowy, in an al nost dreamlike
state, her body conpletely surrendered to her partner, giving himthe
delightful inpression that wthout his strong support she would sink to the
floor. The languid eyes stared into his, with just a tiny sparkle of fire deep
in the purple depths, leading a man to think of what he nmight do that would
cause those sleepy eyes to open w de.

"You are the tal k of Equilan, Thea!" snapped Cal andra, hol ding the
handkerchi ef to her nose. Al eatha was spraying perfume over her neck and
breast. "Were were you | ast darktine?" [7]



The purple eyes opened wide, or at |east wi der. Al eatha would never waste
their full effect on a nere sister

"Since when do you care where | was? What wasp's gotten into your corset this
gentle-time, Callie?"

"Centle-tine! It's nearly wi netinme! You ve slept away half the day!"
"I'f you must know, | was with Lord Kevani sh and we went down to the Dark-"

"Kevani sh!" Cal andra drew a seething breath. "That bl ackguard! He's being
refused adm ttance to every proper house over that affair of the duel. It was
because of himthat poor Lucillia hung herself, and he as nmuch as nurdered her
brother! And you, Aleatha ... to be seen publicly with him" Cal andra choked.

"Nonsense. Lucillia was a fool for thinking that a man |i ke Kevani sh coul d
really be in love with her. Her brother was a bigger fool in demanding
sati sfaction. Kevanish is the best boltarcher in Equilan.”

"There is such a thing as honor, Aleatha!" Calandra stood behind her sister's
chair, her hands gripping the back of it, the knuckles white with the strain.
It seened that with very little pronpting, she mght grip her sister's fragile
neck in the same manner. "Or has this famly forgotten that?"

"Forgotten?" murmured Thea in her sleepy voice. "No, dear Callie, not
forgotten. Sinply bought and paid for it |long ago."

Wth a conplete |lack of nodesty, Aleatha rose fromher chair and began to
untie the silken ribbons that al nost held the front of her nightdress closed.
Cal andra, | ooking at her sister's reflection in the mrror, could see reddish
brui se marks on the white flesh of shoul ders and breast-the marks of the Iips
of an ardent |over. Sickened, Calandra turned her back and wal ked swi ftly
across the roomto stand staring out the w ndow

Aleatha smled lazily at the mirror and allowed the nightdress to slip to the
floor. The mirror was rapturous in its coments.

"You were | ooking for Paithan?" she rem nded her sister. "He flewinto his
roomlike a bat fromthe deep, dressed in his lawn suit, and flew out. | think
he's gone to Lord Durndrun's. | was invited, but | don't knowif | shall go or
not. Paithan's friends are such bores."

"This famly is falling apart!" Cal andra pressed her hands together. "Father
sending for a human priest! Paithan a common tranp, caring for nothing except
roam ng! You! You'll end up pregnant and unwed and |ikely hang yourself Iike
poor Lucillia."

"Ch, hardly, Callie, dear," said Al eatha, kicking aside the nightdress with
her foot. "Hangi ng oneself takes such a lot of energy." Adm ring her slender
body in the mrror, which admred it right back, she frowned, reached out and
rang a bell made out of the shell of the egg of the carol bird. "Were is that
mai d of mine? Wrry | ess about your famly, Callie, and nore about the
servants. | never saw a lazier lot."

"It's nmy fault!" Cal andra sighed and cl asped her hands together tightly,
pressing them agai nst her lips. "I should have made Paithan go to school.
shoul d have supervised you and not let you run wild. | should have stopped
Father in this nonsense of his. But who would have run the business? It was
sliding when | took it over! W would have been ruined! Ruined! If it had been
left up to Father-"



The maid hurried into the room

"\Where have you been?" asked Al eatha sleepily.
"I"'msorry, mstress! | didn't hear you ring."

"Well, | did. But you should know when |I want you. Lay out the blue. I'm
staying home this darktime. No, don't. Not the blue. The green with the noss
roses. | think I'Il attend Lord Durndrun's outing, after all. Sonething
anusing m ght occur. If nothing else, | can at |east torment the baron, who's
simply dying of love for ne. Now, Callie, what's this about a human priest? Is
he good | ooki ng?"

Cal andra gave a strangl ed sob and cl enched her teeth over the handkerchief.

Al eat ha gl anced at her. Accepting the flimsy robe the maid draped over her
shoul ders, Thea crossed the roomto stand behind her sister. Al eatha was as
tall as Calandra, but her figure was soft and curved where her sister's was
bony and angul ar. Masses of ashen hair franed Al eatha's face and tunbl ed down
her back and around her shoul ders. The el fmaid never "dressed" her hair as was
the style. Like the rest of Aleatha, her hair was al ways di shevel ed, al ways

| ooked as it'she had just risen fromher bed. She laid soft hands on her
sister's quivering shoul ders.

" The hour flower has closed its petals on those tines, Callie. Keep |onging
uselessly for it to open again and you'll soon be insane as Father, if Mbther
had |ived, things m ght have been different"-Al eatha's voi ce broke, she drew
nearer her sister- "but she didn't. And that's that," she added, with a shrug
of her perfuned shoul ders. "You did what you had to do, Callie. You couldn't
et us starve."

"I suppose you're right," said Calandra briskly, recalling that the maid was
in the roomand not wanting their affairs discussed in the servant's hall. She
strai ght ened her shoul ders and snoot hed out imagi nary winkles fromher stiff,
starched skirts. "So you won't be in to dinner?"

"No, I'll tell the cook, if you like. Wiy don't you come to Lord Durndrun's,
Sister?" Al eatha wal ked to the bed, where her maid was | aving out silken
undergarnents. "Randol phus will be there. He's never nmarried, you know,

Callie. You broke his heart."
"Broke his purse is nore like it," said Calandra severely, |ooking at herself
inthe mrror, patting her hair where a few wi sps had cone undone, and
stabbing the three | ethal conbs back into place. "He didn't want ne, he wanted
t he business, "

"Perhaps." Al eatha paused in her dressing, the purple eyes going to the mrror
and neeting the reflected eyes of her sister. "But he woul d have been conpany
for you, Callie. You re alone too nuch."

"And so I'mto let a man step in and take over and ruin what it's cost ne
years to build just for the sake of seeing his face every norning whether |
like it or not? No, thank you. There are worse things than being alone. Pet."
Al eatha's purple eyes darkened al nost to wi ne. "Death, maybe."

Her sister didn't hear her

The el fmai d shook back her hair, shaking off the gl oomy shadow at the sane
time. "Shall | tell Paithan you're wanting to see hinP"



"Don't bother. He nmust be near to running out of nmoney by now He'll be around
to see me in the toiltinme." Calandra nmarched toward the door. "I have the
books to balance. Try to conme hone at a reasonable hour. Before tonorrow, at

| east."

Al eatha smled at her sister's sarcasmand | owered the sl eep-heavy eyelids
nmodestly. "If you like, Callie, | won't see Lord Kevani sh anynore."

Her sister paused, turned. Calandra's stern face brightened, but she only
said, "I should hope not!" Stal king out of the room she slanmed the door shut
behi nd her.

"He's getting to be a bore anyway," remarked Al eatha to herself. She | ounged
back down at her dressing table and studied her flaw ess features in the
effusive mrror.

CHAPTER 3
GRI FFI TH, TERNCI A, THILLIA

CALANDRA RETURNED TO HER WORK ON THE ACCOUNT BOOKS AS A SOOTHI NG antidote to
the wild vagaries of her famly. The house was quiet. Her father and the
astrol oger puttered about in the cellar but, know ng that his daughter was
nore near exploding than his nagical powder, Lenthan thought it wise to
refrain fromany further experinments al ong those |ines.

After dinner, Calandra perfornmed one nore act related to the business. She
sent a servant with a nessage for the birdman, addressed to Master Rol and of
Giffith, Jungl efl ower Tavern.

Shipnent will arrive in early Fallow [8] Paynent expected on delivery.
Cal andra Qui ndi ni ar.

The birdman attached the nessage to the foot of a faultless that had been
trained to fly to Terncia and cast the brightly colored bird in the air.

The faultless glided effortlessly through the sky, riding the air currents
t hat ebbed and fl owed anobng the towering trees.

The bird had her mind strictly on her destination, where her mate, locked in a
cage, awaited her. She kept no watch for predators, there was nothing living
that wanted her for food. The faultless secretes an oil that keeps its
feathers dry during the frequent rainstorns. This oil is deadly poison to al
species of life except the faultless.

The faultless winged its way norinth-vars, a route that took it over the
grounds and nmansi ons of the elven peerage and across Lake Enthi al

The bird di pped | ow over the elven farm ands that grew in the upper nbss beds,
form ng a patchwork of unnaturally straight |ines. Human slaves toiled in the
fields, tending the crops. The faultless wasn't particularly hungry; she'd
been fed before starting, but a nouse would top off her dinner nicely. She
couldn't see one, however, and continued on, disappointed.

The carefully cultivated el ven | ands soon di sappeared into the jungle wild.
Streanms, fed by the daily rains, gathered into rivers atop the noss beds.
Wnding their way through the jungle, the rivers occasionally found a break in
t he upper | ayers of the noss and cascaded down into the dark depths bel ow.



W sps of clouds began to drift before the bird' s eyes, and she flew hi gher
gaining altitude, clinbing above the storms of rain's hour. Eventually the

t hi ck, black, l|ightning-shot mass conpletely bl ocked her view of the |and. She
knew where she was, however, instinct guiding her. The Lord Marcins Forests

| ay bel ow her; they were named by the elves but claimed by neither elves nor
human due to the fact that their jungle growh was inpenetrable.

The stormcane and went, as it had done tine out of mnd since the creation of
the worl d. The sun shone brightly, and the bird could see settled

| ands-Thillia, realmof the humans. From her great height, the bird noted
three of the sparkling, sunlit towers that marked the five divisions of the
Thillian ki ngdom The towers, ancient by human standards, were built of

crystal bricks, the secret of whose naking had been known to hunman w zards
during the reign of King George the Only. The secret, as well as many of the
wi zards, had been lost in the devastating War for Love that foll owed the old
ki ng' s deat h.

The faultless used the towers to nmark her destination, then swooped down,
flying | ow over the humans' lands. Built on a broad noss plain, dotted here
and there with trees that had been left standing for their shade, the country
was flat, criss-crossed with roads and pockmarked with small towns. The roads
were well travel ed; humans having a curious need to be constantly on the nove,
a need the sedentary elves could never understand and one that they considered
bar bari c.

The hunting was far nore favorable in this part of the world, and the

faultl ess took a brief nmonent to fortify herself on a largish rat. Mea

fini shed, she cl eaned her claws on her beak, preened her feathers, and took to
the air. When she saw the flat |ands begin to give way to thick jungle, the
bird felt cheered, for she was nearing the end of her |ong journey. She was
over Terncia, the kingdom farthest norinth. Arriving at the walled city
surroundi ng the crystal brick tower that narked the capital of Terncia, the
lard heard the rough call of her mate. She dove fromthe sky, spiraling down
into the city's heart, and | anded on the | eather-covered armof a Thillian
bi rdman. He renoved the nessage, noted the designation, and placed the weary
faultless into the cage with her nate, who greeted her with tiny nips of his
beak.

The birdman handed the nmessage to a circuit rider. Several days later, the
rider entered a crude and hal f-thought-through village standing on the very
edges of the jungle and dropped the nessage off at the village's only inn

Seated in his favorite booth in the Junglefl ower, Master Roland of Giffith
studied the fine quin scroll. Ginning, he shoved it across the table to a
young wonman who sat across from him

"There! What did | tell you, Rega?"
"Thank Thillia, that's all | can say." Rega's tone was grim she wasn't

smling. "Now you at |east have something to show ol d Bl ackbeard and maybe
he'll leave us be for a stretch!"”

"I wonder where he is?" Roland glanced at the hour flower [9] that stood in a
pot on the bar. Alnost twenty petals were folded down. "It's past his usua
tinme."

"He'll be here. This is too inportant to him"



"Yeah, and that makes ne nervous."

"Devel opi ng a consci ence?" Rega drai ned her nug of kegrot and gl anced about
for the barmaid.

"No, | just don't |ike doing business here, in a public place-"

"Al'l the better. Everything' s aboveboard and out in the open. No one could
have any suspicions of us. Ah, here he is. Wat did | tell you?"

The inn's door opened and a dwarf stood bathed in the dicing hour's bright
sunlight. He was an inposing sight, and nearly everyone in the inn paused in
their drinking, ganbling, and conversing to stare at him Slightly above
average height for his people, he had ruddy brown skin and a shaggy nane of
curly black hair and beard that gave himhis ni ckname anong humans. Thick

bl ack brows neeting over a hooked nose and flashing bl ack eyes gave hima

perpetual ly fierce expression that served himwell in alien lands. Despite the
heat, he wore a red-and-white striped silken shirt and over that the heavy

| eat her arnor of his people, with bright red pants tucked into tall, thick
boot s.

Those in the bar sniggered and exchanged grins at the dwarf's garish cl ot hing.
If they had known anything at all about dwarven society and what the bright
colors of his clothing portended, they wouldn't have | aughed.

The dwarf paused in the doorway, blinking his eyes, half-blinded fromthe
bri ght sun.

"Bl ackbeard, my friend," Roland called, rising fromhis seat. "Over here!"

The dwarf clunped into the inn, the black eyes darting here and there, staring
down any who seemed too bold. Dwarves were a rarity in Thillia. The dwarven

ki ngdom was far to the norinth-est of the humans and there was little contact
between the two. But this particular dwarf had been in town for five days now
and his appearance had ceased to be a novelty. Giffith was a squalid place

| ocated on the borders of two kingdons, neither of which clained it. The

i nhabitants did what they |iked-an arrangenent that suited nost of them
because nost of them had cone fromparts of Thillia where doi ng what they

i ked generally got them hung. The people of Giffith m ght wonder what a
dwarf was up to in their town, but no one woul d wonder al oud.

"Bar keep, three nore!" called Roland, holding aloft his nug.

"W have cause to celebrate, nmy friend," he said to the dwarf, who slowy took
a seat.

"Ya?" grunted the dwarf, regarding the two with dark suspicion

Rol and, grinning, ignored his guest's obvious aninpsity and handed over the
nessage

"I cannot read these words," said the dwarf, tossing the quin scroll back
across the table. The arrival of the barmaid with the kegrot interrupted them

Mugs were distributed. The slovenly barmai d gave the table a quick
disinterested swipe with a greasy rag, glanced curiously at the dwarf, and
sl ouched away.

"Sorry, | forgot you can't read elvish. The shipnment's on its way,



Bl ackbeard," said Roland in a casual undertone. "It will be here within the
Fal | ow. "

"My name is Drugar. And that is what this paper says?" The dwarf tapped it
with a thick-fingered hand.

"Sure is, Blackbeard, nmy friend."

"I amnot your friend, human," nuttered the dwarf, but the words were in his
| anguage and spoken to his beard. Hs lips parted in what m ght al nost have
been a snile. "That is good news." He sounded grudgi ng.

"We'|l drink to it." Roland raised his nug, nudgi ng Rega, who had been eyeing
the dwarf with a suspicion equal to that with which Bl ackbeard was eyei ng
them "To business."

"I will drink to this," said the dwarf, after appearing to consider the
matter. He raised his nug. "To business."

Rol and drained his noisily. Rega took a sip. She never drank to excess. One of
them had to remain sober. Besides, the dwarf wasn't drinking. He nerely

nmoi stened his |ips. Dwarves don't care for kegrot, which is, admttedly, weak
and flat tasting conmpared to their own rich brew.

"I was just wondering, partner," said Roland, |eaning forward, hunching over
his drink, "just what you're going to be using these weapons for?"

"Acqui ring a consci ence, human?"
Rol and cast a wry gl ance at Rega, who-hearing her words repeated-shrugged and
| ooked away, silently asking what other answer he m ght have expected to such

a stupid question.

"You are being paid enough not to ask, but I will tell you anyway because ny
peopl e are honorable."

"So honorable you have to deal with smugglers, is that it, Bl ackbeard?" Rol and
gri nned, paying the dwarf back

The bl ack brows canme together alarmngly, the black eyes flared. "I would have
dealt openly and legitinmately, but the |aws of your |land prevent it. My people
need t hese weapons. You have heard about the peril com ng fromthe norinth?"

"The SeaKi ngs?"

Rol and gestured to the barmaid. Rega laid her hand on his, warning himto go
slowy, but he shoved her away.

"Bah! No!" The dwarf gave a contenptuous snort. "I mean norinth of our | ands.
Far norinth, only not so far anynore."

"No. Haven't heard a thing, Blackbeard, old buddy. Wat is it?"

"Hurmans-the size of nountains. They are coning out of the norinth, destroying
everything in their path."”

Rol and choked on his drink and started to |laugh. The dwarf appeared to
literally swell with rage, and Rega dug her nails into her partner's arm
Rol and, with difficulty, stifled his mrth.



"Sorry, friend, sorry. But | heard that story frommy dear old dad when he was
in his cups. So the tytans are going to attack us. | suppose the Five Lost
Lords of Thillia will cone back at the sanme tine." Reaching across the table,
Rol and patted the angry dwarf on the shoul der. "Keep your secret, then, ny
friend. As long as we get our noney, ny wife and I don't care what you do or
who you kill."

The dwarf gl owered, jerked his armaway fromthe human's touch
"Don't you have sonmewhere to go, Husband, dear?" said Rega pointedly.

Rol and rose to his feet. He was tall and nuscul ar, blond and handsone. The
bar mai d, who knew hi mwell, brushed agai nst hi m when he stood up

" '"Scuse ne. Cotta pay a visit to a tree. Damm kegrot runs right through ne."
He nade his way through the conmon roomthat was rapidly growi ng nore crowded
and nore noi sy.

Rega put on her nost winning snmle and cane around the table to seat herself
besi de the dwarf. The young woman was al nbost exactly opposite in appearance
from Rol and. Short and full-figured, she was dressed both for the heat and for
conducti ng busi ness, wearing a |inen blouse that revealed nore than it

covered. Tied in a knot at her breasts, it left her mdriff bare. Leather
pants, cut off at the knees, fit her legs |like a second skin. Her flesh was
tanned a deep golden brown and, in the heat of the tavern, glistened with a
fine sheen of sweat. Her brown hair was parted in the center of her head and
hung strai ght and shining as rain-soaked tree bark down her back

Rega knew the dwarf wasn't the slightest bit attracted to her physically.
Probably because | don't have a beard, she reflected, grinning to herself,
renmenberi ng what she'd heard about dwarven wonen. He did seem eager to discuss
this fairy tale his people'd dreaned up. Rega never liked to let a customer go
away angry.

"Forgive ny husband, sir. He's had a little too much to drink. But |'m
interested. Tell me nore about the tytans."

"Tytans." The dwarf appeared to taste the strange word. "That is what you cal
themin your |anguage?"

"I guess so. Qur legends tell of gigantic humans, great warriors, forned by
the gods of the stars long ago to serve them But no such beings have been
seen in Thillia since before the tine of the Lost Lords."

"I do not knowif these . . . tytans . . . are the sane or not." Bl ackbeard
shook his head. "Qur | egends do not speak of such creatures. W are not
interested in the stars. W who |ive beneath the ground rarely see them OQur
| egends tell of the Forgers, the ones who, along with the father of al
dwarves, Drakar, first built this world. It is said that someday the Forgers
will return and enable us to build cities whose size and magni fi cence are
beyond belief."

"I'f you think these giants are the-er-Forgers, then why the weapons?"

Bl ackboard' s face grew shadowed, the |lines deepened. "That is what sone of ny
peopl e believe. There are others of us who have talked to the refugees of the
norinth lands. They tell of terrible destruction and killings. | think perhaps
the | egends have got it wong. That is why the weapons."

Rega had, at first, thought the dwarf was |ying. She and Rol and had deci ded
t hat Bl ackbeard nmeant to use the weapons to attack a few scattered human



col oni es. But, seeing the black eyes grow shadowed, hearing the heaviness in
the dwarf's voice, Rega changed her nind. Blackbeard, at |east, believed in
this fantastic enenmy and that was truly why he was buying the weapons. The

t hought was conforting. This was the first time she and Rol and had ever
snmuggl ed weapons, and-no natter what Rol and ni ght say-Rega was relieved to
know t hat she woul dn't be responsible for the deaths of her own people.

"Hey, Bl ackbeard, what are you doing-getting cozy with ny wife, huh?" Rol and
eased hinmsel f back down at the table. Another nug awaited him and he drank
deeply.

Noti ng the shocked and dar kening scowm on Bl ackbeard's face, Rega gave Rol and

a swift and painful kick beneath the table. "W were discussing | egends, dear

I'"ve heard it said that dwarves are fond of songs. My husband has an excel |l ent
voi ce. Perhaps, sir, you would like to hear the 'Lay of Thillia ? It tells the
story of the lords of our |and and how the five kingdoms were forned."

Bl ackbeard' s face brightened, "Ya, | would like to hear it"

Rega thanked the stars she had spent tinme digging up everything she could
about dwarven society. Dwnarves do not have a fondness for nusic. They have an
absol ute passion for it. Al dwarves play nusical instruments, nost of them
have excel |l ent singing voices and perfect pitch. They have only to hear a song
once to catch the nel ody and need hear it only a second tine to pick up the
wor ds.

Rol and had an excel |l ent tenor voice, and he sang the hauntingly beautiful |ay
with exquisite feeling. The people in the bar hushed to hear him and there
were many anong the rough crowd who w ped their eyes when the song cane to the
end. The dwarf listened with rapt attention and Rega, sighing, knew that they
had anot her satisfied custoner.

From t hought and | ove all things once born, earth, air, and sky, and know ng
sea. From darkness old, all light is shorne, and rise above, forever free.

In reverent voice, five brothers spoke of sire's duty and wondered fare. Their
king dying 'neath fortune's yoke, from each demand their |anded care.

Fi ve ki ngdons great, born of one land. To each fair prince his parcel part.
Dictates of will and dead sire's hand, for each to rule, with just' and heart.

The first the fields, fair flowing flight, whisp' ring winds the rushes cal m
nove. Another to sea, ships to right, and crashi ng waves, the shorelines
soot he.

The third of boles and gentlest sward, crack of twig and shades darkling eye.
The fourth, the hills and valleys' lord, where grazing plain and resting lie.

The last, the sun nmade shining hone, high seething heat, would ever last. Al
five in wote his true heart's tone, true to all word and great kings past.

Each child did rule with true intent, Enbrac'ng demesne, all ruling fair.
Justice and strength, wisdomfull lent, each nmouth to voice a grateful aire.

Yet fates' cruel ganes their pure hearts waste, and each to arnms this tryst
above. Five nmen consuned for woman chaste, and all lives touch'd for strident
| ove.

As gentle as a poenmis heart, was the beauteous wonan born



As subtle as all nature's art, her wondrous heart all lives did warm

When five proud nmen, all brothers born, beheld this dam their loves did soar
For sweet Thillia, five |oves sworn, a handful of kingdons, to war.

Five arm es clashed, their plows to swords, farmers fromfields, passion's
conmands. Brothers once fair and | oving wards, sent salt to sea and wounded
th' | ands.

Thillia stood on bl oodi ed plain, her arnms outstretched, hands open w de. Her
griev'ed heart, cast down from shane, fled far beneath | ake's loving tide.

Perfection nourned her passing soul, five brothers ceased their hollow fight.
They cried above, their hearts held whole, and vowed to rise 'neath warrior's
ni ght .

In faith they wal ked with nodest stride, to sleeping Thillia beneath. The
crashing waves their virtue cried, the kingdons wept their wat'ry weath.

From t hought and | ove all things once born, stone, air, and sky, and know ng
sea. From darkness old, all light is shorne, and rise above, forever free.

Rega concluded the story. "Thillia's body was recovered and placed in a sacred
shrine in the center of the realmin a place that belongs equally to all five
ki ngdoms. The bodi es of her |overs were never recovered, and fromthis sprang
the | egend that some day, when the, nation is in dire peril, the brothers wll
cone back and save their people.”

"I liked that!" shouted the dwarf, thunping the table with his hand to express
his appreciation. He actually went so far as to tap Roland on the forearmwth
a stubby finger; the first time in five days the dwarf had ever touched either
human. "1 |ike that very nmuch- Have | got the tune?" Bl ackbeard humed t he

nel ody in a deep bass.

"Yes, sir! Exactly!" cried Roland, much anmused. "Wuld you like nme to teach
you t he words?"

"I have them Up here."
student."

Bl ackbeard tapped his forehead. "I am a quick

"l guess so!" said Roland, w nking at the woman.
Rega grinned back

"I would like to hear it again, but | rnust be going," said Blackbeard with
true regret, shoving hinmself up fromthe table. "I rmust tell my people the
good news." Sobering for a noment, he added, "They will be greatly relieved."
Putting his hands on a belt around his waist, the dwarf unbuckled it and flung
it on the table. "There is half the noney, as we agreed. The other half on
delivery."

Rol and' s hand closed swiftly over the belt and pushed it across to Rega. She
opened it, glanced inside, nmade a swift eye count, and nodded.

"Fine, ny friend," said Roland, not bothering to stand up. "We'll neet you at
t he agreed-on place in late Fall ow. "

Afraid that the dwarf night be of fended, Rega rose to her feet and extended
her hand-pal m open to show there was no Weapon-in the age-old hunman gesture of
friendshi p. The dwarves have no such custom there had never been a time when



dwarves fought each other. Bl ackbeard had been around humans | ong enough to
know that this pressing together of palms was significant. He did what was
expected of himand hurriedly left the tavern, w ping his hand on his |eather
jerkin and hunming the tune to the "Lay of Thillia" as he wal ked.

"Not bad for a night's work," said Roland, buckling the nmoney belt around his
wai st, cinching it in, for his waist was torn and the dwarf was robust.

"No thanks to you!" Rega nmuttered. The woman drew the raztar [10] fromits
round scabbard she wore on her thigh and nmade a show of sharpening all seven
bl ades, gl ancing neaningfully at those in the inn who were taking just a bit
too much interest in their affairs. "I pulled your fat out of the fire.

Bl ackbeard woul d' ve wal ked out, if it hadn't been for ne."

"Ah, | could ve cut his beard off and he woul dn't have dared take offense. He
can't afford to."

"You know, " added Rega in an unusually sonber and reflective nmood, "he was
really, truly frightened."

"So he was frightened? All the better for business. Sis,"” said Roland briskly.

Rega gl anced around sharply, then | eaned forward. "Don't call ne 'Sis'! Soon

we'll be traveling with that elf, and one little slip like that will ruin
everyt hing!"
"Sorry, 'Wfey, dear.' " Roland finished off the kegrot, and shook his head

regretfully when the barmaid gl anced his way. Carrying this much noney, he
needed to remain relatively alert. "So the dwarves are planning an attack on
some human settlenent. Probably the SeaKings. | wonder if we couldn't sell our
next shipment to them"

"You don't think the dwarves will attack Thillia?"

"Now who's getting a conscience? Wiat's it matter to us? If the dwarves don't

attack Thillia, the SeaKings will. And if the SeaKings don't attack Thillia,
Thillia will attack itself. \Watever happens, as | said, it's good for
busi ness. "

Depositing a couple of wooden lord's crowns on the table, the two left the
tavern. Roland wal ked in front, his hand on the hilt of his bl adewdod sword.
Rega foll owed a pace or two behind himto guard his back as was their custom
They were a form dabl e-1 ooking pair and had lived | ong enough in Giffith to
establish the reputati on of being tough, quick, and not much given to mercy.
Several people eyed them but no one troubled them The two and their noney
arrived safely at the shack they called hone.

Rega pul |l ed shut the heavy wooden door and bolted it carefully fromthe

i nside. Peering outdoors, she drew dosed the rags that she'd hung over the

wi ndows and gave Roland a nod. He lifted a three-Iegged wooden table and set

it against the door. Kicking aside a rag rug lying on the floor, he revealed a
trapdoor in the floor and, beneath it, a hole that had been dug in the nopss.
Rol and tossed the noney belt into the hole, shut the trapdoor, and arranged
the rug and the table over it.

Rega put out a hunk of stale bread and a round of nol dy cheese. "Speaking of
busi ness, what do you know about this elf, this Paithan Quindiniar?"

Rol and tore off a piece of bread with strong teeth, forked a bite of cheese
into his mouth. "Nothing," he munbl ed, chewing steadily. "He's an elf, which
means he'll be a wilting lily, except where it comes to you, ny charm ng



sister."

"I"myour charming wife. Don't forget that." Rega playfully poked her brother
in the hand with one of the wooden bl ades of her raztar. She hacked off
anot her slice of cheese. "Do you really think it will work?"

"Sure. The guy who told nme about it says the scam never fails. You know el ves
are mad about human wonmen. We introduce ourselves as husband and wi fe, but our
marriage isn't exactly a passionate one. You're starved for affection. You
flirt with the elf and | ead hi mon and when he [ays a hand on your quivering
breast, you suddenly renmenber that you're a respectable married | ady and you
scream | i ke a banshee.

"I come to the rescue, threaten to cut off the elf's pointed . . . um. . .
ears. He buys his life by giving us the goods for half price. W sell themto
the dwarves at full price, plus a little extra for our '"trouble and we're set
up for the next few seasons."

"But after that, we'll need to deal with the Quindiniar fanily again-"

"And we will. I've heard that this female elf who runs the business and the
famly is a pickle-faced old prude. Baby brother won't dare tell his sister he
tried to break up our 'happy home.' And we can nmake certain he gets us an
extra-good price the next tinme."

"It sounds easy enough," adnmitted Rega. Hooking a wi neskin with her hand, she
tilted the liquid into her mouth, then shoved it across to her brother
"Here's to wedded bliss, ny beloved ' Husband.' "

"Here's to infidelity, nmy dear 'Wfe.'
The two, | aughi ng, drank.

Drugar left the Jungl efl ower Tavern but the dwarf did not inmrediately |eave
Giffith. Slipping into the shadows cast by a gigantic tentpal mplant, he

wai ted and watched until the man and the wonan cane outside. Drugar woul d have
liked very much to follow them but he knew his own limtations. The
clunmsy-footed dwarves are not made for stealthy sneaking. And, in the human
city of Giffith, he couldn't sinply lose hinmself in a crowd.

He contented hinself with eyeing the two carefully as they wal ked away. Drugar
didn't trust them but he woul dn't have trusted Saint Thillia had she appeared
before him He hated having to depend on a mddle nan and woul d nuch rat her
have dealt with the elves directly. That was inpossible, however. The current

Lords of Thillia had made an agreement with the Quindiniars that they would
not sell their magical, intelligent weapons to the dwarves or the barbaric
SeaKings. In return, the Thillians agreed to purchase a guaranteed nunber of

weapons per season.

Such an arrangenent suited the elves. And if elven weapons found their way
into the hands of SeaKings and dwarves, it certainly wasn't the fault of the
Quindiniars. After all, as Calandra was wont to state testily, how could she
be expected to tell a human raztar runner froma legitimte representative of
the Lords, of Thillia? Al humans | ooked alike to her. And so did their noney.

Just before Rol and and Rega vani shed from Drugar's sight, the dwarf lifted a
bl ack rune-carved stone that hung froma | eather thong around his neck. The
stone was snooth and rounded, worn down fromloving handling, and it was ol d-
ol der than Drugar's father, who was one of the oldest living inhabitants on
Pryan.



Lifting the stone, Drugar held it up in the air so that, fromhis viewpoint,

t he stone appeared to cover Rol and and Rega. The dwarf mnoved the rock in a
pattern, muttered words acconpanied the tracing of the sigil that copied the
rune carved into the stone. When he was finished, he slipped the stone
reverently back into the folds of his clothing and spoke aloud to the two, who
wer e Founding a corner and would soon be lost to the dwarf's sight.

"I did not sing the rune for you because | have a liking for you-either of
you. | put the charm of protection on you so that | may be certain of getting
t he weapons ny peopl e need. Wen the deal is done, | will break the rune. And
Drakar take you both."

Spitting on the ground, Drugar plunged into the jungle, tearing and hacking a
pat h t hrough the thick undergrow h.

CHAPTER 4
EQUI LAN, LAKE ENTHI AL

CALANDRA QUI NDI Nl AR HAD NO M SCONCEPTI ONS CONCERNI NG THE NATURE OF the two
humans wi th whom she was deal i ng. She guessed they were smuggl ers but that was
no concern of hers. It was inpossible for Calandra to consider any human
capabl e of running a fair and honest business. As far as she was concerned,
humans were all sruggl ers, crooks, and thieves.

It was with some anusenent therefore-as nmuch anusenent as she ever all owed
hersel f-that Cal andra watched Al eatha | eave her father's house and wal k across
the nbss yard toward the carriage. Her sister's delicate dress was lifted by
the winds rustling anong the treetops and billowed around her in airy green
waves. Elven fashion at the nmonent dictated | ong, cinched-in waists; stiff,
high collars; straight skirts. The fashion did not suit Al eatha and,

therefore, she ignored fashion. Her dress was cut |low to show off her splendid
shoul ders, the bodice softly gathered to cup and hi ghlight beautiful breasts.
Falling in soft folds, the layers of filny fabric envel oped her like a
prinrose-stitched cloud, accentuating her graceful novenents.

The fashion had been popular in her nother's tinme. Any other woman-|ike
nmysel f, thought Cal andra grimy-wearing that dress woul d have appeared dowdy
and out of current style. Aleatha nade current style appear dowdy.

She had arrived at the carriage house. Her back was turned toward Cal andra,
but the ol der sister knew what was goi ng on.

Al eatha would be smiling at the human sl ave who was handing her into the
carri age.

Aleatha's snmile was perfectly | adylike-eyes cast down as was proper, her face
al nrost hi dden by her wi de-brinmed, rose-trimed hat- her sister could never
fault her. But Cal andra, watching fromthe upstairs wi ndow, was fanmliar with
Aleatha's tricks. Her eyelids nmight be | owered, but the purple eyes weren't
and fl ashed beneath the | ong black |ashes. The full |ips would be parted
slightly, the tongue noving slowy against the upper lip to keep it
continually noist. The human slave was tall and well nuscled from hard | abor
H s chest was bare in the mdcycle heat. He was clad in the tight-fitting

| eat her pants humans favored. Calandra saw his snile flash in return, saw him
take an inordinate anmount of time hel ping her sister into the carriage, saw
her sister manage to brush against the man's body as she stepped inside.

Al eatha's gl oved hand even |ingered for a nonment on the slave's! Then she had
the brazen nerve to lean slightly out of the carriage, her hat brimuptilted,



and wave at Cal andra!

The slave, follow ng Al eatha's gaze, suddenly renmenbered his duty and hastened
to take up his position. The carriage was made of the | eaves of the benthan
tree, woven to forma round basket open at the front end. The top of the
basket was held in the grip of several drivehands attached to a strong rope
running from Al eatha's father's house down into the jungle. Prodded fromtheir
drowsy, constant |ethargy, the drivehands crawl ed up the rope, pulling the
carriage to the house. Allowed to drift back into slunber, the drivehands
woul d slide down the rope, bringing the carriage to a junction, where Al eatha
woul d transfer to another carriage whose drivehands would carry her to her
desti nati on.

The slave, pushing the carriage, started it on its way and Cal andra wat ched
her sister-green skirts fluttering in the wi nd- swoop down into the |ush
jungl e vegetation

Cal andra snil ed disdainfully at the slave, who was |ounging at his post,
gazing admringly after the carriage. What fools these humans are. They don't
even know when they're being teased. Al eatha was wild, but at |east her

dal i ances were with men of her own kind. She flirted with humans because it
was enjoyable to watch their brutish reactions. Aleatha, |ike her ol der
sister, would sooner let the fanmly dog kiss her as she would a hunan.

Pai t han was another story. Settling down to her work, Cal andra deci ded she
woul d send the scullery maid to work in the boltarch shop

Leani ng back in the carriage, enjoying the cool w nd bl owi ng agai nst her face
as she descended rapidly through the trees, Aleatha foresaw regaling a certain
person at Lord Durndrun's with her tale of arousing the human sl ave's passion
O course, her story would be told froma slightly different angle.

"I swear to you. My Lord, that his great hand closed over mine until | thought
he woul d crush it, and then the beast had the nerve to press his sweat-covered
body up agai nst ne!"

"Dreadful!'" Lord Sonmeone woul d say, his pale elven face flushed with
indignation ... or was it with the thought of bodies pressing together. He
woul d | ean nearer. "Wat did you do?"

"I ignored him of course. That's the best way to handl e the brutes, besides
the lash, that is. But, of course, | couldn't beat him could I?"

"No, but | could!"™ the lord would cry gallantly. "Ch, Thea, you know you tease
the slaves to distraction.” Aleatha gave a slight start. \Were had that

di sturbing voice cone fron? An imagi ned Paithan . . . invading her reverie.

Cat chi ng hold of her hat that was about to be whisked of f her head by the
breeze, Aleatha made a nmental note to make certain her brother was off playing
the fool sonmewhere el se before she began relating her enticing little story.
Pai t han was a good fell ow and woul dn't deliberately ruin his sister's fun, but
he was sinply too guileless to live-The carriage reached the end of its rope,
arriving at the junction. Another human slave-an ugly one, Aleatha didn't

bot her with hi mhanded her out.

"Lord Durndrun's," she inforned himcoolly, and the slave hel ped her into one
of several carriages waiting at the junction, each attached to a rope that
headed off into a different part of the jungle. The slave gave the drivehands
a prod, they flapped to life, and the carriage sailed off into the gradually
dar keni ng shadows, carrying its passenger down deeper into the city of
Equi | an.



The carriages were for the conveni ence of the wealthy, who paid a subscription
to the city fathers for their use. Those who couldn't afford to subscribe to
the carriage system nmade do with the swi nging bridges spanning the jungle.
These bridges | ed fromhouse to house, shop to shop, house to shop, and back
agai n. They had been constructed at the tinme the early elven settlers founded
Equi | an, connecting those few houses and busi nesses that had been built in the
trees for defense purposes. As the city grew, so did the bridge system

wi t hout any particul ar order or thought, keeping the houses connected with

t heir neighbors and the heart of the city.

Equi l an had fl ouri shed and so had its people. Thousands of elves lived in the
city and there were nearly as many bridges. Mking one's way on foot was
extraordinarily confusing, even for those who had lived there all their lives.
No one who was any one in elven society wal ked the bridges, except for

possi bly a daring foray during darktine. The bridges were, however, an
excel | ent defense against the elves' hunman nei ghbors, who had | ooked-in days

| ong gone by-on the elven treehol dings with covetous eyes.

As tinme passed, and Equilan grew weal thier and nore secure, her human

nei ghbors to the norinth decided it would be wiser to | eave the elves al one
and fight each other. Thillia was divided into five kingdons, each one an
eneny of the other four, and the elves lived well by supplying weapons to al
sides of the conflict. The elven royal fanm lies and those of the m ddle class
who had risen to wealth and power noved higher into the trees. Lenthan

Qui ndi niar's hone was | ocated on the highest "hill" [11] in Equilan-a mark of
status anong his fellow mddle class but not anong the royalty, who built
their homes on the shores of Lake Enthial. No matter that Lenthan coul d buy
and sell nost of the hones on the | akeshore, he would never be allowed to live
there.

To be honest, Lenthan didn't want to. He was quite content |iving where he
was, with a fine view of the stars and a clear place anid the jungle's
vegetation for the | aunching of his rockets.

Al eat ha, however, had nade up her mnd to dwell by the | ake. Nobility would be
purchased wi th her charm and her body and her share of her father's noney when
he died. But just which duke or earl or baron or prince Al eatha was going to
buy hadn't been decided yet. They were all such bores. The task before Al eatha
was to shop around, find one less boring than the rest.

The carriage gently set down Al eatha in Lord Durndrun's ornate receiving
house. A human sl ave started to hand her out, but a young lord, arriving at
the sane tinme, beat himto the honor. The young lord was married; Al eatha
favored himwith a sweet, charm ng snile anyway. The young | ord was fasci nated
and wal ked off with Aleatha, leaving his wife to be handed down by the sl ave.

Runni ng through the annotated Iist of elven royalty she kept in her head,

Al eat ha recogni zed the young lord as a near cousin to the queen, with the
fourth finest house on the | ake. She permitted himto present her to her host
and hostess, asked himto give her a tour of the house {she'd been there many
ti mes previous), and was blushingly enthusiastic about a nore intimate tour of
the ush and shadowy garden

Lord Durndrun's house, as were all others on Lake Enthial, was constructed on
the top edge of a large noss bow . The houses of the nobility of elven society
stood scattered around the "rini of the bow. The dwelling of Her Majesty, the
gueen, was |located at the very farthest end, away fromthe crowded city of her
subj ects. The other hones were all built facing the palace, as if they were
continual ly payi ng homage.



In the center of the bow was the | ake, supported on a thick bed of noss,
cradled in the arns of gigantic trees. Mdst |akes in the area were, because of
their noss beds, a clear, crystalline green color. Due to a rare species of
fish that swamin the lake (a gift to Her Majesty fromthe father of Lenthan
Quindiniar) the water of Lake Enthial was a vibrant, stunning blue and was
consi dered one of the wonders of Equil an

The view was wasted on Al eatha, who had seen it all before and whose primry
goal was to nake it her own. She had been introduced to Lord Daidl us before,
but had not noticed until now that he was witty and intelligent and noderately
handsome. Seated next to the admiring young man on a teakwood bench, Al eatha
was just about to tell himher story of the slave when, as in her reverie, a
cheerful voice interrupted her

"Ch, there you are, Thea. | heard you'd cone. |Is that you, Daidlus? Did you
know your wife's searching for you? She doesn't | ook pleased, either."

Lord Daidlus did not |ook pleased hinmself. He gl owered at Paithan, who
returned the glare with the innocent and slightly anxious expression of one
whose only desire is to help a friend.

Al eatha was tenpted to hang on to the lord and get rid of Paithan, but she
reflected that there was a certain nmerit in allowing the pot to simer before
bringing it to a boil. Besides, she needed to talk to her brother

"I'"'m ashaned of nyself, My Lord," Aleatha said, flushing prettily. "I'm
keepi ng you fromyour fanmly. It was thoughtless and selfish of ne, but I was
SO enj oyi hg your comnpany. "

Pai t han, crossing his arns, |eaned back against the garden wall and watched
with interest. Lord Daidlus protested that he could stay with her forever.

"No, no, My Lord," Aleatha said with an air of noble self-sacrifice. "Go to
your wife. | insist.”

Al eat ha extended her hand to be politely kissed. The young lord did so with
rather nore ardor than soci ety woul d have consi dered proper

"But | do so want to hear the end of your story," said the besotted Daidl us.

"You shall. My Lord," answered Al eatha, wth downcast eyel ashes through which
glinted sparkles of blue-purple. "You shall."

The young lord tore hinself away. Paithan sat down on the bench beside his
sister, and Al eatha took off her hat and fanned herself with the brim

"Sorry, Thea. Did | interrupt sonething?"
"Yes, but it was all for the best. Things were noving too fast."

"He's quite happily married, you know. Got three little ones.”
Al eat ha shrugged. The matter didn't interest her

"Di vorce woul d be a trenendous scandal ," Paithan continued, sniffing at a
flower he'd stuck in the buttonhole of his long, white linen lawn suit.
Loosely nade, the coat flowed over white linen pants, gathered at the ankles.
"Fat her's noney would hush it up."

"The queen woul d have to grant it."



"Father's noney would buy it."
"Callie d be furious."

"No, she wouldn't. She'd be too happy | was finally respectably married. Don't
worry about me, Brother, dear. You have worries of your own. Callie was
| ooking for you this afternoon.™

"Was she?" Paithan asked, trying to appear unconcerned.

"Yes, and the expression on her face could have | aunched one of Father's
i nfernal devices."

"Wirse luck. Been talking to the guvnor, had she?"

"Yes, | think so. | didn't say nuch. | didn't want to get her started. I'd be
there still. Something about a human priest? I- Wiat in On's nane was that?"

"Thunder." Paithan glanced up into the thick vegetation through which it was
i npossible to see the sky. "Storm nust be coming. Drat. That neans they'l
cancel the boating."

"Nonsense. It's far too early. Besides, | felt the ground trenble. Didn't
you?"

"Maybe it's Callie, stalking nme." Paithan renoved the flower fromhis
butt onhol e and began playfully tearing it up, tossing the petals in his
sister's |ap.

"I"'mso glad you find this anusing, Pait. Wait until she cuts your all owance.
What is this about a human priest, anyway?"

Pait han settled hinself on the bench, his eyes on the fl ower he was
decapitating, his youthful face unusually serious. "Wien | cane back fromthat

last trip, Thea, | was shocked to see the change in Father. You and Callie
don't notice. You' re around himall the time. But ... he looked so ... | don't
know . . . gray, | guess. And woebegone."

Al eat ha si ghed. "You caught himin one of his nore lucid nonments."

"Yes, and those damm rockets of his aren't clearing the treetops, |et alone
comng close to the stars. He was going on and on about Mdther . . . and you
know how that is!"

"Yes. | know how that is." Al eatha gathered the flower petals in her |ap
unconsciously formng theminto a mniature grave.

"I wanted to cheer himup, so | said the first jolly thing that popped into ny

m nd. 'Way not send for a human priest? | said. They know an awfully | ot
about the stars, 'cause that's where they think they cone from Caimthat the
stars are really cities and all that rot. Well"-Paithan appeared nodestly

pl eased with hinmself-"it perked the old boy right up. I hadn't seen him so
excited since the day his rocket flewinto the city and bl ew up the garbage

dunp. "

"It's all very well for you, Pait!" Aleatha irritably scattered her flowers to
the wind. "You get to go off on another one of your trips. But Callie and

will have to live with the brute! That |echerous old astrol oger of Father's is
bad enough wi thout this."



"I"'msorry, Thea. | really didn't think." Paithan sounded and felt truly
ashaned. The one bright spark that burned in all of Quindiniars was their |ove
and affection for each other- an affection that, unfortunately, did not extend
to the rest of the world.

Reachi ng out, Paithan took his sister's hand in his and squeezed it. "Besides,
no human priest will ever come. | know them you see and-"

The npbss bed rose up suddenly beneath their feet and then settled back down.
The bench on which they were sitting shook and shivered, a pronounced rippling
effect marred the snmooth and placid surface of the |lake. A runbling sound Iike
t hunder, which cane from bel ow rather than above, acconpanied the ground's
shudder .

"That wasn't a storm" said Al eatha, |ooking about in alarm
Shouts and screans could be heard in the distance.

Paithan rose to his feet, his expression suddenly grave. "I think, Thea, that
we had better nove back to the house.” He gave his hand to his sister. Al eatha
nmoved with calmalacrity, gathering her flowing skirts around her in unruffled
hast e.

"What do you think it is?"
"I haven't the vaguest idea," Paithan answered, hurrying through the garden
"Ah, Durndrun! What's this? Sonme new form of party gane?"

"I only wish it were!l" The |ord appeared considerably harried. "It's sent a
big crack through the dining roomwall and frightened Mther into hysterics."

The runbling began again, this tine stronger. The ground bucked and qui vered.
Pai t han staggered back against a tree. Al eatha, pale but conposed, clung to a
hangi ng vine. Lord Durndrun toppled over, and was al nost struck by a falling
pi ece of statuary. The quake |l asted for as long as a nman mi ght draw three deep
breaths, then ceased. A strange snell wafted up fromthe noss-the snell of
chill, dank danpness. The snell of darkness. The snell of something that lives
in the darkness.

Pai t han noved to help the lord to his feet.

"I think," said Durndrun in an undertone meant for Paithan's ears al one, "that
we shoul d arm oursel ves. "

"Yes," agreed Paithan, glancing askance at his sister and keeping his voice
low. "l was about to suggest that mnyself."

Al eat ha heard and understood. Fear tingled through her, a rather pleasant
sensation. It was certainly adding interest to what she had expected to be an
ot herwi se boring evening.

"I'f you gentlermen will excuse nme," she said, adjusting the brimof her hat to
best advantage, "I will go to the house and see if | nmay be of assistance to
t he dowager."

' Thank you, Mstress Quindiniar. | would appreciate it. How brave she is,"
Lord Durndrun added, watching Al eatha wal king fearlessly alone toward the
house. "Half the other wonmen are shrieking and flinging thensel ves about and
the other half have dropped over in a dead faint. Your sister is a remarkable



wonan! "

"Yes, isn't she," said Paithan, who saw that his sister was enjoying herself
i mensely. "Wat weapons have you got ?"

Hast eni ng toward the house, the lord glanced at the young elf running al ong
besi de him "Quindiniar"-Durndrun edged nearer, took himby the arm"you don't
think this has anything to do with those runors you told us of the other

ni ght. You know, the ones about ... er ... giants?"

Pai t han appeared slightly shanefaced. "Did | nention giants? By Orn, that was
strong wi ne you were serving that night, Durndrun!”

"Perhaps those runors aren't runors, after all,"” said Durndrun grinly.
Pai t han consi dered the nature of the runbling sounds, the snell of darkness.
He shook his head. "I think we're going to wi sh we were facing giants, ny
lord. 1'd enjoy a human bedtine story right about now. "

The two arrived at the house, where they began going over the catal og of his
| ordship's armanents. Other male nmenbers of the party joined them shouting
and proclaimng and carrying on in an hysterical manner not nuch better than
that of their wonmen, to Paithan's mnd. He was regarding themwith a m xture
of anmusement and inpati ence when he became aware that they were all regarding
himand they were extraordinarily serious.

"What do you think we should do?" asked Lord Durndrun
"I-1-really-" Paithan stamered, |ooking around at the group of thirty nenbers
of the elven nobility in confusion. "I nean, |I'mcertain you-"

"Come, cone, Quindiniar!" snapped Lord Durndrun. "You're the only one of us
who's been in the outside world. You're the only one with experience in this
sort of thing. We need a | eader and you're it."

And it'somet hi ng happens, you'll have nme to blanme for it, Paithan thought but
didn't say, though a wy smle flitted across his lips.

The runbling began again, strong enough this tinme to knock many of the elves
to their knees. Screans and wails came fromthe wonmen and chil dren who had
been herded into the house for safety. Paithan could hear crashing and
breaking tree linbs in the jungle, the raucous cawi ng of startled birds.

"Look! Look at that! In the |ake!" came a hoarse cry fromone of the Iords
standing on the fringes of the crowd.

Al turned and stared. The | ake's waters were heaving and boiling and, out of
the m ddl e, snaking upward, could be seen the shining scales of an enornous
green body. A portion of the body surfaced, then slithered under

"Ah, | thought so," murnured Paithan

"A dragon!" cried Lord Durndrun. He clutched at the young elf. "My god,
Qui ndi niar! What do we do?"

"I think," said Paithan with a smle, "that we should all go inside and have
what will probably be our |ast drink."

CHAPTER 5



EQUI LAN, LAKE ENTHI AL

ALEATHA WAS | MVEDI ATELY SORRY SHE' D JO NED THE WOMEN. FEAR |'S A cont agi ous

di sease and the parlor stank of it. The men were probably every bit as
frightened as the wonen but they were maintaining a bold front-if not for

t hensel ves, at | east for each other. The wonmen were not only able to indul ge
their terror, they were expected to. Even fear, however, has socially defined
limts.

The dowager-Lord Durndrun's nother and reigning mstress of the house since
her son was not yet married-had the priority on hysteria. She was the el dest,
the highest in status, and it was her house. No one el se present, therefore,
had the right to be as panic-stricken as the dowager. (A mere duke's wife, who
had fainted in a corner, was being ostracized.)

The dowager lay prostrate on a couch, her maid weeping at her side and
appl yi ng various restoratives-bathing the dowager's tenples in | avender water,
dabbing tincture of rose on the dowager's anple bosom which was heaving and
fluttering as she sought vainly to catch her breath.

"Ch ... oh ... oh!" she gasped, clutching her heart.

The various w ves of the guests hovered about her, winging their hands,
occasi onal ly grasping each other with stifled sobs. Their fear was
inspirational to their children, who had previously been mldly curious, but
who were now wailing in concert and getting under everyone's feet.

"Ch ... oh ... oh!" wheezed the dowager, turning slightly blue.

"Slap her," suggested Al eatha coolly.

The maid seened tenpted, but the wi ves managed to energe fromtheir panic |ong
enough to | ook shocked. Al eatha, shrugging, turned away and wal ked toward the
tall w ndows that doubl ed as doors and opened out onto the spacious porch
over | ooki ng the | ake. Behind her, the dowager's spasns appeared to be easing.
Per haps she had heard Al eatha's suggestion and seen the tw tching hand of her
mai d.

"There's been no sound in the last few mnutes,"
"Perhaps it's over."

gasped an earl's wife.

An uneasy silence met the comment. It wasn't over. Al eatha knew it and every
worman in the roomknew it. For the noment, it was quiet, but it was a heavy,
horri bl e quiet that made Al eatha |Iong for the dowager's wailing. The wonen
shrank together, the children whinpered.

The runbling struck again. The house shook alarmngly. Chairs skittered across
the floor, small ornanments fell off tables and crashed on inpact. Those who
coul d, hung onto sonething; those who couldn't, stunbled and fell. From her
vant age point at the wi ndow, Al eatha saw the green, scaly body rise up from
the | ake.

Fortunately, none of the wonen in the room behind her noticed the creature.

Al eatha bit her lips to keep fromcrying out. Then it was gone-so swiftly that
she wondered it'she had seen something real or sonething bred of her fear

The runbling ceased. The nen were running toward the house, her brother in the
| ead. Al eatha flung open the doors and dashed down the broad staircase.

"Pai than! What was it?" She caught hold of the sleeve of his coat.



"A dragon, |'mafraid, Thea," answered her brother
"What will happen to us?"
Pai t han considered. "We'll all die, | should inagine."

"It's not fair!" Al eatha raved, stamping her foot.
"No, | suppose not." Paithan considered this a rather odd view of the
desperate situation, but he patted his sister's hand soothingly. "Look, Thea,
you're not going to go off like those others in there, are you? Hysteria's not
becom ng. "

Al eat ha put her hands to her cheeks, felt her skin flushed and hot. He's
right, she thought. | nust |l ook a fright. Drawing a deep breath, she forced
herself to relax, smoothed her hair, and rearranged the di shevel ed fol ds of
her dress. The surging blood drained from her cheeks.

"What should we do?" she asked in a steady voice.

"We're going to armourselves. On knows it's hopel ess, but at |east we can
hold the nonster off for a short tinme."

"\What about the queen's guards?"

Across the | ake, the pal ace regi nent could be seen turning out, the nen
dashing to their posts.

"They're guarding Her Mpjesty, Thea. They can't |eave the palace. Here's an
i dea, you take the other wonen and the children down to the cellar-"

"No! | won't die like arat in a hole!"

Pai t han | ooked at his sister closely, neasuring her courage. "Aleatha, there
is sonething you can do. Sonmeone has to go into the city and alert the arny.
W can't spare any of the men, and none of the other wonen here are fit to
travel. It'll be dangerous. The fastest way is the carriage and if this beast
gets past us-"

Al eat ha envi sioned clearly the dragon's huge head rising up, thrashing about,
snapping the cables that held the carriage high above the ground. She pictured
the plummeting fall.

She pictured herself locked up in a dark, stuffy cellar with the dowager.

"I"ll go." Al eatha gathered up her skirts.

"Wait, Thea! Listen. Don't try to go down into the city proper. You'd get
| ost. Make for the guard post on the var side. The carriages'l| take you
partway and then you'll have to wal k, but you can see it fromthe first

junction. It's a lookout built in the branches of a karabeth tree. Tell them"

"Paithan!" Lord Durndrun canme running out of the house, railbow and quiver in
hand. He pointed. "Wo the devil is that wal ki ng around down there by the

| ake? Didn't we bring everyone up here with us?"

"I thought so." Paithan stared, squinting. The sunlight off the water was
blinding, it was difficult to see. Yet, sure enough, he could make out a
figure moving about down by the water's edge. "Hand ne that railbow. [|'Il go.



W coul d have easily | ost soneone in the confusion."

"Down . . . down there . . . with the dragon?" The lord stared at Paithan in
amazenent .

Mich as he did everything else in his life, Paithan had vol unteered w thout
t hi nki ng. But before he could announce that he'd suddenly renenbered a

previ ous engagenent, Lord Durndrun was pressing the bowin the young elf's
hands and nurnuring sonet hing about a medal of val or. Posthunmous, no doubt.

"Paithan!" Al eatha caught hold of him
The elf took his sister's hand in his, squeezed it, then transferred it to
Lord Durndrun's. "Al eatha has offered to go and bring the Shadowguard [12] to

our rescue."

"Brave heart!" nurmured Lord Durndrun, kissing the hand that was cold as ice.
"Brave soul." He gazed at Aleatha in fervent admiration

"Not braver than those of you staying behind, My Lord. |I feel like |I'mrunning
away." Al eatha drew a deep breath, gave her brother a cool glance. "Take care
of yourself, Pait."

"You, too, Thea,"

Arm ng hinsel f, Paithan headed down toward the | ake at a run.

Al eat ha watched himgo, a horrible, snmothering feeling in her breast-a feeling
she had experienced once before, the night her nother died.

"Mstress Aleatha, let ne escort you." Lord Durndrun kept hold of her hand.
"No, My Lord. That's nonsense!" Al eatha answered sharply. Her stomach tw sted,

bowel s cl enched. Wiy had Pait han gone? Why had he |left her? She wanted only to
escape fromthis horrid place. "You' re needed here."

"Al eatha! You are so brave, so beautiful!" Lord Durndrun cl asped her cl ose,
his arms around her waist, his Hps on her hand. "If, by some mracle, we
escape this nonster, | want you to marry ne!"

Al eatha started, jolted fromher fear. Lord Durndrun was one of the highest
ranki ng elves at court, one of the wealthiest elves in Equilan. He had al ways
been polite to her, but cool and w thdrawn. Paithan had been kind enough to

i nformher that the lord thought her "too wild, her behavior inproper."
Apparently, he had changed his nind

"My Lord! Please, | nust go!" Aleatha struggled, not very hard, to break the
grip of the arm around her waist.

"I know. | will not stop your courageous act! Promise me you'll be mne, if we
survive."

Al eat ha ceased her struggles, shyly I owered the purple eyes. "These are
dreadful circunmstances, My Lord. W are not ourselves. Should we survive,
could not hold your lordship to such a pronise. But"-she drew nearer him

whi spering-"1 do promi se your lordship that I will listen if you want to ask
t he question again."

Breaking free, Al eatha sank in a |ow courtesy, turned and ran swiftly,
gracefully across the noss |lawn toward the carriage house. She knew he was



follow ng her with his eyes.

I have him | wll be Lady Durndrun-suppl anting the dowager as first
handrai den to t he queen

Al eatha smled to herself as she sped across the noss, holding her skirts high
to avoid tripping. The dowager'd had hysterics over a dragon. WAait until she
heard this news! Her only son, nephew of Her Mjesty, joined in marriage with
Al eatha Quindiniar, wealthy trollop. It would be the scandal of the year

Now, pray the blessed Mother, we just live through this!

Pai t han nade his way down across the sloping lawmn toward the | ake. The ground
began to rumbl e agai n, and he paused to gl ance about hastily, searching for
any signs of the dragon. But the rolling ceased al nbst as soon as it had
started, and the young elf took off again.

He wondered at hinsel f, wondered at his courage. He was skilled in the use of
the rail bow, but the puny weapon would hardly hel p himagai nst a dragon. Orn's
bl ood! What am | doi ng down here? After sonme serious consideration, given
whi | e he was skul ki ng behind a bush to get a better view, he decided it wasn't
courage at all. Nothing nore than curiosity. It had always |anded his famly
in trouble.

Whoever the person was wandering down around the | ake's edge, he was begi nni ng
to puzzle Paithan i mensely. He could see now that it was a nan and that he
didn't belong to their party. He didn't even belong to their race! It was a
human-an el derly one, to judge by appearances: an old man with long white hair
straggling down his back and a | ong white beard straggling down his front. He
was dressed in |long, bedraggl ed nouse-col ored robes. A conical, shabby hat
with a broken point teetered uncertainly on his head. And he seened- npst

i ncredi bly-to have just stepped out of the | ake! Standing on the shoreline,
oblivious to the danger, the old man was wingi ng water out of his beard,
peering into the |lake, and nuttering to hinself.

"Someone' s sl ave, probably,"” said Paithan. "Got muddl ed and wandered off.
Can't think why anyone would keep a slave as old and decrepit as that, though
Hey, there! AOd man!" Paithan threw caution to O n and careened down the hill.

The old man paid no attention. Picking up a | ong, wooden wal king staff that
had clearly seen better days, he began poki ng around the water

Pai t han coul d al nost see the scaly body withing up fromthe depths of the

blue | ake. H s chest constricted, his lungs burned. "No! AOd nman! Father," he
shout ed, switching to human, which he spoke fluently, using the standard form
of human address to any elderly male. "Father! Cone away fromthere! Father!"

"Eh?" The old man turned, peering at Paithan with vague eyes. "Sonny? |s that
you, boy?" He dropped the staff and flung wide his arms, the notion sendi ng
hi m st aggering. "Conme to ny breast, Sonny! Cone to your papa!"”

Paithan tried to halt his own forward nomentumin time to catch hold of the
old man, toddling precariously on the shore. But the elf slipped in the wet
grass, slid to his knees, and the old man, arnms swinging wildly, toppled
backward into the | ake, landing with a splash

Sl avering jaws, lunging out of the water, snapping themboth in two .

Pai t han plunged in after the old man, caught hold of him by sonething-perhaps
hi s beard, perhaps a nouse-col ored sl eeve-and dragged him sputtering and

bl owi ng, to the shore. "Damm fine way for a son to treat his aged parent!" The



old man glared at Paithan. "Knocking ne into the |ake!™

"I"'mnot your son. Fa- | mean, sir. And it was an accident." Paithan tugged
the old man along, pulling himup the hillside. "Now, we really should get
away from here! There's a dragon-"

The old man cane to a dead stop. Paithan, caught off bal ance, al nost fel
over. He jerked on the thin arm to get the old man noving again, but it was
like trying to budge a wortle tree.

"Not without ny hat," said the old man.

"To On with your hat!" Paithan ground his teeth. He | ooked fearfully back
into the | ake, expecting at any nonent to see the water start to boil. "You
doddering idiot! There's a drag-" He turned back to the old man, stared, then
said in exasperation, "Your hat's on your head!"

"Don't lie to me, Sonny," said the old nan peevishly. He | eaned down and
pi cked up his staff, and the hat slipped over his eyes. "Struck blind, by
god!" he said in awed tones, stretching out groping hands.

"It's your hat!" Paithan | eaped forward, grabbed the old man's hat and yanked
it off his head. "Hat! Hat!" he cried, waving it in front of the old man's
face.

"That's not mne," said the old man, staring at it suspiciously. "You' ve
switched hats on ne. Mne was in nuch better condition-"

"Come on!" cried Paithan, righting back a crazed desire to |augh

"My staff!" shrieked the old man, planting his feet firmy, refusing to nove
Paithan toyed with the idea of |leaving the old man to | ake root in the noss if
he wanted, but the elf couldn't watch a dragon devour anyone-even a human.
Runni ng back, Paithan retrieved the staff, stuck it in the old man's hand, and
began to pull himtoward the house.

The elf feared the old human m ght have difficulty making it back, for the way
was |ong and uphill. Paithan heard the breath begin to whistle in his own
lungs and his |l egs ached with the strain. But the old man appeared to have

i ncredi bl e stam na; he tottered al ong ganely, his staff thunping holes in the
NDSS.

"I say, | think something's following us!" cried the old man, suddenly.

"There is?" Paithan whirled around.

"Where?" The old man swung his staff, narrowy nissing knocki ng down Paithan
"I"ll get him by the gods-"

"Stop! It's all right!" The elf caught hold of the wildly sw nging staff.
"There's nothing there. | thought you said . . . sonmething was follow ng us."

"Well, if there isn't why in the name of all that's holy are you making nme run
up this confounded hill?"

"Because there's a dragon in the la-"

"The | ake!" The old nman's beard bristled, his bushy eyebrows stuck out in al
directions. "So that's where he is! He dunked me in there deliberately!" The



old man rai sed a cl enched hand, shook his fist at the air in the direction of

the water. "I'll fix you, you overgrown nud worml Cone out! Cone out where
can get a look at you!" Dropping his staff, the old nan began rolling up the
sl eeves of his sodden robes. "I'mready. Yes, sirree-bob, |I'mgonna cast a
spell this time that'll knock out your eyeballs!"

"Wait a minute!" Paithan felt the sweat begin to chill on his body. "Are you
saying, old man, that this dragon's . . . yours?"

"Mne! O course, you're mne, aren't you, you slithering excuse for a
reptile?"

"You mean, the dragon's under your control ?" Paithan began to breathe nore
easily. "You nust be a w zard."

"Must |?" The old nman appeared highly startled at the news.
"You have to be a wizard and a powerful one at that to control a dragon."

"Well ... er ... you see. Sonny." The old nan began to stroke his beard in
some enbarrassnent. "That's sort of a question between us-the dragon and ne."

"What's a question?' Paithan felt his stomach nmuscles begin to tighten

"Er-who's in control. Not that | have any doubts, nmind you! It's the-uh-dragon
who keeps forgetting."

| was right. The old man's insane. |'ve got a dragon and an insane human on ny
hands. But what in Mdther Peytin's holy nane was this old fool doing in the
| ake?

"Where are you, you el ongated toad?" The wi zard continued to shout. "Cone out!
It's no use hiding! 1'll find you-"

A shrill scream cut through the tirade.
"Aleatha!" cried Paithan, turning, staring up the hill
The scream ended in a strangl ed choke.

"Thea, |I'"'mcomng!" The elf broke | oose of his nonmentary paralysis and tore
for the house.

"Hey, Sonny!" shouted the old man, glaring after him arms akinmbo. "Were do
you think you're going with ny hat?"

CHAPTER 6
EQUI LAN, LAKE ENTHI AL

PAI THAN JO NED A STREAM OF MEN, LED BY LORD DURNDRUN, RUSHI NG I N THE
direction of the cry. Rounding the norinth wing of the house, they cane to a
skidding halt. Al eatha stood inmmbile on a small nossy knoll. Before her, its
huge body between the wonman and the carriage house, was the dragon

He was enornous. H s head towered above the trees. H's body's full |ength was
lost in the shadowy depths of the jungle. He was w ngless, for he lived all of
his life in the dark depths of the jungle floor, slithering around the bol es
of Pryan's gigantic trees. Strong, taloned feet could tear through the



t hi ckest vegetation or strike down a man at a blow H s long tail whipped
behi nd himas he noved, cutting swaths through the jungle, leaving trails that
were wel | -known (and i nmensely feared) by adventurers. His intelligent red
eyes were fixed on the woman.

The dragon was not threatening Al eatha; his great jaws had not parted, though
t he upper and | ower fangs could be seen protruding fromthe front of the
mouth. A red tongue flicked in and out between the teeth. The arned nen

wat ched, unnoving, uncertain. Aleatha held very still.

The dragon cocked its head, gazing at her

Pai t han shoved his way to the front of the group. Lord Durndrun was stealthily
rel easing the catch on a rail bow. The weapon awoke as Durndrun began raising
the stock to his shoulder. The bolt in the rail was screeching, 'Target?

Tar get ?"

"The dragon,” Durndrun ordered.

"Dragon?" The bolt appeared al armed, and was inclined to argue, a problemw th
intelligent weapons. "Please refer to owner's manual, section B, paragraph
three. I quote, 'Not to be used against any foe larger than-' "

"Just go for the heart!" - "Whi ch one?"

"What the devil do you think you're doing?" Paithan caught hold of the lord's
el bow.

"I can get a good shot at the eyes-"
"Are you insane? You nmiss, and the dragon'll go for Al eatha!"

The lord was pale, his expression troubled, but he continued to nmake ready his

rail bow. "I'man excellent shot, Paithan. Stand aside."

"I won't!"

"It's the only chance we have! Dam it, man, | don't like this any nore than
you do, but-"

"Excuse me, Sonny," came an irritated voice from behind. "But you' re crunpling
nmy hat!"

Pait han swore. He'd forgotten the old nan, who was shoving his way through the
crowmd of tense, glowering nen. "No respect for the elderly! Think we're al
doddering old fools, don't you? Wiy | had a spell once that would have fried
your socks off. Can't think of the name offhand. Fire bell? No that's not
quite it. | have it-tire sale! No, doesn't sound right, either. 1I'Il cone up
with it. And you. Sonny!" The old man was highly incensed. "Look what you've
done to ny hat!"

"Take the damm hat and-"
"Hush!" breat hed Durndrun

The dragon had slowy turned its head and was focusing on them The red eyes
nar r owned.

"You!" the dragon snarled in a voice that rocked the foundations of the lord's
house.



The old man was attenpting to beat some sort of shape back into his battered
hat. At the sound of the thundering "You!" he peered around bl eary-eyed and
eventual |y caught sight of the gigantic green head rearing upward, level with
the treetops.

"Ah ha!" cried the old nan, staggering backward. He pointed a shaking,
accusing finger. "You overgrown frog! You tried to drown ne!"

"Frog!"

The dragon's head shot upward, its front feet dug deep into the noss, shaking
the ground. Al eatha stunmbled and fell with a scream Paithan and Lord Durndrun
t ook advantage of the dragon's distraction to run to the woman's ai d. Paithan
crouched by her side, his arns around her- Lord Durndrun stood above her, his
weapon rai sed. Fromthe house cane the wails of the wonen, certain that this
was the end.

The dragon's head dove downward, the wind of its passing ripped the | eaves
fromthe trees. Most of the elves hurled thenselves flat; a few of the bravest
held their ground. Lord Durndrun fired a bolt. Shrieking in protest, it struck
the green, iridescent scales, bounced off, |anded on the noss, and slithered
away in the undergrowth. The dragon, seemingly, didn't notice. H s head
stopped only a few feet fromthat of the old nman.

"You sorry excuse for a wizard! You' re dam right | tried to drown you! But
now |'ve changed ny mind. Drowning's too good for you, you noth-eaten relic!
After 1've dined on elf flesh, beginning with that toothsome bl ond appetizer
over there, I'mgoing to rip the bones out of your skin one by one, starting
with your little finger-"

"Ch, yeah?" shouted the old nan. He jamed his hat on his head, threw his
staff to the ground, and once again began rolling up his sleeves. "W'I| see
about that!"

"Il fire now, while he's not |ooking," whispered Lord Durndrun. "Paithan
you and Al eatha make a run for it-"

"You're a fool, Durndrun! We can't fight that beast! Wit and see what the old
man can do. He told me he controls the dragon!”

"Paithan!" Al eatha dug her nails into his arm "He's a crazy old human. Listen
to his lordship!"

" Shhh! "
The old man's voice was rising in a high-pitched quaver. d osing his eyes, he
wi ggled his fingers in the dragon's general direction and began to chant,

swayi ng back and forth in tine to the rhythm of his words.

The dragon's nmouth parted, the w ckedly sharp teeth glistened in the twlight,
t he tongue flicked dangerously.

Al eat ha cl osed her eyes and buried her head in Lord Durndrun's shoul der
jostling the rail bow, which squeaked in annoyance. The lord juggled the
weapon, clunsily clasped his armaround the wonan and held her tightly.

"You speak human! \Wat's he saying, Paithan?"

When young | started seeking, for |love and things in dreaming | set out with
clouds a'stream ng and a hat upon ny head. | began with grave intention hoping



for divine intervention; nothing could prepare ne for the things I |earned
i nst ead.

At first | |ooked for battle seeking mail and sword to rattle but they herded
us like cattle and we never did see a fight. |I stood in fields for hours,
anong the pikes and flowers; | decided it was time to go and snuck away at

ni ght .

|'ve been roamin' five and twenty, seen war and king and shanty, |'ve known
handsome nmen apl enty who've yet to kiss a girl. Yes, |'ve roaned the whol e
worl d over, seen men both drunk and sober but |'ve never seen a man can drink
as much as Bonni e Earl .

Pai t han gasped, gulped. "I'mlI'mnot certain. | suppose it nust-er-be nagic!"
He began | ooki ng around on the ground for a |large tree branch, anything he
could use as a weapon. He didn't think this was the tinme to tell the lord that
the old man was attenpting to spellbind a dragon by singing one of Thillia's
nost popul ar drinki ng songs.

I moved in royal places a king took ne to 's spaces,

To master courtly graces and to learn of lordly mght.

| took the good king's offer, but enptied out his coffer

And with | oaded bags a' weigh with gold | di sappeared from sight.

Intime | met a lady in a spot all dark and shady, with words | was quite
handy and we tal ked long into night. That eve she let me bed her, her fanily

said to wed her, so with a price put on ny head | left with norning's light.
|'ve been roamin' five and twenty, seen war and king and shanty. |'ve known
handsome nmen apl enty who've yet to kiss a girl. Yes, |'ve roaned the whol e

worl d over, seen nen both drunk and sober but |'ve never seen a nman can drink
as nmuch as Bonnie Earl.

"Bl essed Orn!" breathed Lord Durndrun. "It's working!"

Paithan lifted his head, | ooked up in astonishnent. The dragon's snout had
begun to bob up and down in tine to the nusic.

The old man continued singing, taking Bonnie Earl through innunerable verses.
The el ves remained frozen, afraid to nove, afraid to break the spell. Al eatha
and Lord Durndrun held each other a little closer. The dragon's eyelids
drooped, the old man's voice softened. The creature seened al nost asl eep when
suddenly its eyes flew open, its head reared up

The el ves grabbed their weapons. Lord Durndrun pushed Al eatha behind him
Paithan lifted a tree branch.

"My god, sir!" cried the dragon, staring at the old man. "You're soaked
t hr ough! \What have you been doi ng?"

The ol d man | ooked sheepish. "Well, I-"

"You must change those wet clothes, sir, or you'll catch your death. A warm
fire and a hot bath are requisite.”

"I'"ve had enough water-"



"I'f you please, sir. | know what's best.'
the master of this fine house?"

The dragon gl anced about. "Wo is

Lord Durndrun shot a swift, questioning |look at Paithan

"Go along with it!" the young el f hissed.

"That-that would be ne." The lord seened considerably at a | oss, wondering
vaguely if etiquette dictated the proper way to introduce oneself to a |arge
and sl avering reptile. He decided to keep it short and to the point. "I-1"m
Durndrun. L-lord Durndrun."

The red eyes fixed on the stammering knight. "I beg your pardon. My Lord.
apol ogi ze for interrupting your jollifications, but I know my duty and it is
i nperative that nmy wizard receive imedi ate attention. He's a frail old nman-"
"Who're you calling frail, you fungus-ridden-"

"I trust nmy wizard is to be a guest in your house. My Lord?"

"Quest ?" Lord Durndrun blinked, dazed. "Guest? Wy, uh-"

"OfF course, he's a guest!" snapped Paithan in a furious undertone.

"Ch, yes. | see your point," murmured the lord. He bowed. "I will be nost
honored to entertai n-uh- What's his nane?" he nuttered aside.

"Blessed if | know "
"Find out!"
Pait han sidled over to the old man. "Thank you for rescuing us-"

"Did you hear what he called me?" denmanded the old man. 'Frail! 1'Il frail
himd 17011-"

"Sir!l Please listen. Lord Durndrun, the gentl eman standing over there, would
like to invite you to stay with himat his house. If we knew your nane-"

"Can't possibly."

Pai t han was confused. "Can't possibly what?"

"Can't possibly stay with that fellow |'ve made prior commtnents."”
"What is the delay?" demanded the dragon

"I beg your pardon, sir?" Paithan cast an uneasy gl ance back at the beast.
"I"'mafraid | don't understand and, you see, we don't want to upset the-"

"Expected," stated the old man. "I'm expected somewhere el se. Chap's house. |
prom sed. And a wi zard never breaks his word. Does terrible things to your
nose. "

"Perhaps you could tell me where. It's your dragon, you see. He seens-"

"Overprotective? A butler in a grade-B novie? Sonmeone's Jewi sh not her? You got
it," said the old man in gl oony tones. "Always happens when he's spel |l bound.
Drives me crazy. | like himbetter the other way, but he has an irritating
habit of eating people if I don't keep a |l eash on him™"



"Sirl" cried Paithan desperately, seeing the dragon's eyes begin to gl ow red.
"Where are you staying?"

"There, there, Sonny. Don't work yourself into a lather. You young peopl e,
always in a rush. Wiy didn't you just ask? Quindiniar. Sonme fellow calls

hi nsel f Lenthan Quindiniar. He sent for nme," added the old man with a lofty
air. "Wanted-a human priest. Actually I'"'mnot a priest. I'ma w zard. Priests
were all out fund-raising when the nessage cane through-"

"Orn's ears!" murnmured Paithan. He had the strangest feeling that he was
wandering about in a dream It'so, it was high tinme Calandra threw a gl ass of
water in his face. He turned back to Lord Durndrun. "I'ml'msorry, My Lord.
But the-er- gentleman has already made a prior conmitment. He's going to be
staying with . . . my father."

Al eat ha began to | augh. Lord Durndrun patted her shoul der anxiously, for there
was an hysterical edge to her laughter, but she only threw back her head and
| aughed | ouder.

The dragon deci ded apparently that the |aughter pertained to him The red eyes
narrowed al arm ngly.

"Thea! Stop it!" ordered Paithan. "Pull yourself together! W're not out of
danger! | don't trust either of "em And |I'mnot sure who's crazier-the old
man or his dragon!"

Al eat ha wi ped her stream ng eyes. "Poor Callie!" She giggled. "Poor Callie!"
"I beg to rem nd you, gentlenen, that ny wizard is standing around in wet
clothing!" thundered the dragon. "He will likely take a chill and he is

subj ect to a weakness in the lungs."

"There's not a thing wong with ny | ungs-"

"I'f you'll provide me with directions,” continued the dragon, | ooking
martyred, "I will go on ahead and draw a hot bath."

"No!" Paithan shouted. "That is-" He tried to think, but his brain was having
adifficult time adjusting to the situation. Desperately, he turned to the old

man. "We live on a hill overlooking the city. The sight of a dragon, comi ng on
our people suddenly like this! ... | don't nmean to be rude, but couldn't you
tell himto ... well "

"Go stick his head in the pantry?" The old man sighed. "It's worth a try.
Here, you! Dragon."

"Sir."

"I can draw ny own bath. And | never catch cold! Besides, you can't go
gal unpi ng around the elves' city in that scaly carcass of yours. Scare the
bej eebers outta them"

"Bej eebers, sir?" The dragon glared, tilted his head slightly.

"Never mnd! Just"-the old man waved a gnarl ed hand- "take yourself off
somewhere until | call for you."

"Very good, sir,"
truly want."

the dragon answered in hurt tones. "If that is what you



"I do. I do. Now, go along."

"I have only your best interests at heart, sir.

"Yes, yes. | know. "

"You mean a great deal to ne, sir." The dragon began to nmove ponderously off
into the jungle. Pausing, he swng his gigantic head around to face Paithan
"You will see toit, sir, that ny wizard puts on his overshoes before going
out in the danp?"

Pai t han nodded, tongue-tied.

"And that he bundles up well and winds his scarf around his neck and keeps his
hat pulled | ow over his ears? And that he has his warm ng drink first thing on
awakeni ng? My wi zard, you see, suffers fromirregularity-"

Paithan stiff-arned the old man, who was howl i ng inprecations and making a run
for the dragon. "My family and | will take good care of him He is, after all,
our honored guest."

Al eat ha had buried her face in a handkerchief. It was difficult to tell it'she
was | aughi ng or sobbi ng.

"Thank you, sir," said the dragon gravely. "I leave ny w zard in your hands.
M nd you take good care of him or you won't enjoy the consequences."

The dragon's great forefeet dug downward into the nmpss, sending it rolling,
and slowy slithered into the hole it had created. They could hear, fromfar
bel ow, the rendi ng and snappi ng of huge tree linbs and, finally, a thud. The
runbling continued for several nore noments, then all was still and silent.
Hesitantly, tentatively, the birds began to chirp

"Are we safe fromhimif he's down there?" Paithan asked the old man
anxiously. "He isn't likely to break | oose fromthe spell and come | ooking for
trouble, is he?"

"No, no. No need to worry, Sonny. |'ma powerful w zard. Powerful! Wiy | had a
spell once that..."

"Did you? How interesting. If you'll just cone along with ne, now, sir."
Paithan steered the old man to the carriage house. The elf thought it best to
| eave this place as soon as possible. Besides, it seened likely that the party
was over. But, he had to admit, it'd been one of Durndrun's best. Sure to be
tal ked about the rest of the social season.

The lord hinself noved over to Al eatha, who was dabbing her eyes with her
handker chi ef. He extended his arm

"May | escort you to the carriage?"

"I'f you like. My Lord," answered Aleatha, a pretty flush mantling her cheeks,
sliding her fingers through the crook of his el bow.

"What woul d be a convenient tinme for me to call?" asked Durndrun in an
under t one.

"Call, My Lord?"



"On your father," said the lord gravely. "I have something to ask him" He
laid his hand over hers, pulled her close. "Sonmething that concerns his
daughter."

Al eat ha gl anced out of the conmer of her eye back at the house. The dowager was
standing in the wi ndow, watching them The old | ady had | ooked nore pleased to
see the dragon. Al eatha | owered her eyes, smiled coyly.

"Any tinme, My Lord. My father is always honme and woul d be very honored to see
you. "

Pai t han was assisting the old man into the carriage.

"I"'mafraid I still don't know your nane, sir,
next to the w zard.

said the elf, taking a seat

"You don't?" the old nman asked, |ooking al arned.
"No, sir. You haven't told ne."

"Drat." The wi zard stroked his beard. "I was rather hoping you would. You're
sure you don't?"

"Yes, sir." Paithan gl anced back uneasily, w shing his sister would hurry up
She and Lord Durndrun were, however, taking their tine.

"Ah, well. Let's see." The old man nuttered to hinself. "Fiz-No, | can't use
that. Furball. Doesn't seemquite dignified enough. | have it!" he shouted,
smting Paithan on the arm "Zifnab!"

"Bl ess you!"

"No, no! My nane! Zifnab! Wat's the matter, Sonny?" The old man gl ared,
eyebrows bristling. "Sonething wong with it?"

"Why, er, certainly not! It's ... uh ... a nice nane. Really . . . nice. Oh,
here you are, Thea!"

"Thank you, My Lord," she said, allow ng Durndrun to hand her into the
carriage. Taking her seat behind Paithan and the old man, she favored the
knight with a snile.

"I would escort you to your home, ny friends, but |I fear | must go and | ook
for the slaves. It seens that the cowardly wetches took off at the sight of
t he dragon. May dreans |ight your darktinme. My respects to your father and
your sister."

Lord Durndrun woke the drivehands, prodding them hinself, and-with his own

hands-gave the carriage a shove that started it on its way. Al eatha, glancing
back, saw himstanding, staring after her with a goggl e-eyed gaze. She settled
herself nore confortably in the carriage, snoothed out the folds of her dress.

"It looks as if you' ve done well for yourself, Thea," said Paithan, grinning,
| eani ng over the seat to give his sister an affectionate jab in the ribs.

Al eat ha reached up to arrange her disheveled hair. "Drat, |1've left my hat
behi nd. Ah, well. He can buy ne a new one."

"When' s t he weddi ng?"

"As soon as possib-"



A snore interrupted her. Pursing her lips, she glanced in some disgust at the
old man, who had fallen fast asleep, his head lolling against Paithan's

shoul der.

"Before the dowager has tine to change her son's mind, eh?" The elf w nked.

Al eat ha arched her eyebrows. "She'll try, no doubt, but she won't succeed. My
wedding will be-"

"Weddi ng?" Zifnab woke up with a violent start. "Wedding, did you say? Ch, no,
my dear. |I'mafraid that won't be possible. No time, you see.”

"And why not, old one?" Al eatha asked, teasing, anusing herself. "Wy won't
there be time for a weddi ng?"

"Because, children," said the wizard and his tone suddenly changed, darkened,
became sadly gentle, "l've cone to announce the end of the world."

CHAPTER 7

TREETOPS, EQUI LAN

"DEATH " SAID THE OLD MAN, SHAKI NG H S HEAD. " DOOM AND- ER-

what ever cones after. Can't quite think "

"Destruction?" suggested Paithan

Zifnab gave hima grateful |ook. "Yes, destruction. Doom and destruction
Shocki ng! Shocki ng!" Reachi ng out a gnarled hand, the old man gripped Lent han
Qui ndiniar by the arm "And you, sir, will be the one who | eads his people
forth!"

"I-1 will?" said Lenthan, with a nervous glance at Cal andra, positive she
wouldn't let him "Were shall | |ead then"

"Forth!" said zifnab, gazing hungrily at a baked chicken. "Do you m nd? Just a
tad? Dabbling in the arcane, you know. Wets the appetite-"

Cal andra sniffed, and said not hi ng.

"Callie, really." Paithan winked at his irate sister. "This man's our honored
guest. Here, sir, allow nme to pass it to you. Anything el se? Sone tohahs?"

"No, thank you-"
"Yes!" cane a voice that was like the runble of thunder stalking the ground.
The others at the table appeared al arnmed. Zifnab cringed.

"You must eat your vegetables, sir." The voice seened to rise up fromthe
floor. "Think of your colon!"

A scream and piteous wailing emanated fromthe kitchen.
"There's the maid. Hysterics again," said Paithan, tossing aside his |apcloth

and rising to his feet. He intended to escape before his sister figured out
what was going on. "I'Ill just go-"



"Who said that?" Cal andra grabbed his arm
"-have a look, if you'd let |oose-"
"Don't get so worked up, Callie," said Aleatha languidly. "It's only thunder."

"My colon's none of your damm busi ness!" The old man shouted down at the
floor. "I can't abide vegetabl es-"

"If it was only thunder"-Calandra's voice was heavily ironic- "then the wetch
is discussing his colon with his shoes. He's a lunatic. Paithan, throw him
out."

Lent han shot a pl eading glance at his son. Paithan | ooked sidel ong at Al eat ha,
who shrugged and shook her head. The young elf picked up his |apcloth and
subsi ded back into his chair.

"He's not crazy, Cal. He's talking to ... uh ... his dragon. And we can't
t hrow hi m out, because the dragon wouldn't take it at all well."

"Hi s dragon." Cal andra pursed her lips, her small eyes narrowed. The entire
famly, as well as the visiting astrol oger, who was seated at the far end of
the tabl e, knew this expression, known privately to younger brother and sister
as "pinch-face." Calandra could be terrible, when she was in this npod.

Pai t han kept his gaze on his plate, gathering together a small mound of food
with his fork and punching a hole init. Aleatha stared at her own reflection
in the polished surface of the porcelain teapot, tilting her head slightly,
admring the sunlight on her fair hair. Lenthan attenpted to di sappear by
ducki ng his head behind a vase of flowers. The astrol oger conforted hinsel f
with a third hel ping of tohahs.

"That beast that terrorized Lord Durndrun's?" Calandra' s gaze swept the table.
"Do you mean to tell me you've brought it here? To my house?" Ice from her
tone seermed to rine her face with white, nuch as the magical ice rinmed the
frosted w negl asses.

Pai t han nudged hi s younger sister beneath the table with his foot, caught her

eye. "I'll be leaving this soon, back on the road," he nuttered beneath his
br eat h.
"Soon I'Il be mistress of ny own house,"” Aleatha returned softly.

"Stop that whispering, you two. We'll all be nurdered in our beds," cried
Cal andra, her fury nounting. The warnmer her anger, the colder her tone. "I
hope then, Paithan, you'll be pleased with yourself! And you, Thea, |'ve
overheard you tal king this nonsense about getting nmarried . "

Cal andra deliberately left the sentence unfinished.

No one noved, except the astrol oger (shoveling buttered tohah into his nouth)
and the old nman. Apparently having no idea he was a bone of contention, he was
cal My di snmenbering a baked chicken. No one spoke. They could hear, quite
clearly, the musical chink of a mechanical petal "unfolding" the hour

The silence grew unconfortable. Paithan saw his father, hunched miserably in
his chair, and thought again how feeble and gray he | ooked. Poor old nman, he's
got nothing el se but his wacky del usions. Let himhave 'em after all. \Wat
harmis it? He decided to risk his sister's wath.



"Uh, Zzifnab, where did you say father was leading . . . er ... his people?"

Cal andra glared at him but, as Paithan had hoped, his father perked up. "Yes,
wher e?" Lenthan asked shyly, bl ushing.

The old man rai sed a chicken |l eg toward heaven
' The roof?" Lenthan was somewhat confused.

The ol d man rai sed the chicken | eg higher
"Heaven? The stars?"

Zi fnab nodded, monentarily unable to speak. Bits of chicken dribbled down his
bear d. .

"My rockets! | knewit! Did you hear that, Elixnoir?" Lenthan turned to the
el ven astrol oger, who had left off eating and was gl owering at the hunman.

"My dear Lenthan, please consider this rationally. Your rockets are quite

mar vel ous and we' re maki ng consi derabl e progress in sending them above treetop
level but to talk of themcarrying people to the stars! Let me explain. Here
is a nodel of our world according to the | egends handed down to us by the
ancients and confirmed by our own observations. Hand me that prickl epear. Now,
this"-he held up the pricklepear-"is Pryan and this is our sun.”

El i xnoir gl anced about, nonmentarily at a loss for a sun
"One sun," said Paithan, picking up a kunguat.
"Thank you," said the astrol oger. "Wuld you nmind-I'mrunning out of hands."

"Not at all." Paithan was enjoying hinself hugely. He didn't dare | ook at
Al eat ha, or he knew he'd break out |aughing. Acting on Elixnoir's

i nstructions, he gravely positioned the kunguat a short distance fromthe
pri ckl epear.

"Now this"-the astrologer lifted a sugar cube. Holding it a |long distance from
t he kunguat, he began to rotate it around the prickiepear-"represents one of
the stars. Just look at how far it is fromour world! You can inagi ne what an
enor nous anount of di stance you woul d have to travel "

"At | east seven kunguats," murnured Paithan to his sister
"He was quick enough to believe in Father when it neant a free neal," Al eatha
returned coolly.

"Lenthan!" The astrol oger | ooked severe, pointed at Zifnab. "This nman is a
hunbug! I-"

"Who are you calling hunbug?"

The dragon's voi ce shook the house. Wne sloshed from gl asses, spilling over
the lace tablecloth- Small, fragile itens slid fromend tables and tunbled to
the floor. Fromthe study cane a thud, a bookcase toppling. Al eatha glanced
out a window, saw a girl running, shrieking, fromthe kitchen

"I don't believe you'll have to worry about the scullery maid any |onger
Cal . "

"This is intolerable." Calandra rose to her feet. The frost that rinmed her



nose had spread across her face, freezing the features and freezing the bl ood
of those who saw her. Her thin, spare body seemed all sharp angles and every
angle liable to hurt anyone who got near her. Lenthan cowered visibly.
Paithan, lips twitching, concentrated on folding his lapcloth into a cocked
hat. Al eatha sighed and drummed her nails on the table.

"Fat her," spoke Calandra in awful tones, "when dinner is concluded |I want that
old man and his ... his ..."

"Careful, Cal," suggested Paithan, not |ooking up. "You'll have the house down
around our ears-"

"I want them out of ny house!" Cal andra's hands gripped the back of her chair,
t he knuckl es white. Her body shook with the chill wind of her ire, the only
chill wind that blewin the tropical land. "Od man!" Her voice rose shrilly.
"Do you hear ne?"

"Eh?" Zifnab gl anced around. Seeing his hostess, he snmled al her benignly and
shook his head. "No, thank you, nmy dear. Couldn't possibly eat another bite.
What's for dessert?"

Pai t han gave a hal f-giggle, smothered the other half in his Iapcloth.

Cal andra turned, and stormed fromthe room her skirts crackling about her
ankl es.

"Now, Cal," Paithan called in conciliatory tones. "lI'msorry. | didn't nean to
| augh-"

A door sl ammred.

"Actual ly, you know, Lenthan, old fellow " said Zi fnab, gesturing with the
chi cken | eg, which he had picked clean, "we won't be using your rockets at
all. No, they're not nearly big enough. W'll have a | ot of people to
transport, you see, and that'll take a large vessel. Very large." He tapped
hi nsel f thoughtfully on the nose with the bone. "And, as what's-his-name with
the collar says, it's a long way to the stars."

"I'f you will excuse ne, Qindiniar," said the elven astrologer, rising to his
feet, his eyes flashing fire. "I will be taking ny |eave, as well."

"-especially since it looks as if dessert's canceled," said Al eatha, her voice
pitched so that the astrol oger would be certain to hear. He did; his collar
ti ps quivered, his nose achieved a seem ngly inmpossible angle.

"But don't worry," continued Zifnab, placidly ignoring the conmotion around
him "We'll have a ship-a big sucker. It'll land right snmack-dab in the
backyard and it'll have a man to fly ft. Young man. Owns a dog. Very qui et - not
t he dog, the man. Sonething funny about his hands, though. Al ways keeps them
bandaged. That's the reason why we have to continue firing off the rockets,
you see. Most inmportant, your rockets."

"They are?" Lenthan was still confused.
"I"'mleaving!" stated the astrol oger.

"Prom ses, prom ses." Paithan sighed, sipped at his wine.

"Yes, of course, rockets are inmportant. Otherwi se how s he going to find us?"
demanded the ol d nman



"He who?" inquired Paithan

"The he who has the ship. Pay attention!" snapped Zifnab testily.

"Ch, that he who." Paithan | eaned over to his sister. "He owmns a dog," he said

confidentially.

"You see, Lenthan-may | call you Lenthan?" inquired the old man politely. "You
see, Lenthan, we need a big ship because your wife will want to see all the
children again. Been a long time, you know. And they've grown so much."

"What ?" Lenthan's eyes flared open, his cheeks paled. He clasped a trenbling
hand over his heart. "Wat did you say? My wife!"

"Bl asphemy! " cried the astrol oger

The soft whir of the fans and the slight rustling of the feathery bl ades were
the rooms only sounds. Paithan had set his lapcloth on his plate and was
staring down at it, frowning.

"For once | agree with that fool." Al eatha rose to her feet and glided over to
stand behind her father's chair, her hands on his shoul ders.

"Papa," she said, a tenderness in her voice that no one else in the fanmly
ever heard, "it's been a tiring day. Don't you think you should go to bed?"

"No, my dear. I'mnot the least bit tired." Lenthan had not taken his eyes
fromthe old man. "Please, sir, what did you say about ny w fe?"

Zifnab didn't appear to hear him During the ensuing quiet, the old man's head
had sl unped forward, his bearded chin rested on his breast, his eyes dosed. He
gave a nmuffled snore

Lent han reached out his hand. "Zifnab-"

"Papa, please!" Al eatha dosed her soft fingers over her father's blacked and
bum scarred hand. "Qur guest is exhausted. Paithan, call for the servants to
help the wizard to his room"

Brot her and sister exchanged gl ances, both having the sanme idea. Wth any | uck
we can snuggl e himout of the house tonight. Maybe feed himto his own dragon
Then, in the norning, when he's gone, we'll be able to convince Father that he
was not hi ng but an insane ol d human.

"Sir ..." said Lenthan, shaking off his daughter's hand and catchi ng hol d of
the old man's. "Zifnab!"

The old man jerked awake. "Who?" he demanded, gl anci ng around bl eary-eyed.
"Wher e?"

"Papal! "

"Hush, ny dear. Go run along and play, there's a good girl. Papa' s busy,
right now. Now, sir, you were tal king about my w fe-"

Al eat ha | ooked pl eadi ngly at Paithan. Her brother could only shrug. Biting her
lip, fighting back tears, Al eatha gave her father's shoulder a gentle pat,
then fled fromthe room Once out of sight in the drawing room she pressed
her hand over her rnouth, sobbing.



The child sat outside the door to her nother's bedchanmber. The little
girl was alone; she'd been alone for the |last three days and she was grow ng
nore and nore frightened. Paithan'd been sent away to stay with rel atives.
"The boy is too ranbunctious," Al eatha had heard someone say. "The house mnust
be kept quiet." And so Paithan had gone.

Now t here was no one for her to talk to, no one to pay any attention to her
She want ed her nother-the beautiful nother, who played with her and sang to
her-but they wouldn't let her go inside her nother's room Strange people
filled the house- healers with their baskets of funny-snelling plants,
astrol ogers who stood staring out the wi ndows into the sky.

The house was quiet, so dreadfully quiet. The servants wept while they worked,
Wi ping their eyes on the tips of their aprons. One of them seeing Al eatha
sitting in the hallway, said that soneone should really be doi ng sonething
about the child, but no one ever did.

Whenever the door to her nother's room opened, Aleatha junped to her feet and
hied to go inside, but whoever was com ng out-generally a healer or his
assi stant -woul d shoo the girl back

"But | want to see Mama!"

"Your mama is very sick. She nmust stay quiet. You don't want to worry her, do
you?"

"I wouldn't worry her." Al eatha knew she wouldn't. She could be quiet. She'd
been quiet for three days. Her nother must niss her terribly. Who was conbi ng
out Mama's lovely flaxen hair? That was Al eatha's special task, one she
performed every norning. She was careful not to tug on the tangles, but
unravel ed themgently, using the tortoiseshell conmb with the ivory rosebuds

t hat had been Mama's weddi ng present.

But the door renmined shut and al ways | ocked. Try as she night, Al eatha
coul dn't get inside.

And then one darktine the door opened, and it didn't shut again. Al eatha knew,
now, she could go inside but now she was afraid.

"Papa?" She questioned the man standing in the door, not recognizing him

Lenthan didn't |l ook at her. He wasn't |ooking at anything. H s eyes were dull
hi s cheeks sagged, his step faltered. Suddenly, with a violent sob, he

crunpled to the floor, and lay still and unnoving. Healers, hurrying out the
door, lifted himin their arns and carried himdown the hall to his own
bedchanber.

Al eat ha pressed back agai nst the wall
"Mama! " she whinpered. "I want Manma!"
Callie stepped out into the hall. She was the first to notice the child.

"Marma' s gone, Thea," Cal andra said. She was pale, but composed. Her eyes were
dry. "We're al one. "

Al one. Alone. No, not again. Not ever. Aleatha glanced frantically around the
enpty roomin which she was standing, hurried back into the dining room but
no one was there.



"Paithan!" she cried, running up the stairs. "Calandra!" Light from her
sister's study streaned out beneath the door.

Al eatha nade a dart for it. The door opened, and Paithan stepped out. H's
usual ly cheerful face was grim Seeing Al eatha, he smled ruefully.

"I ... 1 was |looking for you, Pait." Aleatha felt calmer. She put her chilly
hands to her burning cheeks to cool them bring back the becom ng pallor. "Bad
time?"

"Yeah, pretty bad." Paithan smled wanly.

"Come take a walk with ne. Through the garden."

"Sorry, Thea. |'ve got to pack. Cal's sending me off tonorrow "
"Tormorrow " Al eat ha frowned, displeased. "But, you can't! Lord Durndrun's
coming to talk to Papa and then there'll be the engagement parties and you

simply have to be here-"

"Can't be hel ped, Thea." Paithan | eaned down and ki ssed her cheek. "Business's
busi ness, you know." He started off down the hall, heading for his room

"Ch," he added, turning back. "A word to the wise. Don't go in there now. " He
nodded his head in the direction of Calandra's study.

Al eatha wi thdrew her hand slowy fromthe door handl e. H dden beneath the
silky folds of her gown, the fingers clenched.

"Sweet sonbertinme, Thea," said Paithan. He entered his room and shut the door

An expl osi on, com ng fromthe back of the house, set the windows rattling.

Al eat ha | ooked out, saw her father and the old man in the garden, gleefully
setting off rockets. She could hear, from behind the closed door of her
sister's study, the rustle of Cal's skirts, the tap, tap of her high-heel ed,
tight-laced shoes. Her sister was pacing. A bad sign. No, as Paithan said, it
woul d not do to interrupt Cal andra's thoughts.

Movi ng over to the wi ndow, Al eatha saw the human sl ave, |ounging at his post
near the carriage house, enjoying the rocket bursts. As she watched, she saw
himstretch his arns above his head, yawning. Miscles rippled across his bare
back. He began to whistle, a barbaric habit anbng humans. No one woul d use the
carriage this late into shadow hour. He was due to go off-duty soon, when the
st or m began.

Al eatha hurried down the hall to her own room Stepping inside, she glanced
into her mrror, snoothing and arranging the luxuriant hair. Catching up a
shawl, she draped it over her shoul ders and, smling once again, lightly
glided down the stairs.

Paithan started on his journey early the following m stynorne. He was setting
of f alone, planning to join up with the baggage train on the outskirts of
Equil an. Cal andra was up to see himaway. Arnms folded tightly across her
chest, she regarded himwith a stern, cold, and forbidding air. Her hunor had
not inproved during the night. The two were alone. If Al eatha was ever up at
this time of day, it was only because she hadn't yet been to bed.

"Now, mnd, Paithan. Keep on eye on the slaves when you cross the border. You
know t hose beasts will run the nmoment they get a whiff of their own kind.

expect we'll lose a few, can't be hel ped. But keep our |losses to the mi nimum
Fol  ow t he back routes and stay away fromcivilized | ands if possible. They'l



be less likely to run if there's no city within easy reach.”

"Sure, Callie." Paithan, having made nunerous trips to Thillia, knew nore
about the matter than his sister. She gave himthis same speech every tinme he
departed, until it had beconme a ritual between them The easygoing el f

listened and sniled and nodded, knowi ng that giving these instructions eased
his sister's mnd and nmade her feel that she retai ned some control over this
end of the business.

"Keep sharp watch on this Roland character. | don't trust him™"
"You don't trust any humans, Cal."

"At least | knew our other dealers were dishonest. | knew how they'd try to
cheat us. | don't know this Roland and his wife. |I'd have preferred doing
busi ness with our regular custonmers but these two came in with the highest
bid. Make certain you get the cash before you turn over one single blade,
Pait, and check to see that the noney's real and not counterfeit."

"Yes, Cal." Paithan rel axed, and | eaned on a fence post. This would go on for
sone time. He could have told his sister that nost humans were honest to the
point of inbecility, but he knew she'd never believe him

"Convert the cash into raw materials as soon as you can. You've got the |ist
of what we need, don't lose it. And nake certain the bl adewod is good
quality, not like that stuff Quintin brought in. W had to throw three-fifths
of it out."”

"Have | ever brought you a bad shipment, Cal?" Paithan smled at his sister

"No. Just don't start," Calandra felt inmaginary strands of hair coning | oose
fromtheir tight coil. She snpothed them back into place, giving the hair pins
a vicious jab. "Everything' s going wong these days. It's bad enough that |
have Father on ny hands, now I've got sone insane old human, too! To say
not hi ng of Aleatha and this travesty of a wedding-"

Pai t han reached out, put his hands on his older sister's bony shoul ders. "Let
Thea do what she wants, Cal. Durndrun's a nice enough chap. At |east he's not
after her for her noney-"

"Hunmpf!" Cal andra sniffed, twi tching away from her brother's touch

"Let her marry the fellow, Cal-"

"Let her!" Calandra exploded. "I'll have little enough to say about it, you
can be sure of that! Onh, it's all very well for you to stand there and grin,
Pai t han Qui ndi niar, but you won't be here to face the scandal. This marriage
will be the talk of the season. | hear the dowager's taken to her bed over the
news. |'ve no doubt she'll drag in the queen. And I'Il be the one to deal with
it. Father, of course, is less than useless.”

"What's that, ny dear?" cane a mld voice behind them

Lent han Qui ndi niar stood in the doorway, the old nan beside him

"I said you'll be less than useless in dealing with Al eatha and this insane
noti on of hers-marrying Lord Durndrun,"” Cal andra snapped, in no nood to hunor

her parent.

"But why shouldn't they get married? If they |ove each other-"



"Love! Thea?" Paithan burst out |aughing. Noting the confused | ook on his
father's face and the scowl on his sister's, the young elf decided it was high

time to hit the bridges. "lI've got to run. Quintin'll think I1've fallen
t hrough the nobss or been eaten by a dragon." Leaning over, the elf kissed his
sister on her cold and withered cheek. "You will |et Thea have her way in

this, won't you?"

"I don't see that 1've nuch choice. She's been having her way in everything
since Mther died. Renmenmber what |'ve told you and have a safe trip." Calandra
pursed her |ips, pecked Paithan's chin. The kiss was nearly as sharp as a
bird' s beak, and he had to restrain hinmself fromrubbing his skin.

"Fat her, good-bye." The el f shook hands. "Good luck with the rockets."

Lent han brightened visibly. "Did you see the ones we set off |ast night?
Brilliant bursts of fire above the treetops. | attained real altitude. 1'Il
bet people could see the blasts all the way to Thillia."

"I"'msure they could, sir,"
"Zi f nab-"

agreed Paithan. He turned to the old nan.

"Where?" The ol d man whi pped about.

Paithan cleared his throat, kept a straight face. "No, no, sir. | mean you.
Your nane." The elf held out his hand. "Renenber? Zifnab?"

"Ah, pleased to neet you, Zifnab," said the old man, shaki ng hands. "You know,
t hough, that name sure sounds famliar. Are we rel ated?"

Cal andra gave hima shove with her hand. "You better get going, Pait."
"Tell Thea good-bye for nme!" Paithan said.
H s sister snorted, shook her head, her face grim

"Have a good trip, Son," said Lenthan in a wistful tone. "You know, sonetines
| think nmaybe | should go out on the road. | think I mght enjoy it. "

Seeing Cal andra's eyes narrow, Paithan struck in hastily, "You let nme handle
the travel for you. Father. You've got to stay here and work on your rockets.
Leadi ng the people forth, and all that."

"Yes, you're right," said Lenthan with an air of self-inportance. "I had
better get started working on that, right now Are you com ng, Zifnab?"

"What ? Ch, you talking to ne? Yes, yes, ny dear fellow Be along in a jiffy.
You m ght want to increase the amount of sinktree ash. | think we'll achieve
greater lift."

"Yes, of course! Why didn't | think of that!" Lenthan beamed, waved vaguely at
his son, and hurried into the house.

"Probably won't have any eyebrows left,” nmuttered the old nman. "But we'll
achi eve greater lift. Well, you' re off, are you?"

"Yes, sir." Paithan grinned, and whi spered confidentially, "M nd you don't |et
any of that death, doom and destruction start w thout ne."

"I won't." The old man gazed at himw th eyes that were suddenly, unnervingly,
shrewd and cunning. He jabbed a gnarled finger in Paithan's chest. "Doomwi ||
cone back with you!"



CHAPTER 8
THE
NEXUS

HAPLO WALKED SLOALY AROUND THE SHI P, | NSPECTING | T CAREFULLY TO MAKE certain
all was in readiness for his flight. He did not, as had the original builders
and nmasters of the dragonship, inspect the guide ropes and the rigging, the
cables that controlled the gigantic wings. He |ooked intently at the wooden
hul I, but he wasn't checking the caul king. He ran his hands over the skin on
the wings, but he wasn't searching for rips or tears. He studied, instead,
strange and el aborate synbol s that had been carved, burned, stitched, and

pai nted on the wings and the outside of the shinp.

Every concei vable inch was covered with the fantastic desi gns-whorls and
spirals; straight |lines and curved; dots and dashes; zigzags, circles, and
squares. Passing his hand over the sigla, the

Patryn murrmured to himsel f, reciting the runes. The sigla would not only
protect his ship, the sigla would fly it.

The el ves who had built the vessel -named Dragon Wng in honor of Haplo's
journey to the world of Arianus-would not have recogni zed their handi work.
Hapl o' s own ship had been destroyed on his previous entry through Death's
Gate. He had conmandeered the elven ship on Arianus. Due to pursuit by an
ancient foe, he had been forced to | eave Arianus in haste and had inscribed
only those runes absolutely necessary to his survival (and that of his young
passenger) through Death's Gate.

Once safely in the Nexus, however, the Patryn had been able to expend both
time and nagic on nodifying the vessel to his own specifications.

The ship, designed by the elves of the Tribus Enpire, had originally utilized
el ven magi ¢ conbi ned with nmechanics. Being extraordinarily strong in his own
magi c, the Patryn did away conpletely with the nmechanics. Haplo cleared the
gall ey of the confused tangle of rigging and the harnesses worn by the slaves
who operated the wings. He left the wi ngs thenmsel ves outspread, and
enbr oi dered and pai nted runes on the dragonskin to provide lift, stability,
speed, and protection. Runes strengthened the wooden hull; no force existed
that was strong enough to crush it or stave it in. Sigla etched into the gl ass
wi ndows of the bridge prevented the glass fromcracking while, at the sane
time, permtting an unobstructed view of the world beyond.

Hapl o noved inside through the aft hatch, wal ked the ship's passageways unti
he cane to the bridge. Here, he gazed about in satisfaction, sensing the ful
power of the runes cone to a focus, converge at this point.

He had junked all the el aborate machi nes devised by the elves to aid in

navi gati on and steering. The bridge, located in the dragon's "breast," was now
a | arge, spacious chanber, enpty except for a confortable chair and a round
obsi di an gl obe resting on the deck.

Hapl o wal ked over to the gl obe, crouched down to inspect it critically. He was
careful not to touch it. The runes carved into the obsidian's surface were so
extremely sensitive that even a whisper of breath across them m ght activate
the magi ¢ and | aunch the vessel prematurely.

The Patryn studied the sigla, going over the magic in his mnd. The flight,



navi gati on, and protection spells were conplex. It took himhours to run
through the entire recitation, and he was stiff and sore fromlack of novenent
at the conclusion, but he was satisfied. He had not found a single flaw

Hapl o stood up, grunting, and flexed his aching nuscles. Seating hinself in
the chair, he | ooked out upon the city he would soon be |eaving. A tongue
swi ped wetly across his hand.

"What is it, boy?" Haplo glanced down at a nondescript, gangly black dog with
white markings. "Think | forgot you?"

The dog grinned and wagged its tail. Bored, it had fallen asleep during the

i nspection of the steering stone and was pl eased to have its naster pay
attention to it again. Wite eyebrows, slanting above clear brown eyes, gave
the animal an unusually intelligent expression. Haplo stroked the dog's silky
ears, gazed unseeing out at the world spread before him

The Lord of the Nexus wal ked the streets of his world-a world built for
him by his enemies, precious to himbecause of that very fact. Every finely
chiseled marble pillar, every towering granite spire, every graceful mninaret
or sleek tenple done was a nmonunent to the Sartan, a nonunment to irony. The
lord was fond of wal ki ng anong them and | aughing silently to hinself.

The lord did not often laugh aloud. It is a noticeable trait anong those

i mprisoned in the Labyrinth that they rarely | augh and when they do, the

| aught er never brightens their eyes. Even those who have escaped the hellish
pri son and have entered the wondrous real mof the Nexus do not |augh. Upon
their arrival through the Last Gate, they are net by the Lord of the Nexus,
who was the first to escape. He says to themonly two words.

"Never forget."

The Patryns do not forget. They do not forget those of their race stil

trapped within the Labyrinth. They do not forget friends and fanmly who di ed
by the viol ence of magi c gone paranoid. They do not forget the wounds they

t hensel ves suffered. They, too, laugh silently when they wal k the streets of

t he Nexus. And when they neet their lord, they bow before himin reverence. He
is the only one of them who dares go back into the Labyrinth.

And even for him the return is not easy.

No one knows the lord' s background. He never speaks of it, and he is a man not
easi |y approached or questioned. No one knows his age, although it is

specul ated, fromcertain things he has said, to be well beyond ni nety gates.
[13] The lord is a man of keen, cold, sharp intelligence H's skills in magic
are held in awe by his people, whose own skills would rank them as demnigods in
the worl ds beyond. He has been back to the Labyrinth many, many tines since
his escape, reentering that hell to carve out safe havens for his people with
his magic. And each time, before he enters, this cold and cal cul ati ng nman

feels a trenor shake his body. It takes an effort of will for himto go back
t hrough that Last Gate. There is always the fear, deep in his mnd, that this
time the Labyrinth will win. This tinme it will destroy him This time, he will

never find his way back out.

That day, the lord stood near the Last Gate. Surrounding himwere his people,
Patryns who had al ready escaped. Their bodies covered with the tattooed runes
that were shield, arnor, and weapon, a few had decided that this time they
woul d reenter the Labyrinth in conpany with their |ord.

He said nothing to them but accepted their presence. Walking to the Gate that



was carved of jet, he placed his hands upon a sigil he hinself had inscribed.
The rune gl owed blue at his touch, the sigla tattooed upon the backs of his
hands gl owed blue in answer and the Gate, that was never meant to open inward
but only outward, fell back at the lord s comrand.

Ahead | ay the weird and warped, ever-changing, deadly vistas of the Labyrinth.

The lord gl anced around at those who stood near him Al eyes were fixed on
the Labyrinth. The lord saw faces | ose the color of life, he saw hands cl ench
to fists, sweat trickle down rune-covered skin.

"Who will enter with nme?" he asked.

He | ooked at each one. Each person tried to neet the lord' s eyes, each person
failed and eventually |l owered his gaze. Some sought valiantly to step forward,
but nuscle and sinew cannot act without the mind's will, and the m nds of

t hose nen and wormen were overcome with renenbered terror. Shaking their heads,
many of them weepi ng openly, they turned away.

Their lord wal ked up to themand | aid his hands soot hingly upon them "Do not
be ashaned of your fear. Use it, for it is strength. Long ago, we sought to
conquer the world, to rule over those weak races not capable of ruling

t hensel ves. Qur strength and our nunmbers were great and we had nearly
succeeded in our goal. The only way the Sartan coul d defeat us was to sunder
the world itself, sundering it into four separate parts. Divided by the chaos,
we fell to the Sartan's mght, and they | ocked us away in a prison of their
own creation-the Labyrinth. Their 'hope' was that we would cone out of it
"rehabilitated.’

"W have cone out, but the terrible hardships we endured did not soften and
weaken us as our enemnies planned. The fire through which we passed forged us
into sharp, cold steel. W are a blade to cut through our enemes, we are a
bl ade that will win a crown.

"Go back. Go back to your duties. Keep always before you the thought of what
will come when we return to the worlds. Keep al ways behind you the nenory of
what was."

The Patryns, conforted, were no | onger ashamed. They watched their lord enter
t he Labyrinth, watched himenter the Gate with firm unfaltering step, and
t hey honored and worshi pped himas a god.

The Gate started to swing shut on him The lord halted it with a sharp
conmmand. He had found, lying near the Gate, stretched prone on the ground, a
young man. The rnuscul ar, sigil-tattooed body bore the nmarks of terrible
wounds-wounds that the young man had heal ed by his own magic, apparently, but
whi ch had al nost drained himof his life. The lord, exam ning the young Patryn
anxi ously, could not see any sign that he was breathing.

St oopi ng, reaching out his hand to the young man's neck to feel for a pulse,
the I ord was brought up short by a low growing sound. A shaggy head rose up
from near the young man's shoul der

A dog, the lord saw in astoni shnent.

The animal itself had suffered serious injury. Though its grow was nenaci ng
and it was attenpting valiantly to protect the young man, it could not hold up
its head. The muzzl e sank down feebly onto bl oodi ed paws, But the grow

conti nued.



"I'f you harmhim" it seened to say, "somehow, someway, |'lIl find the strength
to tear you apart."

The lord, smling slightly-a rare thing for hi mreached out gently and stroked
the dog's soft fur.

"Be at ease, small brother. | mean your naster no harm"

The dog allowed itself to be persuaded and, crawling on its belly, managed to
lift its head and nuzzle the young man's neck. The touch of the cold nose
roused the Patryn. He gl anced up, saw the strange nman bendi ng over hi m and,
with the instinct and will that had kept himalive, struggled to stand.

"You need no weapon against ne, my son," said the lord. "You stand at the Last
Gate. Beyond is a new world, one of peace, one of safety. | amits lord.
wel cormre you. "

The young man had made it to his hands and knees. Swayi ng weakly, he lifted
his head and stared through the Gate. H s eyes were gl azed, he could see
little of the wonders of the world. But a slow snile spread across his face.

"I"'ve made it!" he whispered hoarsely, through bl ood-caked lips. "lI've beaten
them "
"Such were ny words when | stood before this Gate. Wat are you call ed?"

The young man swal | owed, coughed before he could reply. "Haplo."
"Afitting name." The lord put his arnms around the young man's shoul ders.
"Here, let me help you."

To the lord's amazenent, Haplo thrust himaway. "No. | want to walk .
through ... on ny own."

The lord said nothing, his snile broadened. He rose to his feet and stood
aside. Gitting his teeth against the pain, Haplo struggled to stand upright.
He paused a monent, swaying with dizziness. The lord, fearing he would fall
took a step forward, but Haplo warded himoff with outstretched hand.

"Dog," he said in a cracked voice. "To ne."

The animal rose weakly and |inped over to its nmaster. Haplo placed his hand
upon the animal's head, steadying hinmself. The dog stood patiently, its eyes
fi xed upon Hapl o.

"Let's go," said the young nman.

Toget her, step by faltering step, they wal ked toward the Gate. The Lord of the
Nexus, marveling, came behind. The Patryns on the other side, seeing the young
man energe, did not applaud or cheer, but awarded hi mrespectful silence. None
offered to help him though each saw that every novenent caused the young nan
obvi ous pain. They all knew what it neant to wal k through that |ast gate by
onesel f, or aided only by a trusted friend.

Hapl o stood in the Nexus, blinking under the dazzling sun. Sighing, he keeled
over. The dog, whinpering, licked his master's face.

Hastening to the young man's side, the lord knelt down. Haplo was stil
conscious. The lord took hold of the pale, cold hand.



"Never forget!" whispered the lord, pressing the hand close to his chest.
Hapl o | ooked up at the Lord of the Nexus and grinned.

"Well, dog," said the Patryn, glancing around, giving his ship one | ast
i nspection, "I think we're ready. How about it, boy? You ready?"

The animal's ears pricked. It barked once, |oudly.

"Good, good. W& have My Lord's blessing and his final instructions. Now, let's
see how this bird flies."

Reachi ng out, he held his hands over the steering stone and began to recite
the first runes. The stone rose up fromthe deck, supported by magic, and cane
to rest beneath Haplo's palnms. Blue light welled up through his fingers,

mat ched by red light glowing fromthe runes on his hands.

Hapl o sent his being into the ship, poured his magic into the hull, felt it
seep like blood into the dragonskin sails, carrying |ife and power to guide
and control. Hs mind lifted and it brought the ship with him Slowy, the
vessel began to rise fromthe ground.

Quiding it with his eyes, his thoughts, his magic, Haplo set sail into the
air, granting the ship nore speed than its original builders had ever

i magi ned, and flew up and over the Nexus. Crouched at its master's feet, the
dog sighed and resigned itself to the journey. Perhaps it renmenbered its first
trip through Death's Gate, a trip that had very nearly proved fatal

Haplo tested his craft, experinented with it. Flying leisurely over the Nexus,
he enjoyed the unusual view of the city froma bird s eye (or dragon's eye)
vant age.

The Nexus was a renarkable creation, a nmarvel of construction. Broad,
tree-lined boul evards stretched out |ike spokes of a wheel froma center point
to the dimy seen horizon of the far-off Boundary. Fabul ous buil di ngs of
crystal and nmarble, steel and granite, adorned the streets. Parks and gardens,
| akes and ponds provided places of quiet beauty in which to walk, to think, to
reflect. Far away, near the Boundary, stretched green, rolling hills and
fields, ready for the planting.

No farnmers plowed that soil, however. No people lingered in the parks. No
traffic filled the city streets. The fields, the parks, the avenues, the
bui | di ngs stood enpty, lifeless, waiting.

Hapl o steered the ship around the center point of the Nexus, a crystal-spired
buil ding-the tallest in the land-which his lord had taken for his pal ace.
Wthin the crystal spires, the Lord of the Nexus had cone across the books

| eft behind by the Sartan, books that told of the Sundering, the form ng of
the four worlds. Books that spoke of the inprisoning of the Patryns, of the
Sartan's hope for their enemes' "salvation.” The Lord of the Nexus had taught
hinself to read the books and so had di scovered the Sartan's treachery that
had dooned his people to torment. Readi ng the books, the lord had devel oped
his plan of revenge. Haplo dipped the ship's wings in a gesture of respect to
his | ord.

The Sartan had intended the Patryns to occupy this wondrous world-after their
"rehabilitation," of course. Haplo smled, settled hinmself nore confortably in
his chair. He let go of the steering stone, allowing the ship to drift with
his own thoughts. Soon the Nexus woul d be popul ated, but not only by Patryns.
Soon the Nexus would be honme to elves, humans, and dwarves-the | esser races.



Once these people had been transported back through the Death's Gate, the Lord
of the Nexus would destroy the four m sbegotten worlds created by the Sartan
return everything to the old order. Except, that the Patryns would rule, as
was their right.

One of Haplo's tasks on his journeys of investigation was to see if any of the
Sartan inhabited the four new worlds. Haplo found hinsel f hopi ng he discovered
nore of themnore at |east than Alfred, that one pitiful excuse for a deni god
he'd confronted on Arianus. He wanted the entire race of Sartan alive,

Wi tnesses to their own crushing downfall.

"And after the Sartan have seen all they built fall into ruin, after they have
seen the people they hoped to rule conme under our sway, then will cone the
time of retribution. W will send theminto the Labyrinth."

Hapl o' s gaze shifted to the red-streaked, black swirl of chaos just visible
out the far side of the window. Horror-tinged nmenories reached out fromthe
clouds to touch himw th their skeletal hands. He beat them back, using hatred
for his weapon. In place of hinself, he watched the Sartan struggle, saw them
def eat ed where he had triunphed, watched them di e where he had escaped alive.

The dog's sharp, warning bark shook himfromhis grimreverie. Haplo saw that,
absorbed in his thoughts of revenge, he'd alnost flown into the Labyrinth.
Hastily, he placed his hands on the steering stone and wenched the ship
around. Dragon Wng sailed into the blue sky of the Nexus, free of the
grasping tendrils of evil nmagic that had sought to claimit.

Hapl o turned his eyes and thoughts ahead to the starl ess sky, steering for the
pl ace of passage, steering for Death's Gate.

CHAPTER 9
CAHNDAR TO ESTPORT, EQUI LAN

PAI THAN HAD A GREAT DEAL OF WORK TO DO MAKI NG HI S CARAVAN READY FOR travel

and the old man's words of doom slipped fromhis mnd. He net Quintin, his
foreman, at the city limts of Cahndar-the Queen's City. The two el ves

i nspected the baggage train, naking certain the rail bows, boltarches, and
raztars, packed away in baskets, were attached securely to the tyros. [14]
Openi ng the packs, Paithan inspected the toys that had been spread over the
top, taking care to note if he could see any sign of the weapons hidden
beneat h. Everythi ng appeared satisfactory. The young elf congratulated Quintin
on a job well done and pronised to reconmend the foreman to his sister

By the time Paithan and his caravan were ready to start, the hour flowers were
indicating that foiltime was well advanced and it would soon be m dcycle.
Taking his place at the head of the line, Paithan told the overseer to begin
the march. Quintin nounted the lead tyro, clinbing into the saddl e between the
horns. Wth rmuch cajoling and flattering, the slaves persuaded the other tyros
to crawl into line behind their |eader, and the caravan plunged into the
jungl e |l ands, soon leaving civilization far behind.

Pait han set a swift pace and the caravan made good traveling time. The trails
bet ween the human and el ven lands are well tended, if sonewhat treacherous.
Trade between the realns is lucrative business. Human | ands are rich in raw
mat eri al s- teakwood, bl adewood, cutvine, foodstuffs. The el ves are adept at
turning these resources into useful goods. Caravans between the real ns cane
and went daily.



The greatest dangers to caravans were human thieves, jungle animals, and the
occasi onal sheer drops between nboss bed and noss bed. The tyros, however, were
particularly effective in navigating difficult terrain-the main reason Paithan
chose to use them despite their shortcom ngs. (Many handl ers, particularly
humans, cannot deal with the sensitive tyro, who will curl into a ball and
pout if its feelings are hurt.) The tyro can crawl over noss beds, clinb
trees, and span ravines by spinning its webs across the gap and swi ngi ng over.
So strong are the tyro webs that some have been turned into pernanent bridges,
mai nt ai ned by the el ves.

Pai t han had been over this route many tines previously. He was fanmliar with

t he dangers, he was prepared for them Consequently, he didn't worry about
them He wasn't particularly concerned with thieves. H s caravan was | arge and
wel |l armed with el ven weapons. Thieving humans tended to prey on |one
travelers, particularly their own kind. He knew, though, that if thieves
became aware of the true nature of his nerchandi se, they would risk rmuch to
acquire it. Humans have a high regard for elven weaponry-particularly those
that are "intelligent."

The rail bow, for exanple, is simlar to a human crossbow being a mssile
weapon consi sting of a bow fixed across a wooden stock, having a nechani sm for
hol di ng and rel easing the string. The "rail" it fires is an arrow magically
gifted with intelligence, able to visually sight a target and guide itself
toward it. The mmgi cal boltarch, a much smaller version of the rail bow, can be
worn in a scabbard on the hip and is fired with one hand. Neither human nor
dwarven magic is capable of producing intelligent weaponry; thieves selling
these on the black market could nane their price.

But Paithan had taken precautions agai nst bei ng robbed.

Quintin (an elf who had been with the fam |y since Paithan was a baby) had
packed t he baskets by hand, and only he and Paithan knew what really |ay
beneath the dolls and sailing ships and jack-in-the-boxes. The human sl aves,
whose duty it was to guide the tyros, thought they were carrying a | oad of
toys for tots, not the deadlier toys of grown men.

Secretly, Paithan considered it all an unnecessary nui sance. Quindini ar
weapons were high quality, a cut above those of ordinary el ven manufacture.
The owner of a Quindiniar railbow had to be given a special code word before
he coul d activate the magic, and only Paithan had this information, which he
woul d pass on to the buyer. But Cal andra was convinced that every human was a
spy, a thief, and a nurderer just waiting to rob, rape, pillage, and pl under

Paithan had tried to point out to his sister that she wasn't being

rational -she gave the humans credit for a phenonenal and cunning intellect on
one hand, while maintaining that they were little better than animals on the
ot her.

"Hurmmans really aren't too different fromus, Cal," Paithan had said on one
nmenor abl e occasi on

He had never tried that |ogic again. Calandra had been so alarned by this
liberal attitude that she had seriously considered forbidding himto venture
again into human | ands. The awful threat of having to stay hone had been
enough to silence the young elf on the subject forever

The first stage of the journey was easy. Their only obstacle would be the
Kithni @ulf, the I arge body of water that divided the elven and human | ands,
and that lay far to the vars. Paithan fell into the rhythmof the road



enj oyi ng the exercise and the chance to be his own person once again. The sun
lit the trees with jewel-1like tones of green, the perfume of nyriad flowers
scented the air, frequent small showers of rain cooled the warnth built up
fromwal ki ng. Sometimes he heard a slink or a slither al ongside the path, but
he didn't pay much attention to the jungle wildlife. Having faced a dragon
Pai t han deci ded he was equal to just about anything. But it was during this
quiet time that the old man's words began buzzing in his head.

Doomwi Il conme back with youl

One tinme, when Paithan had been small, a bee had flown into his ear. The
frantic buzzing the creature made had nearly driven himw Il d until his nother
had been able to extricate it. Like that bee, Zifnab's prophecy had becone
trapped inside Paithan's skull, repeating itself over and over, and there
seemed little he could do to rid hinself of it.

He tried shrugging it off, laughing. After all, the old man was | eaky as a
cracked gourd. But just when he had convinced hinself, Paithan saw the

wi zard's eyes-shrewd, know ng, and inexpressibly sad. It was the sadness that
bot hered Pai than, gave hima chill that his nother woul d have said cane from
someone standing on his grave. And that brought menories of his nother
Pai t han al so renmenbered that the old man had said that Mdther wanted to see
her children again.

The young elf felt a pang that was partly sweet, partly renorseful and uneasy.
VWhat if his father's beliefs were true? What if Paithan could actually neet
his mother after all these years? He gave a | ow whistle and shook his head.

"Sorry, Mama. Guess you woul dn't be too pl eased.”

Hi s nother had wanted himto be educated, she'd wanted all her children
educated. Elithenia had been a factory w zardess when Lent han Qui ndi niar saw
her and lost his heart to her. Reputedly one of the nost beautiful wonen in
Equil an, Elithenia hadn't been at ease anong the high born of the land; a
feeling Lenthan had never been able to understand.

"Your dresses are finer, ny dear. Your jewels are nore costly. \Wat do these
| ords and | adi es have that ranks them higher than the Quindiniars? Tell ne,
and I'lIl go out today and buy it!"

"What they have, you can't buy," his wife had told himw th wi stful sorrow.

"What is it?"
"They know t hings."
And she had been deternined that her children would know things.

To this end, she hired a governess to give her children schooling such as only
t he high born received. The children had proved a di sappoi ntnent. Cal andra,
even at a young age, knew exactly what she wanted out of |life and she took
fromthe governess what she needed-the know edge necessary to manipul ate
peopl e and nunbers. Paithan didn't know what he wanted but he knew what he
didn't want-boring | essons. He escaped the governess when he could, dawdl ed
his time away when he couldn't. Aleatha, |earning her powers early, smled
prettily, snuggled in the governess's |lap, and was never required to learn to
do nore than read and wite.

After their nmother had died, their father kept the governess on. It had been
Cal andra who | et the wonan go, to save noney, and that was the end of their



school i ng.

"No, Mother won't be pleased to see us, |I'mafraid,"” Paithan nused, feeling
unaccountably guilty. Realizing what he'd been thinking, he |aughed-sonewhat
shanef acedl y-and shook his head. "1'lIl be getting daft as poor Father if I

don't cut it out."

To clear his mind and rid it of unwel cone nmenories, Paithan clinbed up on the
horns of the |lead tyro and began to chat with the overseer-an elf of nuch
sense and worldly experience. It wasn't until sorrowtine that night, the first
cycle following torrent's hour, that Paithan would again think of Zifnab and

t he prophecy-and then only right before he fell asleep

The journey to Estport, the ferry |landing, was peaceful, w thout incident, and
Pai t han forgot the prophecy conpletely. The pleasure of traveling, the heady
awar eness of his freedomafter the stifling atnosphere of honme lifted the
young elf's spirits. After a few cycles on the road, he could | augh heartily
at the old man and his crazy notions, and he regaled Quintin with tales of
Zifnab during their rest breaks. Wen they finally arrived at the Kithni Gulf,
Pait han could hardly believe it. The trip had seened far too short.

The Kithni Gulf is a huge |ake that fornms the border between Thillia and
Equi |l an, and here Paithan encountered his first delay. One of the ferries had
br oken down, |eaving only one in operation. Caravans were lined up all along
t he nobss shore, waiting to cross.

Upon their arrival, Paithan sent the overseer to find out how | ong they woul d
have to wait. Quintin returned with a nunber that marked their place in |ine
and said that they might be able to cross over sone time the followi ng cycle.

Pai t han shrugged. He wasn't in any particular hurry, and it appeared that
peopl e were maki ng the best of a bad situation. The ferry | anding had cone to
resenble a tent city. Caravaners strode about, visiting, trading news,

di scussing current trends in the marketplace. Paithan saw his sl aves settled
and fed, his tyros petted and conmplinented, and the baggage secure. Leaving
everything in the capabl e hands of the overseer, the young elf left to join in
the fun.

An enterprising elven farmer, hearing of the plight of the caravanners, had
hast ened down to the landing with several barrels of homemade vingin packed in
a wagon, cooled by ice. [15] Vingin is a strong drink made of crushed grapes,
fortified by a liquid derived fromfernented tohahs. Its fiery taste is
favored by elves and humans alike. Paithan was particularly fond of it and,
seeing a crowd gathered around the barrel, he joined them

Several old friends of Paithan's were anong the crowd, and the young elf was
wel coned with enthusiasm Caravanners get to know each other on the trail,
somet i nes bandi ng together for both safety and conpani onshi p. Humans and el ves
al i ke made room for Paithan and a cool, frothy nug was thrust into his hand.
"Pundar, U aka, Gregor, good to see you again." The elf greeted long-tine
associ ates and was introduced to those he didn't know. Seating hinmself on a
crate next to Gregor-a |large, redheaded human with a bristling beard-Paithan
si pped his vingin and took a brief noment to be thankful Calandra couldn't see
hi m

Several polite inquiries about his health and that of his famly foll owed,
whi ch Paithan answered and returned in kind.

"What are you carrying?" asked Gregor, downing a rmug in one |ong swall ow.



Bel ching in satisfaction, he passed his mug to the farner for a refill.

"Toys," said Paithan, with a grin.

Appreci ative |laughter and know ng w nks.

"You'll be taking themup norinth, then," said a human, who had been
i ntroduced as Hami sh.

"Wy, yes," said Paithan. "How did you know?"
"They've a need for 'toys' up that way, so we hear," said Ham sh

The laughter died, and there was gl oony noddi ng anong the hunmans. The el ven
traders, |ooking perplexed, demanded to know what was ani ss.

"War with the SeaKings?" guessed Paithan, handing over his enpty mug. This
news woul d make Cal andra's day. He would have to send a faultless back with
it. If anything could put his sister in a good mood, it would be war anpbng the
humans. He coul d al nbst see her counting the profits now.

"Naw, " said Gregor. "The SeaKings has got their own problens, if what we hear
be true. Strange humans, com ng across the Wispering Sea in crude ships, have
been washi ng up on the SeaKings' shores. At first, the SeaKings took in the
refugees, but nmore and nore kept conming and now they are finding it difficult
to feed and house so many."

"They can keep 'em" said another human trader. "W've enough problens of our
own in Thillia, without taking in strangers."

The elven traders smiled, listening with the snug conpl acency of those who are
conpl etely unaffected, except as it m ght concern their business. An influx of
nmore humans into the region could only send profits soaring.

"But . . . where are these humans com ng fronP?" asked Paithan

There was heated di scussion anong the traders, the argunent at |ast being
settled by Gegor stating, "I know | have talked to them myself. They say
they are froma real mknown as Kasnar, that is far norinth of us, across the
Whi spering Sea."

"Why are they fleeing their honmel and? Are there great wars being fought

t here?" Paithan was wondering how difficult it would be to hire a ship to take
himand a | oad of weapons that far.

Gregor shook his head, his red beard brushing agai nst his nassive chest. "Not
war," he said in grave tones. "Destruction. Total destruction.”

Doom death, and destruction.

Paithan felt footsteps crossing his grave, his blood tingled in his feet and
hands. It nust be the vingin, he told hinself, and set his nmug down hastily.

"What is it, then? Dragons? | can't believe that. Since when have dragons
attacked a settl enment?"

"No, even the dragons flee this nenace."

' Then, what?"



Gregor | ooked around solemly. "Tytans."
Pai t han and the ot her elves gaped, then burst out |aughing.

"Gregor, you old liar! You had ne going there for a while!" Paithan w ped
tears fromhis eyes. "I'll buy the next round. Refugees and wecked ships!"

The humans sat silent, their faces growi ng dark and shadowed. Paithan saw them
exchange grim gl ances and checked his mrth.

"Come now, Gregor, a joke's a joke. You caught ne. I'll admt | was already
counting up the coins." He waved his hand toward his conpatriots. "W al

were. So enough already."”

"It is no joke, | amafraid, my friends," said Gegor. "I have talked to these
people. | have seen the terror on their faces and heard it in their voices.

G gantic creatures with the bodies and faces of our kind, but who stand taller
than the trees canme to their land fromfar norinth. Their voices al one can
split rock. They destroy all in their path. They snatch up people in their
hands and fling themto their deaths or crush themw th their fists. There is
no weapon that can stop them Arrows are to themlike gnats to us. Swords will
not penetrate their thick hide, nor would bl ades do any damage, if they did."

The wei ght of Gegor's words oppressed everyone. Al listened in hushed and
attentive silence, though there was still sone unbelieving shaking of heads.
O her caravanners, noting the sol enn gathering, cane up to see what was goi ng
on and added their own dire runors to those al ready spreading.

"The Kasnar Empire was great," said Gegor. "Now it is gone. Conpletely
destroyed. Al that is left of a once mighty nation are a handful of people
who escaped in their boats across the \Wispering Sea."

The farmer, noting his sales dropping off, tapped a fresh barrel. Everyone
rose to refill their nugs, and began tal king at once.

"Tytans? The foll owers of San? That's only nyth."

"Don't speak sacril ege, Paithan. If you believe in the Mother [16] you nust
believe in San and his followers, who rule the Dark."

"Yeah, Umbar, we all know how religious you are! If you wal ked into one of the
Mother's tenples it'd probably fall down on top of you! Look, Gegor. You're a
sensi bl e man. You don't believe in goblins and ghoulies."

"No, but | believe in what | see and hear. And |'ve seen, in the eyes of those
people, terrible things."

Pai t han gazed steadily at the nman. He'd known Gregor a nunber of years and had
al ways found the big human reliable, dependable, and fearless. "All right.

['"lI'l buy the notion that these people fled sonething. But why are we all in a
dither? Whatever it is couldn't possibly cross the Wispering Sea."

"The tytans-"
"What ever - "
"-coul d cone down through the dwarven kingdons of Gish and Klag and Thum"

continued Gegor gloomly, "fn fact, we have heard runors that the dwarves are
preparing for war."



"Yeah. War agai nst you, not giant denons. That's why your |ords slapped on
t hat arns enbargo.”

Gregor shrugged his shoul ders, nearly bursting the seams on his tight-fitting
shirt, and then grinned, his red-bearded face seenming to split w de apart.
"\What ever happens, Paithan, you elves won't have to worry. We humans will stop
them Qur |egends say that the Horned God constantly tests us, by sending
warriors worthy of us to fight. Perhaps, in this battle, the Five Lost Lords
will return to help us."

He started to drink, |ooked di sappointed, and upended his nmug. It was enpty.
"More vingin!"

The el ven fanner turned the spigot, nothing cane out. He knocked on the
barrels. Al gave forth a dismal, hollow sound. Sighing, the caravanners stood
and stretched.

"Paithan, ny friend," said Gregor. "There's the tavern near the ferry |anding.
It's packed, just now, but | think I could get us a table." The big human
fl exed his muscles and | aughed.

"Sure," agreed Paithan readily. H s overseer was a good man, the slaves were
exhausted. He didn't expect any trouble. "You find us a place to sit, and I'l
buy the first two rounds."

"Fair enough."

The two, swaying slightly, threw their arns around each Ot her-Gegor's arm
nearly engulfing the slender elf-and tottered off toward the Land' s End.

"Say, Gregor, you get around a lot," said Paithan. "Ever hear of a hunman

w zard nanme of Zifnab?"

CHAPTER 10
VARSPORT, THILLIA

PAI THAN AND HI' S CARAVAN WERE ABLE TO CRCSS OVER ON THE FERRY THE foll ow ng
cycle. The crossing took an entire cycle, and the elf did not enjoy the trip,
due to the fact that he was suffering fromthe after-effects of vingin.

El ves are notoriously bad drinkers, having no head at all for alcohol, and
Pai t han knew at the tinme he shouldn't be attenpting to keep pace with G egor.
But he rem nded hinsel f that he was cel ebrating-no Calandra to glare at him
sternly for taking a second glass of wine with dinner. The vingin al so
conveniently fogged up Paithan's remenbrance of the daft old wi zard, his
stupi d prophecy, and Gregor's gloomny stories about giants.

The constant clatter of the turning capstan, the snorting and squeals of the
five harnessed wild boar who drove it, and the constant urgings of their human
driver blasted through the elf's head. The guck-covered, sliny vine cable that
drew the ferry over the water slid past himand di sappeared, w nding around

t he capstan. Leaning up against a bundl e of blankets in the shade of an

awni ng, a wet conpress over his aching head, Paithan watched the water slip
away beneath the boat and felt extrenmely sorry for hinself.

The ferry had been operating across the Kithni @ulf for about sixty years.
Pai t han coul d renenber seeing it as a small child, traveling in conpany with



his grandfather-the last journey the two'd made before the old elf vani shed
into the wilderness. Then Paithan had thought the ferryboat the nbst wonderfu
invention in the world and had been extrenely upset to find out that humans
had been responsible for inventing it.

H s grandfather had patiently explained the human thirst for noney and power
known as anbition-a result of their pitifully short life spans-that |led them
to all sorts of energetic undertakings. The elves had been quick to take
advant age of the ferry service, since it markedly increased trade between the
two real ms, but they viewed it with suspicion. The elves had no doubt that the
ferry-like nost other human endeavors-woul d sonehow | ead to a bad end. In the
nmeanti me, however, the elves nagnani mously allowed the humans to serve them

Soot hed by the | apping of the water and the fumes of the vingin lingering in
his brain, Paithan grew drowsy in the heat. He had the vague nenory of G egor
havi ng becomed enbroiled in a braw and nearly getting himPaithan-killed. The
elf drifted off to sleep. He woke to Quintin, his overseer, shaking himby the
shoul der.

"Auanal Auanal [17] Quindiniar! Wake up. The boat is docking."

Pai t han groaned and sat up. He felt sonewhat better. Though his head stil
throbbed, at least he didn't feel |like he was about to tumble over in a dead
fai nt when he noved. Staggering to his feet, he lurched across the crowded
deck to where his slaves crouched on the wood planking, out in the open, with
no shelter fromthe blazing sun. The slaves didn't appear to m nd the heat.
They wore nothing but loin cloths. Paithan, who kept every inch of his fair
skin covered, |ooked at the deep brown or black skin of the humans and was
rem nded of the vast gulf that |ay between the two races.

"Callie' s right," he muttered to hinself. "They're nothing but aninmals and al
the civilizing in the world won't change that. | should have known better than
to go off with Gegor last night. Stick to my own kind."

This firmresolve lasted all of, say, an hour, by which tinme Paithan, feeling
much better, was visiting with a bruised, swollen, and grinning G egor while
both stood in line, waiting their turns to present their papers to the port
aut hority. Paithan remained cheerful during the long wait. Wien Gegor |eft
for his turn at custons, the elf amused hinself by listening to the chatter of
hi s human sl aves, who appeared ridiculously excited at seeing their honel and
agai n.

If they're so fond of it, why did they let thenselves get sold into slavery?
Pai t han wondered idly, standing in a line that noved with the speed of a
nossl ug whil e human custons officials asked i nnunerabl e, inane questions and
pawed over the goods of his fellow caravanners. Altercations broke out,
general | y between humans, who-when caught smuggling-seened to take the
attitude that the law applied to everyone el se but them El ven nmerchants
rarely had any trouble at the borders. They either studiously obeyed the | aws
or, like Paithan, devised quiet and subtle nmeans to evade them

At last, one of the officials notioned to him Paithan and his overseer herded
the slaves and the tyros forward.

"What're you haulin'?" The official stared hard at the baskets.

"Magi cal toys, sir," said Paithan, with a charnming smle

The official's gaze sharpened. "Seenms a queer tinme to be bringing in toys."



"What do you nean, sir?"
"Why, the talk of war! Don't tell ne you haven't heard it?"

"Not a word, sir. Who are you fighting this nonth? Strethia, perhaps, or
Dour gl asi a?"

"Naw, we woul dn't waste our arrows on that scum There's rumpors of giant
warriors, comng out of the norinth."

"Ch, that!" Paithan shrugged gracefully. "I did hear of sonething of the sort,
but | discounted it. You humans are well prepared to face such a chall enge,
aren't you?"

"OfF course we are,"” said the official. Suspecting he was being nade the butt
of a joke, he stared hard at Paithan

The elf's face was snooth as silk and so was his tongue.

"The children |l ove our nmagical toys so nuch. And Saint Thillia's Day will be
com ng up soon. We wouldn't want to disappoint the little tykes, now, would
we?" Paithan | eaned forward confidentially. "I'Il bet you're a grandfather

aren't you? How about letting me go on through without the usual riganorole?"
"I"'ma grandfather all right," said the official, scowing darkly. "I got ten
grandkids, all of 'emunder the age of four and they're all livin at ny
house! Open those baskets.™"

Pai t han saw that he had nade a tactical error. Heaving the sigh of an innocent
wrongful |y condemmed, he shrugged his shoulders and I ed the way to the first
basket. Quintin-all officious, servile politeness-undid the straps. The

sl aves, standing nearby, were watching w th what Paithan noted were
expressions of suppressed glee that made the elf extremely uneasy. Wat the
devil were they grinning about? It was alnost as if they knew

The custons official lifted the lid of the basket. An array of brightly
colored toys sparkled in the sunlight. Casting a sidelong glance at Paithan
the official thrust his hand deep inside.

He withdrew it immediately with a yelp, waving his fingers. "Something bit
nme!" he accused.

The slaves roared with |aughter. The overseer, shocked, began | aying about him
wi th his whip, and soon restored order.

"I"'mterribly sorry, sir."” Paithan sl ammed shut the |lid of the basket. "It
must have been the jack-in-the-boxes. They're notoriously bad about biting. |
really do apol ogi ze. "

"You're giving those fiends to children?" demanded the official, sucking his
i njured thunb.

"Some parents like a certain amount of aggressive spirit in a toy, sir. Don't
want the little tykes to grow up soft, do we? Unh ... sir ... |I'd be

particularly careful with that basket. It's carrying the dollies."

The custons official stretched out his hand, hesitated, and thought better of
it. "Go on with you then. Get outta here."

Pai t han gave the order to Quintin, who immedi ately set the slaves to work,



hauling at the reins of the tyros. Sone of the slaves, despite the fresh |ash
mar ks on the skin, were still smrking, and Paithan wondered at the strange
human trait that led themto enjoy the sight of another's suffering.

Hs bill of lading was hastily inspected and passed. Paithan tucked it in the
pocket of his belted traveling coat and, bowing politely to the official, was
starting to hurry after his baggage train when he felt a hand on his arm The
el f's good humor was rapidly evaporating. He felt a throbbing in his tenples.

"Yes, sir?" he said, turning, forcing a snile
The custons official |eaned close. "How rmuch for ten of themjacks?"

The journey through the human | ands was uneventful. One of Paithan's sl aves
escaped, but he'd planned for such an eventuality by bringing along extra
hands, and he wasn't overly concerned about many of the others. He'd
deliberately chosen nen with fanmilies left behind in Equilan. Apparently one
sl ave thought nore of his freedomthan he did of his wife and children

Under the influence of Gregor's tales, Zifnab's prophecy began to gnaw again
at the elf's nmind. Paithan tried to discover all he could about the
approaching giants and in every tavern, he found sonmeone with something to say
on the subject. But he gradually became convinced that it was runor, nothing
nore. Qutside of Gregor, he couldn't find one other human who had actually
talked directly to any of the refugees.

"My nother's uncle ran across three of 'emand they told himand he told ny
not her that-"

"My second cousin's boy was in Jendi |ast nonth when the ships was comng in
and he told ny cousin to tell his dad who told nme that-"

"I heard it froma peddl ar who'd been there-"

Pai t han decided at length, with some relief, that Gregor'd been feeding him
some candy. [18] The elf put Zifnab's prophecy conpletely, finally,
irrevocably out of his mnd.

Pai t han crossed the border of Marcinia into Tentia wi thout a border guard so
much as glancing into his baskets. They gave his bill of |ading-signed by the
Varsport official-a bored glance and waved himon. The elf was enjoying his
journey, and he took his time. The weather was particularly fine. The hunans,
for the nost part, were friendly and well mannered. O course, he did
encounter the occasional remark about "woman stealers" or "filthy slavers" but
Pai t han, not one to be hot headed, either ignored these epithets or passed them
off with a laugh and an offer to buy the next round.

Pai t han was as fond of human women as the next elf, but- having travel ed
extensively in human | ands- he knew not hing could get your ears (and perhaps
ot her portions of one's anatony) cut off sooner than dallying with human
femal es. He was able to curb his appetite, therefore, contenting hinself with
admring stares or snatching a quick kiss in an extrenmely dark corner. If the
i nnkeeper's daughter canme to his door in the dead of night, wanting to test
the | egendary erotic skill of elven nen, Paithan was always careful to bundle
her out in the mstynorne, before anyone el se was up and stirring.

The elf reached his destination-the small and unsavory town of Giffith-a few
weeks past his schedul ed arrival. He thought that pretty good, considering how



chancy travel was through the constantly warring Thillian states. Arriving at
t he Jungl ef | ower Tavern, he saw his slaves and the tyros settled in the
stable, found a place for his overseer in the loft, and took a roomin the inn
for hinself.

The Jungl ef | ower was apparently not nuch in the custom of housing elves, for
the proprietor | ooked a long tinme at Paithan's noney and rapped the coin on
the table, wanting to nmake certain mat it had the sound of hardwod. Hearing
it thump true, he becane sonewhat nore polite.

"What did you say your name was?"
"Pai t han Quindiniar."

"Huh." The man grunted. "Got two nessages for you. One cane by hand, the other
by faultless."

"Thanks very much," said Paithan, handi ng over another coin.
The proprietor's politeness increased markedly.

"You must be thirsty. Seat yourself in the comon room and I'll be bringing
you sonething to wet your throat."

"No vingin," said Paithan and sauntered off, the mssives in his hand.

One he recogni zed as human in origin-a bit of cheap parchment that had been
used before. Sone attenpt had been made to efface the original witing, but
that hadn't succeeded well. Untying a frayed and dirty ribbon, Paithan
unrolled it and read the nessage with sone difficulty around what apparently
had once been a tax notice.

Quindiniar. You're late. This'Il ... ... you. W've had
to mke . . . trip, . . keep customer happy. Back

Pai t han wal ked over to the wi ndow and held the parchnment to the light. No, he
couldn't make out when they said they were returning. It was signed with a
crude scraw - Rol and Redl eaf. Fishing out the worn bill of |ading, Paithan

| ooked for the nanme of the custoner. There it was, in Calandra's precise,
up-right hand. Rol and Redl eaf. Shrugging, Paithan tossed the scroll in the

sl op bucket and carefully w ped his hands after. No telling where it had been

The proprietor hurried in with a foaning nug of ale. Tasting it, Paithan
pronounced the brew excellent and the highly gratified i nnkeeper was now his
slave for life or at least as long as his nmoney held out. Settling down in a
booth, propping his feet up on the chair opposite him Paithan | ounged back

and opened the other scroll, preparing to enjoy hinself. It was a letter from
Al eat ha.

CHAPTER 11

HOUSE OF QUI NDI NI AR,

EQUI LAN

My dear Paithan,



You' re probably astonished to hear fromme. I'mnot one for witing. However,
I"mcertain you won't be offended if | tell you the truth and that is that I'm
witing to you out of sheer boredom | certainly hope this engagenent doesn't
last too long or | shall go out of ny nind

Yes, dear brother, |I've given up ny "wild and w cked ways." At | east
temporarily. When I'ma "staid old married woman" | intend to pursue a nore
interesting life; one only needs to be discreet.

As | had foreseen, there is a bit of scandal over the inpending marriage. The
dowager is a snobbish old bitch who came near to ruining everything. She had
the nerve to inform Durndrun that | had been having an affair with Lord K---,
that | frequented certain establishnents Below and that | even carried on with
t he human sl aves! In short, | was a slut, not worthy of being honored with the
Dur ndrun nmoney, the Durndrun house, and the Durndrun nane.

Fortunately, | had foreseen sonething like this happening and had procured a
prom se fromny "bel oved" that he was to informne of any allegations made by
his dear mama and allow ne to refute them He did so, coning to see ne in the
m stynorne of all times. That's one habit of which | shall have to break him
By On

What does one do at such an ungodly hour? There was no help for it. |I had to
make an appearance. Fortunately, unlike some wonen, | always |ook well on
ari sing.

| found Durndrun in the parlor, |ooking extrenely serious and stern, being
entertai ned by Cal andra, who was enjoying the whole thing i mensely.

She left us al one-quite proper between engaged couples, you know and, if you
will believe this, ny dear brother, the nman began heaping his nother's
accusati ons upon my head!

| was, of course, prepared.

Once | understood the precise nature of his conplaints (and their source),
tunmbl ed down upon the floor in a swoon. (In passing, there is a true art to
that. One must fall w thout doi ng danage and preferably w thout any unsightly
brui ses on the elbows. It is not as easy as it |ooks.) Anyway, Durndrun was
quite al armed and was obliged-of course-to lift me in his arns and place me on
the sof a.

| came to nyself just intine to prevent himringing for help and, seeing him
bendi ng over ne, called hima "cad" and burst into tears.

He was again obliged to take me in his arms. Sobbing i ncoherently about ny
besmi rched honor and how I coul d never |ove a man who didn't trust me, |
attenpted to push himaway, making certain that in the ensuing struggle ny
gown tore and the lord discovered that his hand had wandered to a place where
it should not have been.

"Ah, so this is what you think of nel" |I flung nyself on the sofa, taking care
that in nmy frantic attenpts to repair the danage, | sinply nmade it worse. W
only worry was that he should ring for the servants. |, therefore, did not

allow ny tears to degenerate into hysterics.

He rose to his feet and I could see, out of the corner of ny eye, the struggle
ensuing in his breast. | quieted ny sobs and turned ny head, |ooking up at him
through a veil of golden hair, nmy eyes shimrering quite prettily.



"I admt that | have been what sonme might call irresponsible," |I said in a
choked voice, "but then | never had a mama to guide ne! |'ve been searching so
I ong for someone to | ove and honor with all ny heart, and now that |'ve found
you ..."

I couldn't go on. Turning ny face to the tear-soaked pillow, | stretched out
my arm "Go!" | told him "Your mama is right! | amnot worthy of such |ove!"

Well, Pait, |I'msure you nust have guessed the rest. Before you could say
"matrimony," Lord Durndrun was at ny feet, begging ny forgiveness! | allowed
hi m anot her kiss and a |long, lingering glance before | nodestly covered the
"treasures"” he won't acquire until our weddi ng night.

He was so carried away by his passion he even spoke of turning his nother out
of his house! It took a great deal of persuading to convince himthat the
dowager would be as dear to ne as the nother | never knew. | have plans for
the old lady. She doesn't know it, but she will cover ny little "escapes" when
married |ife becomes too boring.

And so | amwell on the way to the altar. Lord Durndrun laid dowmn the law to

t he dowager, inform ng her that he would wed ne and that if she didn't like it
we woul d |ive somewhere el se. That wouldn't do at all, of course. The house is
the main reason I'mmarrying him But | wasn't too afraid. The old woman
sinmply dotes on her son and she gave way, as | knew she nust.

The wedding will be in about four months time. | had hoped it would be sooner
but there are certain formalities that nust be observed, and Callie is

i nsisting on everything being very proper. In the neantine, | have no choice
but to give the appearance that | am a nodest, well-bred maiden and stay
prudently at hone. You will laugh, I'mcertain, Paithan, when you read this.
But | assure you | have not been with a man this past nonth. By the tine the
weddi ng ni ght cones around, Durndrun hinself will |ook good to ne!

(I"'mnot at all certain | can hold out that long. | don't suppose you've

noti ced, but one of the human slaves is quite a pretty specinmen. He's very
interesting to talk to and has even taught nme sone of that beastly |anguage of
theirs. Speaking of beasts, do you suppose it's true what they say about human
mal es?)

Sorry about the blurred text on that |ast part. Callie cane into ny room and
was forced to slip this in anmong ny undergarments before the ink was dry. Can
you i magi ne what she woul d have done if she'd read that |ast part?

Fortunately, she needn't worry. Thinking about it, | don't believe |I could
bring nmyself to forma liaison with a hunman. No offense, Pait, but how can you
stand to touch then? | suppose it's different for a man.

You' re wondering what Callie was doing in here at this hour of storntinme? The
rockets were keepi ng her awake.

Speaki ng of rockets, hone Iife has gone frombad to worse since you |left. Papa
and that crazy old w zard spend all toiltine down in the cellar preparing
rockets and all darktime out in the backyard, firing themoff. W' ve set a
record, | do believe, in the nunber of servants who've left us. Cal's been
forced to pay out large sunms to several famlies in the town bel ow, whose
houses caught fire. Papa and the w zard are sending the rockets up, you see,
so that this "man with the bandaged hands" will see them and know where to

[ and!



Ch, Paithan, |1'msure you' re laughing now, but this is serious. Poor Callie's
about to tear the hair off her head in frustration, and I'mafraid |I'm not
much better. O course, she's worried about the noney and the business and the
mayor conming by with a petition to get rid of the dragon

I"mworried about poor Papa. The crafty old human has Papa conpletely
convinced in this nonsense about a ship and going to see Mama in the stars.
It's all Papa tal ks about. He's so excited he won't eat and he's getting
thinner by the day. Callie and | know that old wi zard nmust be up to
somet hi ng- maybe making off with all Papa's fortune. But, it'so, he's shown no
signs of it.

Cal tried twice to buy Zifnab-or whatever he calls hinmself-off, offering him
nore noney than nost humans would see in a lifetime to go away and | eave us

al one. The old man took her by the hand and, with a sad | ook on his face, told
her, "But ny dear, soon the day will conme when noney won't natter."

wn't matter! Mney won't matter! Callie thought he was crazy before but now
she's convinced he's a raving mani ac and should be | ocked up sonmewhere.

think she'd do it, too, but she's afraid how Papa m ght react. And then there
was the day the dragon al nost got | oose.

You remenber how the old man keeps the creature under enchantnment? (Orn knows
how or why.) We were sitting down to breakfast when suddenly there was a
terrible comotion outside, the house shook like it would fall apart, tree

i nbs cracked and thudded into the noss and a fiery red eye appeared, staring
i nto our dining room w ndow.

"Have another muffin, old man!" cane this dreadful, hissing voice. "Wth lots
of honey on it. You need fattening, fool. Like the rest of the plunp, juicy
nmeat around you!"

Its teeth flashed, saliva dripped fromits forked tongue. The old man went
pal e as a ghost. Wiat few servants we had | eft ran scream ng out the door

"Ah, ha!" shouted the dragon. "Fast food!"

The eye di sappeared. W ran to the front door and saw the dragon's head diving
down, its jaws ready to cl ose over the cook

"No, not her!" shouted the old nan. "She does the nbst wonderful things to a
chicken! Try the butler. Never did like him" he said, turning to Father

"Uppity chap."
"But," said poor Papa, "you can't let himeat the staff!”
"Why not?" Cal screaned. "Let himeat all of us! What does it matter to you?"

You shoul d have seen Callie, Brother. It was frightening. She went all stiff
and rigid and just stood there on the front porch, her arms crossed over her
chest, her face set hard as rock. The dragon seemed to be toying with his
victinms, driving themlike sheep, watching them duck behind trees, |unging at
t hem when they cane out in the open
"What if we let himhave the butler,” said the old man nervously, "and maybe a
footman or two? Take the edge off, so to speak?”

"I-1"mafraid not," answered poor Papa, who was shaking like a |eaf.

The old man heaved a sigh. "You're right, | suppose. Miustn't abuse your



hospitality. Seens a pity. Elves are so easily digestible. Slide right down.
He al ways feels hungry right after, though." The old man began rolling up his

sl eeves. "Dwarves, now. | never let himeat a dwarf. Not since the last tine.
Up with himall night. Let's see. How did that spell go? Let's see, | need a
ball of bat guano and a pinch of sulfur. No, wait. 1've got mny spells

muddl ed. "

The old man strolled out on the lawn, cool as you please, in the mdst of the
chaos, talking to hinself about bat dung! By now, sone of the townspeople had
arrived, carrying weapons. The dragon was delighted to see them shouting
about "all-you-can-eat buffets." Callie was standing on the porch, screeching,
"Eat us all!" Papa was winging his hands until he collapsed into a chaise

| ounge.

| hate to admit this, Pait, but |I started to laugh. Wiy is that? It nust be
some horrible flawin ne that nakes ne start giggling during disaster. |

wi shed with all ny heart you'd been there to help us, but you weren't. Papa
was usel ess, Cal wasn't nuch better. In desperation, | ran down onto the | awn
and caught hold of the old man's armjust as he raised it in the air.

"Aren't you supposed to sing?" | asked. "You know, 'something, something
Bonnie Earl'!"
It was all | could understand of the damm song. The old man blinked and his

face brightened. Then he whirled around and glared at ne, his beard bristling.
The dragon, neanwhile, was chasing the townspeople across the | awn.

"What are you trying to do?" the old man dermanded angrily. "Take over mny job?"

"No, |-"

"Don't neddle in the affairs of w zards,' he said in lofty tones, "for
they are subtle and quick to anger.' A fellow sorcerer said that. Good at his
job, knew a |l ot about jewelry. Not bad at fireworks, either. Wasn't the snappy
dresser Merlin was, though. Let's see, what his nane? Raist-no, that was the
irritating young chap, kept hacking and spitting up blood all the tine.

Di sgusting. The other's name was Gand-sonet hi ng or other "

| began | aughing wildly, Pait! | couldn't help it. I had no idea what he was
yamering about. It was just all so ludicrous! | nust be a truly w cked

per son.

"The dragon!" | grabbed the old man and shook himuntil his teeth rattl ed.
"Stop him"

"Ah, yes. It's easy for you to say.'
have to live with himafterward!"

Zi fnab gave ne a hunted | ook. "You don't

Heavi ng anot her sigh, he began to sing in that high-pitched quavery voice of
his that goes right through your head. Just like before, the dragon jerked his
head up, and stared at the old man. The creature's eyes gl azed over and pretty
soon he was swaying in tine to the nmusic. Suddenly, the dragon's eyes popped
open wi de and he stared at the old man in shock

"Sirl" the creature thundered. "Wat are you doing out on the front lawn in
your nighty? Have you no shane?"

The dragon's head snaked across the I awn and | oomed over poor Papa, who was
huddl ed underneat h the chai se | ounge. The townspeople, seeing the creature
di stracted, began raising their weapons and creeping up on it.



"Forgive nme. Master Quindiniar," said the dragon in a deep, boom ng voi ce.
"This is ny fault entirely. I was not able to catch himbefore he left this
nmorni ng." The dragon's head swi vel ed around to the old man. "Sir, | had laid
out the mauve norning coat with the pin-striped pants and the yell ow weskit-"

"Mauve norning coat?" screeched the old man. "Did you ever see Merlin
strolling around Canel ot, casting spells in a nauve norning coat? No, by hoppy
toads, you didn't! And you won't catch ne in one-"

I mssed the rest of the conversation because | had to convince the townsfolk
to go home. Not that | would have m nded so nuch getting rid of the dragon

but it was perfectly obvious to ne that their puny weapons couldn't do it any
serious harmand nmight only break the spell, it was shortly after this, by the
way, around luncheon, that the mayor arrived with the petition

Sonet hi ng seenmed to snap inside Callie after that, Pait. Now she conpletely

i gnores the wi zard and his dragon. She sinply behaves as if they aren't there.
She won't | ook at the old man; she won't speak to him She spends all her tine
either at the factory or locked up in her office. She'll barely speak to poor
Papa. Not that he notices. He's too busy with his rockets.

Well, Pait, the barrage has ceased for the nonment. | nust close and go to bed.
I"'mtaking tea with the dowager tonmorrow. | believe I'Il switch cups with her
just in case she's slipped a little poison in nine

Ch, | alnost forgot. Callie says to tell you that business has really picked
up. Somet hi ng about rumors of trouble coming out of the norinth. Sorry I
wasn't paying nore attention, but you know how tal ki ng about busi ness bores
me. | guess it neans nore noney, but, like the old man says, what does that
matter?

Hurry hone. Pait, and save ne fromthis madhouse!

Your |oving sister, Al eatha

CHAPTER 12
GRI FFI TH, TERNCI A, THILLIA

I NVOLVED IN HI'S SISTER S LETTER, PAI THAN WAS AWARE OF FOOTSTEPS
entering the tavern, but he didn't pay any attention until the chair he was
using for a footstool was kicked violently out fromunderneath his | egs.

"About tinme!" said a voice, speaking human.

Pai t han | ooked up. A human nal e stood staring down at him The man was tall,
muscul ar, well built, with long blond hair that he wore tied with a | eather
thong at the back of his head. H's skin was deeply tanned, except where his
clothes covered it, and then Paithan could see that it was white and fair as
any elf's. The blue eyes were frank and friendly, his lips curved in an
ingratiating smle. He was dressed in the fringed | eather breeches and

sl eevel ess | eather tunic popul ar anong humans.

"Quincejar?" said the human, thrusting out a hand. "I'm Rol and. Rol and
Redl eaf . Pl eased to neet you."

Pai t han gl anced at the chair, which had been knocked over and ki cked hal f way
across the common room Barbarians. Still, it didn't do any good to get angry.



St andi ng up, he stretched out his hand, clasping the human's in the odd custom
that both el ves and dwarves found so ridicul ous.

"The nane's Quindiniar. And please join nme," said Paithan, retrieving his
chair. "What will you have to drink?"

"You speak our |anguage pretty good, without that silly lisp you hear with
nost elves." Rol and yanked over another chair and sat down. "\Wat are you
drinki ng?" G abbing Paithan's almost full nug, he sniffed at it. "Stuff any
good? Usually the ale around here tastes |ike nonkey piss. Hey, bar keep
Bri ng us anot her round!

"Here's to the toys,"” Roland said, lifting his nug.

Pai t han took a swall ow. The human downed his at one gulp. Blinking, w ping his
eyes, he said noistly, "Not bad. You going to finish yours? No? I'll take care
of it for you. Can't let it go to waste." He drained the other nugful

slamming it down upon the table when he was finished.

"What were we drinking to? Ah, | remenber. The toys. 'Bout tine, as | said."
Rol and | eaned across the table, breathing beer funes into Paithan's face. 'The
children were getting inpatient! It was all | could do to placate the little
darlings ... if you know what | nean?"

"I"'mnot certain that | do," said Paithan nildly. "WIIl you have anot her?"
"Sure. Barkeep! Two nore."

"It's on ne," said the elf, noting the proprietor's frown.

Rol and | owered his voice. "The children-the buyers, the dwarves. They're
getting real inpatient. AOd Blackbeard like to took nmy head off when |I told
hi mt he shi pment was going to be late."

"You're selling the ... er ... toys to dwarves?"

"Yeah, you got a problemw th that, Quinpar?"

"Quindiniar. No, it's just that now | understand how you were able to pay top
price."

"Between you and ne, the bastards woul d've paid double that to get these.
They're all worked up over sonme kid's fairy tale about giant humans. But
you'll see for yourself." Roland took a long pull at the ale.

"Me?" said Paithan, smling and shaking his head. "You nust be m staken. Once
you've paid me the noney, the 'toys' are yours. |'ve got to return hone. This
is a busy time for us, now"

"And how are we supposed to transport these babies?" Rol and brushed his arm
across his nmouth. "Carry them on our heads? | saw your tyros in the stables.
Everything's packed up neat. W'Ill nake the trip and be back in no tinme."
"I"'msorry, Redleaf, but that wasn't part of the deal. Pay nme the noney and-"
"But don't you think you'd find the dwarven ki ngdom fasci nati ng?"

The voice was a wonan's, and it canme from behi nd Paithan

"Quincetart," said Roland, gesturing with his nmug. "Meet ny wife."



The elf, rising politely to his feet, turned around to face a human femal e.
"My nane's Quindiniar."
"dad to neet you. |I'm Rega."

She was short, dark haired and dark eyed. Her well-rnuscled body was scantily

clad, like Roland's, in fringed leather, leaving little of her figure to the
i magi nati on. Her brown eyes, shadowed by |ong bl ack |ashes, seenmed filled with
nmystery. Her full |ips kept back untold secrets. She extended her hand.

Paithan took it in his. Instead of shaking it, as the woman apparently
expected, he carried the hand to his lips and kissed it.

The wonman's cheeks flushed. She all owed her hand to linger a nonent in
Paithan's. "Look here. Husband. You never treat me like this!"

"You're my wife," said Roland, shrugging, as if that settled the matter. "Have
a seat, Rega. What'll you have to drink? The usual ?"

"A glass of wine for the lady," ordered Paithan. Crossing the common room he
brought a chair back to the table, holding it for Rega to sit down. She slid
intoit with animallike grace, her nmovenents clean, quick, decisive.

"Wne. Yeah, why not?" Rega smled at the elf, her head tilting slightly, her
dark, shining hair falling over a bare shoul der

"Tal k Quinspar here into comng with us, Rega."

The wonman kept her eyes and her smile fixed on the elf. "Don't you have
somewhere to go, Rol and?"

"You're right. Dam beer runs right through ne."

Rising to his feet, Roland sauntered out of the commobn room heading for the
tavern's backyard

Rega's smle wi dened. Paithan could see sharp teeth, white against |ips that
appeared to have been stained red with some kind of berry juice. \Woever
ki ssed those |lips would taste the sweetness

"I wish you would cone with us. It's not that far. W know the best route, it
cuts through SeaKi ng | ands but on the w | derness side. No border guards the
way we go. The path's occasionally treacherous, but you don't look like the
type to be bothered by a little danger." She | eaned cl oser, and he was aware
of a faint, nusky odor that clung to her sweat-sheened skin. Her hand crept
over Paithan's. "My husband and | get so bored with each other's conpany."

Pai t han recogni zed del i berate seduction. He should have; his sister Aleatha
could have taught it on a university level and this crude young human coul d
certainly benefit froma few courses. The elf found it all highly anusing and
certainly entertaining after |ong days on the road. He did wonder, though, why
Rega was going to all this trouble and he al so wondered, sonewhere in the back
of his mind, if she m ght be prepared to deliver what she was of fering.

|'ve never been to the dwarven ki ngdom Paithan reflected. No elf has. It
woul d be wort hwhil e going.

A vision of Calandra-mouth pursed, nose bone white, eyes flaring-rose up
bef ore Paithan. She'd be furious- He'd | ose a season, at least, in getting



back horme.

But Cal, | ook, he heard hinmself saying. |'ve established trade with the
dwarves. Direct trade. No niddle nen to take a cut.

"Say you'll come with us." Rega squeezed his hand. The elf noted that the
worman possessed an unl adyli ke strength, the skin of her pal mwas rough and
har dened.

"The three of us couldn't handle all these tyros-" he hedged.

"W don't need all of them" The woman was practical, businesslike. She |et
her hand linger in the elf's grasp. "You' ve packed toys for cover, | assune?
Get rid of them Sell them W'Ill repack the ... er ... nore valuable

nmer chandi se on three tyros."

Well, it would work. Paithan had to admt it. Plus, the sale of the toys would
nore than pay for the trip back for his foreman Quintin. The profits m ght
noderate Cal andra's fury.

"How can | refuse you anythi ng?" Paithan answered, hol ding the warm hand a
little tighter.

A door fromthe rear of the tavern slanmed. Rega, flushing, snatched her hand
away.

"My husband," she nurnured. "He's frightfully jeal ous!™

Rol and came strolling back into the conmon room I|acing up the |eather thong
on the front of his trousers. Passing by the bar he appropriated three nugs of
ale that had been set out for other customers and carried themover to the
table. He slammed them down, sloshing ale over everything and everyone, and
grinned. "Well, Queesinard, ny lovely wife talk you into coming with us?
"Yes," answered Paithan, thinking that Redleaf didn't act |ike any jeal ous
husband the elf had ever known. "But |'ve got to send the overseer and ny
sl aves back. They'll be needed at hone. And the name's Quindiniar."

"Good idea. The fewer who know about our route the better. Say, you mind if |
call you Quin?"

"My given nane's Paithan."

"Sure thing, Quin. Atoast to the dwarves, then. To their beards and their
nmoney. They keep one and |I'Il take the other!" Roland | aughed. "Here, now,
Rega. Quit drinking that grape juice. You know you can't stand it."

Rega flushed again. Wth a deprecating gl ance at Paithan, she thrust aside the
glass of wine. Lifting a mug of ale to her berry-stained |lips, she quaffed it
skillfully.

What the hell? thought Paithan, and downed his ale in a gulp.

CHAPTER 13

SOVEWHERE OVER PRYAN

THE FLICK OF A VEET, ROUGH TONGUE AND AN | NSI STENT WH NI NG NUDGED

Hapl o to wakeful ness. He sat up imredi ately, reflexively, his senses attuned
to the world around hi mthough his mnd still fought off the effects of



whatever it was that had knocked hi m out.

He was in his ship, he recognized, lying in the captain's berth-a mattress
spread over a wooden bed franme built into the ship's hull. The dog crouched on
the bed near him eyes bright, tongue lolling. Apparently, the animl had
become bored and had decided that its master had been out |ong enough

They had nade it, seemingly. They had, once again, passed through Death's
Gate

The Patryn didn't nove. He slowed his breathing, |istening, feeling. He sensed
not hi ng wong, unlike the last time he'd come through Death's Gate. The ship
was on an even keel. He had no sensation of novement, but assumed it was
flying because he had not nmade the alterations in the nmagic needed to | and the
craft. Certain runes on the inside of the hull were gl ow ng, neaning they had
activated. He studied them saw that they were sigla having to do with air,
pressure, and maintaining gravity. Odd- He wondered why.

Hapl o rel axed, fondled the dog's ears. Brilliant sunshine poured through the
hat ch above his bed. Turning over lazily, the Patryn stared curiously out a
porthole into this new world he had entered.

He saw not hing except sky and, far distant, a circle of bright flame burning
t hrough the haze, the sun. At |least the world had a sun-it had four, in fact.
He renmenbered his lord' s questioning that particular point and wondered,
briefly, why the Sartan hadn't thought to include the suns on their charts.
Per haps because, as he had di scovered, the Death's Gate was | ocated in the
center of the solar cluster

Hapl o clinbed out of bed and made his way to the bridge. The runes on the hul
and wi ngs woul d prevent his ship fromcrashing into anything, but it would be
wi se to nake certain he was not hovering in front of a gigantic granite cliff.

He wasn't. The view fromthe bridge provided anot her vast expanse of w de-open
sky as far as he could see-up, down, sideways.

Hapl o crouched down on his haunches, absently scratching the dog's head to
keep the animal quiet. He had not reckoned on this and wasn't certain what to
do. Inits ow way, this slightly green-tinted blue, hazy enptiness was as
frightening as the ferocious, perpetually raging storminto which he'd flown
entering Arianus. The silence around hi m now echoed | oudly as the booning

t hunder had then. Adnmittedly his ship wasn't being tossed about like a toy in
t he hands of an obstreperous child, rain wasn't |ashing the hull-already
damaged by his passage through Death's Gate. Here the sky was cl oudl ess,
serene . . . and not a single object, except the blazing sun, in sight.

The cl oudl ess sky had a sort of mesmerizing effect on Haplo. He tore his gaze
fromit, and noved over to the steering stone on the bridge. He placed his
hands on it, one on either side, and the action conpleted the circle-his right
hand on the stone, the stone between his hands, his left hand on the stone,
his left hand attached to his arm armto body, body to arm and back to his
ri ght hand agai n. Al oud, he spoke the runes. The stone began to gl eam bl ue

beneath his hands, light welled up fromunderneath his fingers; he could see
the red veins of his own [ife. The light grew brighter so that he could barely
stand to look at it, and he squinted his eyes. Brighter still and suddenly

beanms of radiant blue shot out fromthe stone, extending out in al
directions.

Hapl o was forced to avert his gaze, half-turning his head agai nst the
brilliance. He had to keep | ooking at the stone, keep watching. Wen one of



t he navi gati onal beans encountered solid nmass-hopefully land-it would bounce
back, return to his ship, and Iight another rune on the stone, turning it red.
Hapl o could then steer in that direction

Confidently, expectantly, he waited.
Not hi ng

Pati ence was one virtue the Patryns had | earned in the Labyrinth, |earned by
having it beaten and tw sted and bashed into them Lose your tenper, act

i mpul sively, irrationally and the Labyrinth would claimyou. If you were

| ucky, you died. If not, if you survived, you carried with you a | esson that
woul d haunt the rest of your days. But you | earned. Yes, you |earned.

Hands on the steering stone, Haplo waited.

The dog sat beside him ears up, eyes alert, nouth open in an expectant grin.
Ti me passed. The dog eased hinself down on the floor, front feet extended,
head up, still watching, its pluny tail brushing the floor. Mre tine. The dog
yawned. Its head sank beneath its paws; his eyes, on Haplo, becane
reproachful . Haplo waited, hands on the stone. The bl ue beans had | ong since
ceased to shoot out. The only object he could see were the suns, gleaning |ike
a superheated coin.

Hapl o began to wonder if the ship was still flying. He couldn't tell.
Magically controlled, the cables didn't creak, the wings didn't nove, the ship
made no sound. Hapl o had no point of reference, he couldn't see clouds
scuddi ng past, he couldn't see | and drawi ng near or receding, there was no
hori zon.

The dog rolled over on its side and went to sleep

The runes beneath his hands remained dark and lifeless. Haplo felt fear's
smal |l sharp teeth start to gnaw at him He told hinmself he was being foolish,
there was absolutely nothing to be afraid of.

That's just the point, sonething inside himanswered. There's not hing.

Per haps the stone was nal functioni ng? The thought crossed Haplo's mind, but he
i medi ately banished it. Magic was never fallible. Those using it m ght be,

but Hapl o knew he had activated the beans correctly. He envisioned themin his
mnd, traveling with incredible speed into the void. Traveling, traveling, an
i mense di stance. What did it mean, if the Iight didn't come back?

Hapl o pondered. A beam of light, shining in the darkness of a cave, lights
your way a certain distance, then eventually grows dimand finally fades out
conpl etely. The beamis bright, concentrated around its source. But as it
travels farther away fromthe source, it begins to break apart, diffuse. A
shiver prickled Haplo's skin, the hair on his arms rose. The dog sat up
suddenly, teeth bared, a low grow runbling in its throat.

The bl ue beans were incredibly powerful. They would have to travel an inmense
di stance before they weakened to the point where they could not return. O
per haps they had encountered some sort of obstacle? Haplo slowy w thdrew his
hands from the stone.

He eased hinself down beside the dog, soothing it with his hand. The ani mal,
sensing his master's trouble, gazed at hi manxiously, tail thunping agai nst
t he deck, asking what to do.



"I don't know," Haplo murmured, staring out into the dazzling, enpty sky.

For the first tine in his life, he felt conpletely hel pless. He'd waged a
desperate battle for his life on Arianus and he hadn't experienced the terror
he was beginning to feel now. He'd faced countless enenies in the
Labyrinth-foes many tines his size and strength and sonetinmes intelligence-and
he'd never succunbed to the panic starting to bubble up within him

"This is nonsense!" he said aloud, leaping to his feet with a suddenness t hat
unnerved the dog and caused it to scranmbl e back, out of his way.

Hapl o ran through the ship, staring out every portal, peering through every
crack and cranny, hoping desperately to see sonme sign of

somet hi ng- anyt hi ng- except endl ess bl ue-green sky and those dam, brightly

shi ning suns. He clinbed up top, noved out onto the ship's huge wi ngs. The
sensation of wind blow ng against his face gave himhis first inpression that
they were indeed noving through the air. Grasping onto the rail, he stared out
over the ship's hull, stared down, down, down into an endl ess bl ue-green void.
And he wondered suddenly if he was | ooki ng down. Perhaps he was | ooki ng up.
Per haps he was flying upside down. He had no way to tell.

The dog stood at the foot of the | adder, gazing up at its master and whining.
The animal was afraid to come topside. Hapl o had a sudden vision of falling
over the hull, falling and falling endl essly, and he didn't blane the dog for
not wanting to risk it. The Patryn's hands, gripping the rail, were wet with
sweat. Wth an effort, he pried themloose and hurried back down bel ow.

Once on the bridge, he paced its length, back and forth, and cursed hinsel f
for a coward. "Damm!" he swore and slamred his fist hard into the solid wood
bul khead.

The runes tattooed on his skin protected himfrom damage, the Patryn didn't
even have the satisfaction of feeling pain. Furious, he was about to hit the
hul | agai n when a sharp, inperative bark halted him The dog stood on its hind
| egs, pawing at himfrantically, begging himto stop. Hapl o saw hi nsel f
reflected in the animal's liquid eyes, saw a man frantic, on the verge of
madness.

The horrors of the Labyrinth had not broken him Wy should this? Just because
he had no i dea where he was going, just because he couldn't tell up from down,
just because he had the horrible feeling he was going to drift endlessly
through this enpty blue-green sky . . . Stop it!

Hapl o drew a deep, shivering breath and patted the dog on the flank

"It's all right, boy. I'mbetter now It's all right." The dog, eyeing his
master uneasily, fell back down on all fours.

"Control," said Haplo. "l've got to get control of myself." The word struck
him "Control. That's what's the nmatter with ne. I've lost control. Even in
the Labyrinth, I was in control. | was able to do sonething to affect nmy own
fate. Fighting the chaodyns, | was outnunbered, defeated before | started, yet
I had a chance to act. At the end, | chose to die. Then you cane"-he stroked
the dog's head-"and | chose to live. But here, 1've got no choice, it seens.

There's nothing | can do.

O was there? Panic subsided, terror was bani shed. Cool, rational thought
poured into the void | eft behind. Haplo crossed to the steering stone. He put
hi s hands upon it a second tine, placing themover a different set of runes.
Hand, stone, hand, body, hand. Again the circle was conplete. He spoke the



runes, and the beans shot out in all directions, this time with a different
pur pose.

They weren't seeking mass-1and or rock. This tine he sent them seeking life.

The wait seened endl ess, and Hapl o began to feel hinself sliding into the dark
abyss of fear when suddenly the lights returned. Haplo stared, puzzled,
confused. The lights were com ng fromevery direction, bonbardi ng him
stream ng down onto the stone from above, below, all around him

That was inpossible, it didn't nmake sense. How coul d he be surrounded-on al
sides-by life? He pictured the world as he had seen it in the Sartan's
diagrama round ball, floating in space. He should be getting readings from
only one direction. Haplo concentrated, studied the lights, and deci ded
finally that the beans slanting over his |eft shoul der were stronger than any
of the others. He felt relieved; he would sail in that direction

Hapl o noved his hands to another point on the stone, the ship slowy began to
turn, altering course. The cabin that had before been drenched in bright
sunl i ght began to darken, shadows crept across the floor. Wen the beam was
aligned with the proper point on the stone, the rune flashed a bright red.
Course was set. Hapl o renoved his hands.

Smiling, he sat down beside the dog and relaxed. He'd done all he could. They
were sailing toward life, of some sort. As for whatever those other confusing
signal s had been, Haplo could only assune he'd nade an error

Not sonething he did often. He could forgive hinmself one, he decided,
consi dering the circunstances.

CHAPTER 14
SOVEWHERE, GUNI S
"WE KNOW THE BEST TRAILS," REGA HAD TOLD PAI THAN

As it turned out, there was no best trail. There was one trail. And neither
Rega nor Rol and had ever seen it. Neither brother nor sister had ever been to
t he dwarven ki ngdom a fact they took care to keep fromthe elf.

"How tough can it be?" Roland had asked his sister. "It'Il be just like al
the other trails through the jungle."

But it wasn't, and after a few cycles' travel, Rega was beginning to think
they'd made a m stake. Several m stakes, in fact.

The trail, such as it existed and where it existed, was quite new It had been
carved through the jungle by dwarven hands, which neant that it wended its way
far beneath the upper levels of the huge trees where humans and el ves were
nore confortable. It neandered and turned and tw sted through dark, shadowy
regions. Sunlight, when it could be seen at all, appeared reflected through a
roof of green.

The air this far bel ow the upper reaches seened to have been trapped here for
centuries. It was stagnant, hot, and humid. The rains that fell in torrents
above trickled below, filtered through innumerabl e branches and | eaves and
noss beds. The water was not clear and sparkling, but had a brownish cast to
it and tasted strongly of nobss. It was a different, dismal world and after a
penton's [19] traveling, the humans in the party grew heartily sick of it. The



el f, always interested in new places, found it rather exciting and mnai ntai ned
hi s usual cheerful deneanor

The trail had not been built to accommpdate | oaded caravans, however. Oten
the vines, trees, and brush were so thick that the tyros could not craw
through with the packs on their hard-shelled backs. This neant that the three
had to renove the | oaded baskets, lug themthrough the jungle by hand, all the
while cajoling the tyros into foll owi ng them

Several tinmes, the path cane to a halt at the edge of a bed of shaggy gray
noss and plunged downward i nto even deeper darkness; no bridges had been built
connecting the way. Again, the tyros had to be unl oaded so that they could
spin their webs and float down. The heavy baskets had to be | owered by hand.

Up above, the two nen-arns nearly breaking-braced thenselves and slowy paid
out the rope, lowering the baggage through the air. Mst of the heavy work
fell to Roland. Paithan's slender body and light nusculature were of little
hel p. Eventually he took the job of fixing the rope around a tree linb and
holding it fast, while Roland-with a strength that seened marvel ous to the
el f-handl ed the | owering by hinself.

They dropped Rega down first, to be on hand to untie the baskets as they were
| owered and to keep an eye on the tyros to be certain they didn't crawl off.
Standing at the bottomof the cliff in the stagnant gray-green darkness,

al one, hearing grows and snufflings and the sudden, hair-raising call of the
vampire sloth, Rega gripped her raztar and cursed the day she'd | et Rol and
talk her into this. Not only because of the danger, but because of another
reason- somet hi ng conpl etely unforeseen, unexpected. Rega was falling in |ove.

"Dwarves really live in places |ike this?" asked Paithan, |ooking up, up, up
and still not being able to see the sun through the tangl ed, dark nass of nopss
and tree |inbs overhead.

"Yeah," said Roland shortly, not particularly eager to discuss the issue,
afraid that the elf m ght ask nore questions about the dwarves than
he- Rol and-was prepared to answer.

The three were resting after encountering the steepest drop yet. Their henpen
ropes had barely been | ong enough, and even then Rega'd been forced to clinb
up a tree and untie the baskets, which were left hovering sonme three feet off
t he ground.

"Why, your hands are covered with bl ood!" Rega excl ai ned.

"Ch, it's nothing," said Paithan, |ooking ruefully at his palns. "I slipped
com ng down that last length of rope.”

"It's this damm wet air," nuttered Rega. "I feel like I'mliving under the
sea. Here, let me treat those for you. Roland, dear, can you bring nme sone
fresh water.'

Rol and, slunped wearily on the gray noss, glared at his "wife": Wiy ne?

Rega shot her "husband" a vicious, sidelong | ook. Getting nme alone with him
was your idea.

Rol and, glowering, rose to his feet and stonped off into the jungle, carrying
the waterskin with him

Now was the perfect tine for Rega to continue her seduction of the elf.



Pai t han obvi ously adnmired her, treating her with unfailing courtesy and
respect. In fact, she had never net a man who treated her so well. But hol ding
the slimwhite hands with | ong graceful fingers in her own short,

st ubby-fingered brown hands, Rega felt suddenly shy and awkward as a young
girl at her first village dance.

"Your touch is very gentle," said Paithan

Rega bl ushed hotly and gl anced up at him from beneath her |ong, black

eyel ashes. Paithan was regardi ng her with an unusual expression for the
carefree elf-his eyes were grave, serious.

| wish you weren't another man's wife.

I"mnot! Rega wanted to scream

Her fingers began to trenble, and she snatched them away, funbling in her kit.

What's wong with me? He's an elf! Hi s noney, that's what we're after. That's
all that's inportant.

"I"ve got sone salve, made of spombark. It's going to sting, |I'mafraid, but
you'll be heal ed by norning."
"The wound |I'm suffering will never heal." Paithan's hand slid over Rega's

arm his touch soft and caressing.

Rega held perfectly still, allowing his hand to glide over her skin, up her
arm lighting fires as it passed. Her skin burned, the flanes spread to her
chest and constricted her breathing. The elf's hand slid around to the small
of her back, he drew her near. Rega, holding onto the bottle of salve tightly,
let herself be pulled to him She didn't ook at him she couldn't. This wll
work out fine, she told herself.

The elf's arns were sl ender and snooth skinned, his body lithe. She tried to
i gnore the fact that her heart was beating so she thought it mght crash
t hr ough her chest.

Rol and will conme back and find us ... kissing . . . and he and I wll take
this elf ... for everything

"No!" Rega gasped and broke away from Paithan's enbrace. Her skin burned,
i nexplicably she shook with chills. "Don't . . . do that!"

"I"'msorry," said Paithan, inmrediately drawi ng away. Hi s breathing, too, was
comng in short, deep gasps. "I don't know what cane over ne. You're married.
| rmust accept that."

Rega didn't answer. She kept her back to him w shing nore than anything that
he'd hold her in his arms, knowi ng that she'd pull away fromhimagain if he
di d.

This is insane! she told herself, wiping a tear fromher eye with the heel of

her hand. I've let men | don't care two stone for put their hands all over ne.
Yet this one ... | want him. . . and | can't
"It won't happen again, | pronise you," said Paithan

Rega knew he neant it and cursed her heart for shriveling up and dying at the
t hought. She'd tell himthe truth. The words were on her |ips, then she
paused.



What woul d she say? Tell himthat she and Rol and weren't husband and wi fe,
that they were really brother and sister, that they'd lied in order to trap
the elf into an inproper liaison, that they were planning to blackmail hinf
She coul d see his | ook of disgust and hatred. Maybe he' d | eave!

It would be better if he did, whispered the cold, hard voice of |ogic. Wat
chance for happi ness do you have with an elf? Even if you found a way to tel
hi myou were free to accept his love, howlong would it last? He doesn't |ove

you, no elf could truly love a human. He's amusing hinmself. That's all it
woul d be. A dalliance, lasting a season or two. Then he'll |eave, return to
his people, and you'll be an outcast ampong your own kind for having submitted

to an elf's caresses.

No, Rega answered stubbornly. He does love ne. |I've seen it in his eyes. And
|'"ve proof of it-he didn't try to force his advances on ne.

Very well, then, said that irritating voice, so he |loves you. What now? You
marry. You're both outcasts. He can't go hone, you can't either. Your love is
barren, for elves and humans can't reproduce. You wander the world in

| onel i ness, years pass. You grow old and haggard, while he renmains young and
vita

"Hey, what's going on here?" denmanded Rol and, | eapi ng unexpectedly out of the
brush. He stopped dead in his tracks.

"Not hi ng," said Rega coldly.

"I can see that," murmured Rol and, edging dose to his sister. She and the elf
were standi ng at opposite edges of the small clearing in the jungle growh, as
far apart as possible. "What's going on, Rega? You two have a fight?"

"Not hi ng! All right! Just |eave nme alone!" Rega gl anced up into the dark and
twi sted trees, clasped her arnms around her and shivered. "This isn't the nopst
romanti c spot, you know," she said in a | ow voice.

"Cnrmom Sis." Roland grinned. "You'd make love to a man in a pigsty if he paid
you wel |l enough. ™"

Rega sl apped him The bl ow was hard, well ainmed. Roland, his hand to his
aching jaw, stared at her in amazenent.

"What'd you do that for? | nmeant it as a conplinent!"”

Rega turned on her heel and stal ked out of the clearing. At the edge, she
hal f-turned again and tossed sonmething toward the elf. "Here, rub that on the
sores. "

You're right, she told herself, hurrying into the jungle where she could have
her cry out in private. 1'll leave things just the way they are. We'll deliver
t he weapons, he'll leave, and that'll be an end of it. I'll smile and tease
hi m and never |let himsee he neant anything nore to nme than just a good tine.

Pai t han, taken by surprise, just barely caught the thrown bottle before it
smashed on the ground. He watched Rega plunge into the brush, he could hear
her crashing through the undergrowt h.

"Worren, " said Rol and, rubbing his brui sed cheek and shaking his head. He took
the waterskin over to the elf and dropped it at his feet. "Mist be her tine of
season. "



Pait han flushed a deep red and gave Rol and a di sgusted | ook.
The human w nked. "What's the matter, Quin, | say sonething to enmbarrass you?"
“I'n ny land, men don't tal k about such things," Paithan rebuked.

"Yeah?" Rol and gl anced back toward where Rega had di sappeared, then | ooked
over at the elf and his grin w dened. "I guess in your |land nmen don't do a | ot
of things."

Paithan's flush of anger deepened to guilt. Did Roland see Rega and ne
together? Is this his way of letting me know, warning me to keep ny hands off?

Pai t han was forced, for Rega's sake, to swallow the insult. Sitting down on
t he ground, he began to spread the salve on his skinned and bl oody pal ns,

Wi ncing as the brown-colored gunk bit into raw fl esh and exposed nerves. He
wel coned the pain. At least it was better than the one biting at his heart.

Pai t han had enjoyed Rega's nmild flirtations the first cycle or two on their
journey until it had suddenly occurred to himthat he was enjoying themtoo
much. He found hinself watching intently the play of the snooth nuscles in her
shapely legs, the warmglow of the firelight in her brown eyes, the trick she
had of running her tongue across her berry-stained |ips when she was deep in

t hought .

The second night on the trail, when she and Rol and had taken their blanket to
the other side of the glade and |laid down next to each other in the shadowed
sunlight of rain's hour, Paithan had thought his insides would tw st out of
himin jeal ousy. No matter that he never saw the two ki ssing or even touching
affectionately. Indeed, they treated each other with a casual famliarity he
found quite astonishing, even in husband and wi fe. He had deci ded, by the
fourth cycle on the trail, that Rol and-though a good enough fell ow as humans
go-didn't appreciate the treasure he had for a wife.

Paithan felt conforted by this know edge, it gave him an excuse to let his
feelings for the human wonman grow and bl ossom when he knew very well he
shoul d have ripped themup by the roots. Now the plant was in full bloom the
vine twining around his heart. He realized now, too |late, the harmthat had
been done ... to them both.

Rega |l oved him He knew, he'd felt it in her trenbling body, he'd seen it in
that one, brief |ook she'd given him H s heart should have been singing with
joy. It was dunmb with sick despair. What folly! Wat nad folly! GCh, sure, he
could have his nonents of pleasure. He'd done that with countless human wonen.
Love them then | eave them They expected nothing nore, they wanted nothi ng
nore. And neither had he. Until now.

Yet, what did he want? A relationship that would cut them both adrift from
their lives? A relationship | ooked upon with abhorrence by both worlds? A
rel ati onship that would give them nothing, not even children? A relationship
he woul d have to watch come at last and inevitably to a bitter end?

No, not hing good can cone of it. 1'll |eave, he thought. Go back hone. 1"l
give themthe tyros. Callie'll be nad at me anyway. | might as well be hung
for a sheep as a goat, as the saying goes. |I'Il |leave now. This very nonent.

But he continued sitting in the clearing, absently spreading salve on his
pal ms. He thought he could hear, far away, the sound of soneone weeping. He
tried to ignore it, but eventually he could stand it no | onger



"I think I hear your w fe crying,'
wr ong. "

he said to Roland. "Maybe sonething's

"Rega?" Roland gl anced up fromfeeding the tyros. He appeared anused. "Crying?
Naw, nmust be a bird you' re hearing. Rega never cries, not even the time when
she got stabbed in the raztar fight. Did you ever notice the scar? It's on her
left thigh, about here . . ."

Paithan rose to his feet and stal ked off into the jungle, noving in a
direction opposite to that which Rega had taken

Rol and wat ched the elf |eave out of the corner of his eye and humed a bawdy
song currently maki ng the rounds of the taverns.

"He's fallen for her like a rotten tree linb in a storm"” he told the tyros.

"Rega's playing it cooler than usual, but | guess she knows what she's doing.
He's an elf, after all. Still, sex is sex. Little elves come from sonmewhere

and | don't think it's heaven

"But, ugh! Elven wonen! Skinny and bony-you m ght as well take a stick to bed.
No wonder poor old Quin's follow ng Rega around with his tongue hangi ng out.
Its only a matter of time. I'lIl catch himwith his pants down in a cycle or
two, and then we'll fix him Too bad, though." Roland reflected. Tossing the
wat erskin on the ground, he | eaned wearily back against a tree and stretched,
easing the stiffness fromhis linmbs. "I'm beginning to kind of |ike the guy."

CHAPTER 15
THE DWARVEN KI NGDOM
THURN

FOND OF DARKNESS AND OF DELVI NG AND TUNNELI NG THE DWARVES OF PRYAN

did not build their cities in the treetops, as did the elves, or on the npss
pl ains, as did the hunmans. The dwarves carved their way downward through the
dark vegetation, seeking the dirt and stone that was their heritage, though
that heritage was little nore than a di mnenory of an anci ent past in another
wor | d.

The ki ngdom of Thurn was a vast cavern of vegetation. The dwarves dwelt and
wor ked in homes and shops that had been bored deep and straight into the boles
of gigantic chimey trees, so called because the wood did not burn easily and
t he snmoke of dwarven fires was able to rise up through natural shafts in the
tree's center. Branches and plant roots formed wal kways and streets lit by
flickering torchlight. The elves and humans lived in perpetual day. The
dwarves lived in endl ess night-a night they |oved and found bl essed, but a

ni ght that Drugar feared was about to beconme pernanent.

He received the nessage fromhis king during the dinner hour. It was a mark of
the nessage's inportance that it was delivered to himat nealtime, a tinme when
one's full and conplete attention is to be devoted to food and the

all -important digestive process afterward. Talking is forbidden during the
eating of the food and only pleasant subjects are di scussed during the tine
follow ng, to prevent the stomach's juices fromturning rancid and causing
gastric upset.

The king's nessenger was profuse in his apol ogies for taking Drugar fromhis
di nner but added that the matter was quite urgent. Drugar bolted fromhis



chair, scattering crockery, causing his old manservant to grunbl e and predict
dire things occurring in the young dwarf's stomach.

Drugar, who had a dark feeling he knew the purport of the nmessage, alnost told
the old servant that they'd be fortunate indeed if all the dwarves had to
worry about was indigestion. But he kept silent. Anong the dwarves, the
elderly were treated with respect.

H s father's bore-hole house was | ocated next to his [20] and Drugar didn't
have far to go. He ran this distance, but then stopped when he reached the
door, suddenly reluctant to enter, reluctant to hear what he knew he nust.
Standi ng in the darkness, fingering the rune-stone he wore around his neck, he
asked for courage of the One Dwarf. Drawing a deep breath, he opened the door
and entered the room

H s father's house was exactly the same as Drugar's house, which was exactly
the sane as every other dwarven house in Thurn. The tree's wood had been

snoot hed and polished to a warm yellow sh color. The floor was flat, the
wails rising to an arched ceiling. It was plainly furnished. Being king gave
his father no special privileges, only additional responsibility. The king was
the One Dwarf's head and the head, though it thinks for the body, certainly
isn't any nore inportant to the body than, say, the heart or (nost inportant
to many dwarves) the stomach.

Drugar found his father sitting at his meal, the half-full plates shoved
aside. In his hand he held a piece of bark whose snpboth side was thickly
covered with the strong, angular letters of the dwarven | anguage.

"What is the news. Father?"

"The giants are coning," said the old dwarf. "The scouts have wat ched them
The giants wi ped out Kasnar-the people, the cities, everything. And they are
conmng this way."

"Perhaps," said Drugar, "they will be stopped by the sea."

"They will stop at the sea, but not for long," said the old dwarf. "They are
not skilled with tools, say the scouts. \Wat tools they use, they use to
destroy, not to create. It will not occur to themto build ships. But they
will go around, come by land."

"Maybe they will turn back. Maybe all they wanted was to take over Kasnar."

H s words were spoken from hope, not belief. And once the words left his Iips
he knew even his hope was fal se.

"They did not take over Kasnar," said his father, with a heavy sigh. "They
destroyed it-utterly. Their aimis not to conquer, but to kill."

"Then you know what we nust do. Father. We nust ignore the fools who say that
these giants are our brothers! W must fortify our city and arm our people.
Li sten, Father." Drugar |eaned near, lowering his voice, though the two were
the only ones present in the old dwarfs dwelling. "I have contacted a human
weapons deal er. Elven rail bows, boltarches! They will be ours!"

The old dwarf | ooked at his son, a flane flickered deep in the eyes that had
been dark and | ackluster. "That is good!" Reaching across, he laid one gnarled
hand on his son's strong one. "You are quick thinking and daring, Drugar. You
wi Il make a good king." He shook his head, stroked the iron gray beard that
flowed alnbst to his knees. "But | do not believe the weapons will come in



tinme."

"They had better," grow ed Drugar, "or soneone will pay!" The dwarf rose to
his feet, began pacing the small, dark roombuilt far bel ow the nbss surface,
as far fromthe sun as the dwarves could get. "I will call out the arny-"

"No," said the old dwarf.
"Fat her, you are being stubborn-"

"And you are a khadak!" [21] The old dwarf raised a wal king stick, gnarled and
twisted as his own linbs, and pointed it at his son. "I said you would nmake a
good king. And so you will. |IF you will keep the fire under control! The
flame of your thoughts burns dear and rises high, but instead of keeping the
fire banked, you let it flare up, blaze out of control!"

Drugar's face darkened, his thick brows canme together. The fire of which his
father spoke burned within him heated scorching words. Drugar fought his
tenmper, the words seared his lips but He kept theminside. He | oved and
honored his father, though he thought the old man was caving in beneath this
terrible bl ow

He forced hinmself to try to speak calmMy. "Father, the arny-"

"-will turn on itself and fight each other!" the old dwarf said in a quiet
voi ce, "is that what you want, Drugar?"

The old dwarf drew hinself up. H's height was no | onger inpressive: the bowed
back woul d not straighten, the legs could no | onger support the body wi thout
assi stance. But Drugar, towering over his father, saw the dignity in the
trenbling stance, the wisdomin the dinmrng eyes, and felt hinmself a child
agai n.

"Half the arny will refuse to bear arms against their 'brothers,' the giants.
And what will you do, Drugar? Order themto go to war? And how will you
enforce that order, son? WIl you comrand the other half of the arny to pick
up arns agai nst their brothers?

"No!" cried the old king, slammng the wal ki ng stick against the floor. The
thatched wal s quivered at his wath. "Never will there come a day when the
One Dwarf are divided! Never will cone a day when the body sheds the bl ood of
itself!"

"Forgive me, Father. | did not think."

The ol d king sighed, his body shriveled and col |l apsed in upon itself.
Tottering, he grasped his son's hand. Wth Drugar's aid and that of the
wal ki ng stick, the old dwarf resunmed his chair. "Keep the flames in check son
Keep themin check. O they will destroy all in their path, including you,
Drugar. Including you. Now go, return to your neal. | amsorry | had to
interrupt it."

Drugar left and returned to his house, but did not finish his neal. Back and
forth, back and forth he stunped across his room He tried hard to bank his
inner fire, but it was useless. The flames of fear for his people, once

ki ndl ed, would not readily die dowmn. He could not and woul d not di sobey his
father. The man was not only his father but also his king. However, Drugar
deci ded, he wouldn't let the fire die conpletely. Wen the eneny canme, they
woul d find scorching flane, not cold, dark ash



The dwarven arny was not nobilized. But Drugar privately (and wi thout his
father's know edge) drew up battle plans and i nformed those dwarves who
bel i eved as he did to keep their weapons close to hand. He kept in close
contact with the dwarven scouts, followed through their reports the progress
of the giants. Thwarted by the Wi spering Sea, the giants turned to the est,
traveling overland, noving relentlessly toward their goal -whatever goal that
was.

Drugar did not think it was to ally thenmselves with the dwarves. Dark runors
cane to Thurn of massacres of dwarves in the norinth settlenments of Gish and
Klag, but the giants were difficult to track and the reports of the scouts
(those reports that came through) were garbled and nmade little sense.

"Fat her," pleaded Drugar, "you nust let me call out the arny now How can
anyone di scount these messages!"”

"Humans," said his father, sighing. "The council has decided that it is the
human refugees, fleeing the giants, who are committing these crines! They say
that the giants will join us and then we will have our revenge!"

"I"ve interviewed the scouts personally. Father," said Drugar with rising
i npati ence. 'Those who are left. Fewer and fewer come in every day. Those who
do are scared out of their wits!"

"I ndeed?" said his father, eyeing his son shrewdly. "And what do they tell you
t hey' ve seen?"

Drugar hesitated, frustrated. "All right, Father! So they've not actually seen
anyt hi ng!"

The old dwarf nodded wearily. "I've heard them Drugar. |'ve heard the wild
tal es about 'the jungle noving.' How can | go to the council with such
el f-krat?"

It was on Drugar's lips to tell his father what the council could do with its
own krat but he knew that such a rude outburst wouldn't help matters any and
woul d only anger his father. It wasn't the king's fault. Drugar knew his
father had said nuch the sane to the Council as his son had said to him The
council of the One Dwarf, nmade up of the elders in the tribe, didn't want to
hear .

C anmpi ng his mouth shut so that no hot words m ght escape him Drugar stonped
out of his father's house and rmade his way through the vast and conpl ex series
of tunnels carved through the vegetation to the top. Emerging, blinking, into
the sunlight, he stared into the tangle of |eaves.

Sonet hi ng was out there. And it was coming his way. And he didn't believe it
was conming in the spirit of brotherly love. He waited, with a sense of

i ncreasi ng desperation, for the arrival of the magical, intelligent, elven
weapons.

If those two humans had doubl e-crossed him he vowed by the body, mnd, and
soul of the One Dwarf that he would nake them pay-with their |ives.

CHAPTER 16

SOVEWHERE ELSE, GUNI S



"I HATE TH S, " SAI D REGA

Two nore cycles' traveling took themfarther down into the depths of the
jungle, down far below the top level, far bel ow bright sunshine and fresh air
and cool rain. They had cone to the edge of a noss plain. The trail dropped
off into a deep ravine that was | ost in shadow. Lying flat on top of the noss
cliff, peering down into the depths, they couldn't see what was bel ow t hem
The thick | eaves of the tree branches above and ahead of them conpletely cut
of f sunlight. Going below, they would be traveling in alnost total darkness.

"How far away are we?" asked Paithan

"From the dwarves? About two cycles' journey, | should think," remarked
Rol and, peering into the shadows.

"You think? Don't you know?"

The human heaved hinself to his feet. "You |lose all sense of tinme down there.
No hour flowers, no flowers of any sort."

Paithan didn't comment. He stared over the edge, as if fascinated by the
dar kness.

"I"mgoing to go check on the tyros."

Rega stood up, gave the elf a sharp, meaningful glance, and nmotioned to her
brot her. Together, silently, the two wal ked away fromthe edge, returning to a
smal | gl ade where the tyros had been tethered.

"This isn't working. You've got to tell himthe truth," Rega said, her fingers
tuggi ng on the strap of one of the baskets.

"Me?" said Rol and.
"Keep your voice down! Well, we have to, then."
"And just how rmuch of the truth do you plan to tell him Wfe, dear?"

Rega shot her brother a vicious sidelong glance- Sullenly, she | ooked away.
"Just . . . admit that we've never been on this trail before. Admit we don't
know where the hell we are or where the hell we're going."

"He'll | eave."

"Good!" Rega gave the strap a violent jerk that made the tyro bleat in
protest. "I hope he does!"

"What's got into you?" Roland denanded.

Rega gl anced and shivered. "It's this place. | hate it. And" -she turned back
staring at the strap, her fingers absently stroking it-"the elf. He's
different. Not |ike what you told ne. He's not smug and overbearing. He isn't
afraid to get his hands dirty. He's not a coward. He stands his share of the
wat ch, he's ripped his palnms to shreds on those ropes. He's cheerful and
funny. He even cooks, which is nmore than you've ever done, Roland! He's

nice, that's all. He doesn't deserve . . . what we were planning."

Rol and stared at his sister, saw a faint flush of crimson creep up from her
brown throat to her cheeks. She kept her eyes | owered. Reaching out his hand,
Rol and caught hold of Rega's chin and turned her face toward him Shaking his



head, he let out a | ow whistle.

"I believe you' ve fallen for the guy!"
Angrily, Rega struck his hand away.

"No, | haven't! He's an elf, after all."

Frightened by her own feelings, nervous and tense, furious at herself and at
her brother, Rega spoke with nore force than she intended. Her lips curled at
the word "elf," she seemed to spit it out in disgust, |like she'd tasted
somet hi ng foul and nasty.

O at least that's what it sounded |ike to Paithan.

The elf had risen fromhis place overl ooking the drop and gone back to report
to Roland that he thought their ropes were too short, there was no way they
could |l ower the baggage. Moving with elven |ightness and grace, he hadn't
intentionally planned to sneak up on the two. That was just the way it turned
out. Hearing clearly Rega's |ast statenment, he crouched in the shadows of a
dangling evir vine, hidden by its broad, heart-shaped | eaves, and |i stened.

"Look, Rega, we've cone this far, | say we carry the plan out to the end. He's
wild about you! He'll tunble. Just get himalone in sone dark patch, maneuver
himinto a clinch. 1'll rush in and save your honor, threaten to tell all. He
forks over the cash to keep us quiet and we're set. Between that and this
sale, we'll live high for the next season." Roland reached out his hand,

af fectionately stroked Rega's long, dark hair. "Think about the noney, Kkid.

W' ve gone hungry too nmany tinmes to pass up this chance. Like you said, he's
only an elf."

Pai t han's stomach cl enched. Hastily, he turned away, noving silently through
the trees, not particularly watching or caring where he was goi ng. He m ssed
Rega' s response to her husband, but that was just as well. If he had seen her
| ook up at Rol and, grinning conspiratorially; if he had heard her pronounce

the word elf in that tone of |oathing one nore tine, he would have killed her

Fal i ng against a tree, suddenly dizzy and nauseous, Paithan gasped for breath
and wondered at hinself. He couldn't believe he was acting like this. Wat did
it matter, after all? So the little slut had been playing with hin? He'd

noti ced her game in the tavern before they ever left on this journey! Wat had
bl i nded hi n?

She had. He'd actually been fool enough to think she was falling in love with
himl Those conversations they'd had along the trail. He'd told her stories
about his honel and, about his sisters, his father, and the crazy old w zard.
She' d | aughed, she'd seenmed interested. Her admiration had shone in her eyes.

And then there had been all those times they'd touched, just by accident,
bodi es brushi ng agai nst each other, hands neeting when they reached for the
same wat erskin. Then there'd been the trenbling, quivering eyelids, heaving
breasts, flushed skin.

"You' re good, Rega!" he whispered through clenched teeth. "Really good. Yes,
I"'m'wild about you'! | would have 'tunbled.' But not now Now that | know
you, little whore!" Closing his eyes tightly, squeezing back tears, the elf
sagged against the tree. "Bl essed Peytin, Holy Mdther of us all, why did you
do this to nme?"

Perhaps it was the prayer-one of the fewthe elf had ever bothered to nake- but



he felt a jab of conscience. He'd known she bel onged to another man. The el f
had flirted with the woman in Roland's very presence. Paithan had to admt to
hinself that he'd found it exhilarating, seducing the w fe beneath the
husband' s nose.

"You got what you deserved," Mdtther Peytin seened to be saying to him The
goddess' s voi ce bore an unfortunate resenbl ance to Calandra's, however, and it
only made Paithan angrier.

"It was all in fun" he justified hinmself. "I would never have let it go too
far, not really. And | certainly never neant to ... to fall in love."

That |ast statement, at |least, was true and it made Paithan believe profoundly
inall the rest.

"What's wrong? Paithan? What's the matter?"

The el f opened his eyes, turned around. Rega stood before him her hand
reaching for his arm He drew back, away from her touch

"Not hi ng," he said, swallow ng.

"But you look terrible! Are you sick?" Rega reached for himagain. "Do you
have a fever?"

He took another step back. If she touches nme, 1'll strike her

"Yeah. No, uh . . . no fever. |'ve been . . . sick. Maybe the water. Just.
| eave nme alone for a bit."

Yes, |'mbetter now Practically cured. Little whore. He found it difficult
not to let his hatred and di sgust show and so he kept his eyes averted,
staring fixedly into the jungle.

"I think I should stay with you," said Rega. "You don't | ook good at all
Rol and' s gone off scouting around for another way down, maybe a shorter drop
He'll be gone for quite a while, | inagine-"

"WIl he?" Paithan | ooked at her, a | ook so strange and piercing that it was
Rega who now fell back a step before him "WII he be gone a long, long tinme?"

"I don't-" Rega faltered

Pai t han | unged at her, grabbed the woman by the shoul ders and ki ssed her,
hard, his teeth cutting her soft lips. He tasted berry-juice and bl ood,

Rega struggled, squirming in his grasp. O course, she'd have to put up a
t oken resistance.

"Don't fight it!" he whispered. "I love you! | can't live wthout you!"

He expected her to nelt, to nmpan, to cover himw th kisses. And then Rol and
woul d cone al ong, shocked, horrified, hurt. Only noney woul d ease the pain of
bet r ayal

And 1'I1 laugh! I'"lIl laugh at both of them And I'Il tell themwhere to stick
their noney .

One arm around her back, the elf pressed the wonan's hal f-naked body up
against his. Hi s other hand sought soft flesh



A violent kick to the groin sent a flash of pain through Paithan. The elf
doubl ed over. Strong hands hit himon the collar bone, knocking hi m backward,
sendi ng him crashing into the underbrush

Face flushed, eyes flaring, Rega stood over him "Don't you ever touch mne
again! Don't cone near ne! Don't even talk to ne!"

Her dark hair rose, ruffled |like the fur of a scared cat. She turned on her
heel and stal ked off.

Paithan, rolling on the ground in agony, had to admit he was now extrenely
conf used.

Returning fromhis search for a nore suitable way down onto the trail bel ow,
Rol and crept back stealthily over the npbss, hoping-once again-to catch Rega
and her "lover" in a conprom sing position. He reached the place on the trai
where he'd left his sister and the elf, drewin a breath to yell the outrage
of an of fended husband, and peeped out fromthe cover of a gigantic shadowcove
pl ant. He exhal ed i n di sappoi nt mrent and exasperati on

Rega was sitting on the edge of the mpbss bank, huddled up in a ball very nuch
like a bristle-back squirrel, her back hunched, her arnms wapped tightly
around her legs. He could see her face fromthe side and, by her dark and
storny expression, could alnmost inmagine the quills standing up all over her
Hs sister's "lover" stood as far from her as possible, on the other edge of
the bank's lip. The elf was leaning at rather an odd angle, Roland noticed,

al nost as if favoring some tender part of hinself.

"Strangest damm way to conduct a love affair | ever saw " Rol and mnuttered.
"What do | have to do for that elf-draw hima picture? Maybe baby el ves are
slipped under the cracks of the doors at night! O maybe that's what he
thinks. W're going to have to have a little man to man tal k, |ooks |ike.

"Hey," he called aloud, making a great deal of noise plunging out of the
jungle, "I found a place, a ways down, where there's what |ooks like a rock

| edge that sticks out of the nbss. W can | ower the baskets onto that, then
drop 'em down the rest of the way. Wiat happened to you?" he added, | ooking at
Pai t han, who was wal ki ng hunched over and noving gingerly. "He fell," said
Rega.

"He di d?" Rol and-who had felt much the sane way once after an encounter wth
an unfriendly barmaid-glanced at his sister in sonme suspicion. Rega hadn't
exactly refused to go ahead with the plan to seduce the elf. But, the nore

Rol and t hought about it, he recalled that she hadn't exactly said she woul d,
either. He didn't dare say anything nore, however. Rega's face m ght have been
frozen by a basilisk, and the | ook she cast himm ght have turned her brother
to stone, as well.

"I fell," agreed Paithan, voice carefully expressionless. "l-uh- straddled a
tree linmb conming down." "Quch!" Roland wi nced in synpat hy.

"Yeah, ouch," repeated the elf. He didn't |ook at Rega. Rega wasn't | ooking at
Pai t han. Faces set, jaws rigid, both stared straight at Roland. Neither
actually saw him

Rol and was conpletely at a loss. He didn't believe their story and he woul d
have |iked very nmuch to question his sister and wormthe truth out of her. But
he couldn't very well drag Rega off for a chat w thout making the elf
suspi ci ous.



And then, when Rega was like this, Roland wasn't certain he wanted to be al one
with her anyway. Rega's father had been the town butcher. Roland' s father had
been the town baker. (Their nother, for all her faults, had always seen to it
that the famly was well fed-) There were tines when Rega bore an uncanny
resenbl ance to her father. One of those tinmes was now. He could al nost see her
standi ng over a freshly butchered carcass, a bloodthirsty gleamin her eye.

Rol and stammered and waved his hand vaguely. "The . . . uh , . . spot I found
isin that direction, a few hundred feet. Can you make it that far?"

"Yes!" Paithan grit his teeth.

"I"ll go see to the tyros," stated Rega.

"Quin, here, can help-"

"I don't need any hel p!" Rega snapped.

"She doesn't need any hel p!'" Paithan nuttered.

Rega went one way, the elf went the opposite, neither |ooking at the other

Rol and stood in the middle of the enpty clearing, rubbing his stubbly brownish
bl ond growt h of beard

"You know, | think |I was mstaken. She really doesn't like him And | think
her hate's beginning to rub off on the elf! Things between them were going so
wel |, too. | wonder what went wrong? It's no good tal king to Rega, not when

she's in this nood. There must be sonething | can do." He could hear his
sister pleading, flattering, trying to get the reluctant tyros to nove.
Pai t han, hobbling along the edge of the nobss bank, cast a disgusted glance in
Rega's direction

"There's only one thing | can think of to do," Roland rnused. "Just keep
t hrowi ng them toget her. Sooner or |ater, something' s bound to happen.™
CHAPTER 17

IN THE SHADOAS, GUNI S

"ARE YOU SURE THAT-S ROCK?" PAlI THAN ASKED. PEERI NG DOWN | NTO THE

gl oom at a patch of grayish white beneath them barely visible through a

tangl e of vines and | eaves.

"Sure, |I'msure," answered Rol and. "Renmenber, we've traveled this route
before. "

"It's just that |1've never heard of rock formations this far up in the
jungle."”

"We're not exactly that far up anynore, renenber? W' ve dropped quite a ways
down. "

"Well, we're not getting anywhere standing here staring at it!" put in Rega,
hands on her hips. "W're cycles late with the delivery as it is. And you mark
nmy words, Bl ackbeard' Il try to shave off the price. I'Il go down, if you're

afraid, elf!"

"I"ll go," countered Paithan. "I don't weigh as much as you do and if the



outcrop is unstable, I"Il-"

"Wei gh as nuch! Are you saying that I'mfa-"

"You both go," interrupted Roland in soothing tones. "I'Il | ower you and Rega
down there, Quin, then you |l ower Rega on down to the bottom 1'll send the
packs to you and you can pass themon down to ny sis-er-ny wife."

"Look, Roland, |I think the elf should | ower you and | down-"

"Yes, Redleaf, that does, indeed, seemto ne to be a nuch better solution-"
"Nonsense! " Roland interrupted, pleased with his own devi ousness, further
plots fonmenting in his mnd. "I'mthe strongest and from here down to that
outcrop is the longest haul. Any argunents there?"

Pai t han gl anced at the human male-with his square-jawed handsone face and his
rippling biceps-and clanped his nouth shut. Rega didn't | ook at her brother at
all. Biting her lip, she crossed her arns over her chest and glared down into
t he shadowy gl oom of the jungle bel ow.

Paithan fixed a rope around a tree |linb, cinched it tight around hinself and
hopped over the edge of the nobss bank al nost before Roland was there to steady
him He rappelled hinself easily off the steep sides of the bank, Roland
holding the line to keep the el f steady.

The |ine suddenly went sl ack

"Al'l right!" cane a shout frombelow. "I'mherel" There was a nonent's
silence, then the elf s voice echoed upward, filled with disgust. "This isn't
rock! It's a damm fungus!"

"A what?" Rol and yelled, |eaning as far over the edge as he dared.

"A fungus! A giant nushroom "

Catching his sister's fiery-eyed gl ance, Roland shrugged. "How was | supposed
to know?"

"I think it's stable enough to use for a |anding anyway," Paithan returned,
after a nmonents pause. The two humans caught sonethi ng additional about being
"dam | ucky," but the words were lost in the vegetation

"That's all | needed to know, " said Roland cheerfully. "Al right. Sis-"

"Stop calling me that! You've done it tw ce now today! Wat are you trying to
do?"

"Not hing. Sorry. Just a lot on ny mnd. Over you go."

Rega tied the rope around her waist, but she didn't | ower herself over the

edge. Looking out into the jungle, she shivered and rubbed her arns. "I hate
this."
"You keep saying that, and it's getting boring. I'"'mnot wild about it either

But the sooner finished the sooner ended, as the saying goes. Hop on over."

"No, it's not just ... the darkness down there. It's sonething else.
Sonething's wong. Can't you feel it? It's too . . . too quiet.”



Rol and paused, | ooked around and |istened. He and his sister had been together
t hrough tough times. The outside world had been agai nst them since they'd been
born, they'd learned to rely on and trust only each other. Rega had an
intuitive, alnost aninmal-like sense about people and nature. The few times

Rol and- the el der of the two-had ignhored his sister's advice or warnings, he'd
regretted it. He was a skilled woodsman and, now that she drew his attention
toit, he, too, noticed the uncanny silence.

"Maybe it's always quiet down this far," he suggested. "There's not a breath
of air stirring. We're just used to hearing the wind in the trees and al
that."

"It's not just that. There's no sound or sign of animals and hasn't been for
the Iast cycle or so. Not even at night. And the birds are silent." Rega shook
her head. "It's as if every wild creature in this jungle is hiding."

"Maybe it's because we're near the dwarven kingdom That's got to be it, kid.
What el se would it be?"

"I don't know," Rega said, staring intently into the shadows. "I don't know |
hope you're right. Cone on!" she added suddenly, "Let's end this."

Rol and | owered his sister over the edge of the npbss bank. She rappelled
skillfully down the side. Paithan, waiting below, reached up his hands to
steady her | anding. The | ook she gave himfrom her dark eyes warned himto
stand clear. Rega landed tightly on the wi de | edge formed by the fungus, her
lips curling slightly as she eyed the ugly gray and white mass bel ow her feet.
The rope, tossed over the edge by Rol and, snaked down and | anded in a coil at
her feet. Paithan began attaching his own |length of rope to a branch

"What's this fungus attached to?" Rega asked, her tone cool and business-only.

"The bole of a tree,"” said Paithan, his tone the same. He pointed out the
striations of the bark, w der than both elf and human standi ng si de by side.

"Is it stable?" she asked, |ooking over the rimuneasily. Another nobss bank
was visible below, not that far if you had a rope tied securely around your
wai st, but a long and unpl easant drop if you didn't.

"I wouldn't junp up and down on it," suggested Paithan

Rega heard his sarcasm cast hima angry glance, and then turned to shout
above. "Hurry up, Rol and! \Wat are you doi ng?"

"Just a minute, dear!" he called down. "Having a little trouble with one of
the tyros."

Rol and, grinning, sat down on the edge of the nbss bank, |eaned up against a
tree linmb and rel axed. COccasionally he poked at one of the tyros with a stick
to make it bell ow

Rega scowl ed, bit her Iip, and noved to stand on the edge of the fungus, as
far fromthe elf as she could possibly get. Paithan, whistling to hinself,
fixed his rope tightly around the tree linb, tested it, then began to fasten
Rega' s.

He didn't want to | ook at her, but he couldn't help it. H s eyes kept darting
gl ances in her direction, kept pointing out things to his heart that his heart
wasn't the least bit interested in hearing.



Look at her. W're out in the mddle of this Orn-cursed | and, al one, standing
on a fungus with a twenty-foot drop beneath us and she's as cool as Lake

Enthial. | never net a wonan |i ke her!

Wth luck, whispered a certain vicious part of him you'll never neet one
agai n!

Her hair is so soft. | wonder what it | ooks |ike when she lets it down out of

that braid, falling over her bare shoul ders, tunbling around her breasts.
Her lips, her kiss was just as sweet as |'d imagi ned

Why don't you just throw yourself off the edge! The nasty voice advised him
Save yourself a lot of agony. She's out to seduce you, blackmail you. She's
pl aying you for a foo-

Rega sucked in her breath and backed up involuntarily, hands clutching at the
tree trunk behind her.

"What is it?" Paithan dropped the rope, sprang over to her

She was staring intently straight ahead, straight out into the jungle. Paithan
foll onwed her gaze.

"What ?" he denmanded

"Do you see it?"

"What ! "
Rega bl inked and rubbed her eyes. "I-1I don't know. " She sounded confused. "It
seened ... as if the jungle was . . . noving!"

"Wnd," said Paithan, alnost angrily, not wanting to admt how frightened he'd
been, or the fact that the fear hadn't been for hinself.

"Do you feel any w nd?" she demanded

No, he didn't. The air was still, hot, oppressive. H's thoughts went uneasily
to dragons, but the ground wasn't shaking. He didn't hear the runbling sound
the creatures nmade noving through the undergrowth. Paithan didn't hear
anything. It was quiet, too dam quiet.

Suddenl y, above them came a shout. "Hey! Conme back here! You blasted tyro-"
"What is it?" Rega yelled, turning, standing back on the | edge as far as she
dared, trying hopelessly to see. "Roland!" Her voice cracked with fear
"What's the matter?"

"These stupid tyros! They've all bolted!"

Rol and' s bell ow faded into the distance. Rega and Paithan heard the sound of
crashing, tearing | eaves and vines, felt the pounding of his feet shiver the

tree, and then sil ence.

"Tyros are tractable beasts. They don't panic," said Paithan, Swallow ng to
nmoi sten his dry throat. "Not unless something really terrifies them"

"Rol and! " Rega yelled. "Let them go!"



"Hush, Rega. He can't! They're carrying the weapons-"

"I don't give a damm!" she cried frantically. "The weapons and the dwarves and
t he noney and you can go to the pit for all | care! Roland, conme back!" She
beat on the tree trunk with clenched fists. "Don't |eave us trapped down herel
Rol and

"What was that-"
Rega whirl ed around, panting. Paithan, face ashen, stared out into the jungle.

"Not hing," he said, lips stiff.

"You're lying. You saw it!" she hissed. "You saw the jungle nove!"

"It's inpossible. It's a trick of our eyes. W're tired, not enough sleep ..
A terrifying cry split the air above them

"Rol and! " Rega screaned. Pressing her body against the tree trunk, hands
scrabbling at the wood, she tried to craw up it. Paithan caught hold of her
dragged her down. Furiously, she fought and struggled in his arns.

Anot her hoarse scream and then there came a cry of "Reg-" The word broke off
with a strangl ed choke.

Rega went suddenly |inp, collapsing agai nst Paithan. He held her fast, his
hand on her head, pressing her face against his breast. Wen she was cal ner,
he backed her up against the tree trunk and noved to stand in front of her
shielding her with his body. Once she realized what he was doing, she tried to
shove hi m asi de

"Rega, don't. Stay where you are."
"I want to see, damm it!" Her raztar flashed in her hand. "I can fight-"
"I don't know what," Paithan whispered. "And | don't know how "

He stood aside. Rega energed from behind him her eyes wide and staring. She
shrank against him her armstealing around his waist. Paithan put his arm
around her and held her tight. Cinging to each other, they watched the jungle
move in silently, surrounding them

They coul d see no heads, no eyes, no arms, no |egs, no body, but they each had
the intense inpression that they were being watched and |listened to and sought
out by extrenely intelligent, extrenmely mal evol ent bei ngs.

And then Paithan saw them O rather, he didn't see them He saw what appeared
to be a part of the jungle separate itself fromits background and nove toward
him Only when it was quite near him when its head was alnmost level with his
own, did he realize that he was confronting what appeared to be a gigantic
human. He couid see the outline of two legs and two feet that wal ked the
ground. Its head was even with his. It noved straight up to them stared
straight at them A sinple act, but the creature nade this sinple action
horrible by the fact that it apparently couldn't see what it stal ked.

It had no eyes; a large hole surrounded by skin in the center had seem ngly
been bored into the center of its forehead.
"Don't nove!" Rega panted. "Don't talk! Maybe it won't find us."

Pai t han hel d her close, not answering, not wanting to destroy her hope. A



nmonent before, they'd been making so nuch noise that a blind, deaf, and
drunken el flord coul d have found them

The gi ant approached, and now Paithan could see why it had seemed the jungle
was nmoving. Its body was covered fromhead to toe with | eaves and vines, its
skin was the color and texture of tree bark. Even when the giant was extremely
close, Paithan had difficulty separating it fromits background. The bul bous
head was bare and the crown and forehead, that were a whitish color and bald,
stood out agai nst the surroundi ngs.

@ ancing around swiftly, the elf saw that there were twenty or thirty of the
giants emerging fromthe jungle, gliding toward them their novenments graceful
and perfectly, unnaturally silent.

Pai t han shrank back against the tree trunk, dragging Rega with him It was a
hopel ess gesture, there was obviously no escape. The heads, with their awful
dark and enpty hol es, stared straight at them The one nearest put his hands
upon the edge of the fungus and jerked on it.

The | edge trenbl ed beneath Paithan's feet. Another giant joined its fell ow,

| arge fingers grabbing, gripping. Paithan | ooked down at the huge hands with a
terrible kind of fascination, saw that the fingers were stained red with dried
bl ood.

The giants pulled, the fungus shivered, and Paithan heard it ripping away from
the tree. Alnpbst losing their balance, the elf and human clung to each other

"Paithan!" Rega cried, her voice breaking, "I"'msorry! | love you. | truly
do!"

Pai t han wanted to answer, but he couldn't. Fear had cl osed off his throat,
stolen his breath.

"Kiss nme!" Rega gasped. "That way, | won't see-"

He caught hold of her head in his hands, blocking her vision. Cosing his own
eyes, he pressed his |ips against hers.

The worl d dropped out from underneath them

CHAPTER 18
SOVEWHERE ABOVE PRYAN

HAPLO, DOG AT HI S FEET, SAT NEAR THE STEERI NG STONE ON THE BRI DGE
and gazed wearily, hopelessly out the wi ndow of the Dragon Wng. They had been
flying for how | ong?

"A day," Haplo answered with bitter irony. "One long, stupid, dull,
ever| asting day."

The Patryns had no tinekeepi ng devices, they did not need them Their nagica
sensitivity to the world around them kept theminnately aware of the passage
of time in the Nexus. But Haplo had | earned by previous experience that the
passage through the Death's Gate and entering into another world altered the
magi c. As he becane acclimated to this new world, his body would realign
itself toit. But for right now, he had no idea how rmuch tinme had truly passed
since he had entered Pryan



He wasn't accustoned to eternal sunshine, he was used to natural breaks in the
rhythmof his life. Even in the Labyrinth there was day and night. Hapl o had
often had reason to curse the comng of night in the Labyrinth, for with night
cane darkness and, under the cover of darkness came your enem es. Now he woul d
have fallen on his knees and begged for the blessed respite fromthe bl azing
sun, for the bl essed shadow t hat brought rest and sl eep-no matter how guarded.

The Patryn had been alarmed to catch hinself, after another sleepless sun-lit
"night," seriously considering gouging out his own eyes.

He knew, then, that he was goi ng nad.

The hellish terror of the Labyrinth had not been able to defeat him What
anot her m ght consider heaven-peace and quiet and eternal |ight-would be his
downf al | .

"It figures," he said, and he laughed and felt better. He had staved away
insanity for the tinme being, though he knew it wasn't far off.

Hapl o had food and he had water. As |long as he had sonme |eft of either, he
could conjure nmore. Unfortunately, the food was al ways the same food, for he
could only reproduce what he had, he couldn't alter its structure and cone up
wi th somet hing new. He soon grew so sick of dried beef and peas that he had to
force himself to eat. He hadn't thought to bring a variety. He hadn't expected
to be trapped in heaven.

A man of action, forced to inactivity, he spent much of his tine staring
fixedly out the windows of his ship. The Patryns do not believe in God. They
consi der thensel ves (and grudgingly their enenies, the Sartan) the nearest to
di vi ne beings existent. Haplo could not pray for this to end, therefore. He
could only wait.

When he first sighted the clouds, he didn't say anything, refusing to admt
even to the dog that they nmight be able to escape their wi nged prison. It
could have been an optical illusion, a trick of the eyes that will see water
in a desert. It was, after all, nothing nore than a slight darkening of the
green-blue sky to a whitish gray.

He took a quick wal k around the ship, to conpare what he saw ahead of himwth
what |ay behind and all around.

And then it was, staring up into the sky fromthe ship's top deck, that he saw
the star.

"This is the end,” he told the dog, blinking at the white |ight Sparkling
above himin the hazy, blue-green distance. "My eyes are going." Wiy hadn't he
noti ced stars before? If it was a star

"Somewhere on board, there's a device the elves used to see |ong distances."

The Patryn coul d have used his magi c to enhance his vision, but that would
have neant again relying on hinmself. He had the feeling, however confused,

that if he put a purely disinterested object between hinmself and the star, the
obj ect would reveal to himthe truth.

Rumagi ng t hrough the ship, he found the spyglass, tucked away in a chest as a
curiosity. He put it to his eye, and focused on the sparkling, tw nkling
light, half-expecting it to vanish. But it leapt into view, |arger, brighter
and pure white.



If it was a star, why hadn't he seen it earlier? And where were the others?
According to his lord, the ancient world had been surrounded by countl ess
stars. But during the sundering of the world by the Sartan, the stars had

vani shed, disappeared. According to his lord, there should be no stars visible
on any of the new worlds.

Troubl ed, thoughtful, Haplo returned to the bridge. | should change course,
fly toward the light, investigate it. After all, it can't be a star. My Lord
has said so

Hapl o put his hands upon the steering stone, but he didn't say the words, he
didn't activate the runes. Doubt crept into his nind

What if My Lord is wong?

Hapl o gripped the stone hard, the sharp edges of the runes bit into the soft,
unprotected flesh of his palms. The pain was fitting puni shnment for doubting
his lord, doubting the man who had saved them fromthe hellish Labyrinth, the
man who had established their hone in the Nexus, the nman who would | ead them
forth to conquer worlds.

Hs lord, with his know edge of astronomy, had said there could be no stars. |
will fly toward this light and investigate it. | will have faith. My Lord has
never failed ne.

But still Haplo didn't speak the runes.

What if he flew toward the light, and his |lord was wong about this world?
What if it turned out to be like their ancient world-a planet orbiting a sun
set in cold, black and enpty space? | could end up flying into a void, flying
on and on until death clainmed me. At |east now, | have sighted what | hope and
bel i eve are clouds and where there are clouds there m ght be |and.

My Lord is ny master. | will obey himunquestioningly in all things. He is
wi se, intelligent, all-knowing. |I will obey. | wll.

Haplo lifted his hands fromthe steering stone. Turning away noodily, he
wal ked over to the wi ndow and stared outside.

"There it is, boy," he murnured.

The dog, hearing the troubled tone of his master's voice whined in synpathy
and brushed his tail against the floor to indicate he was there if Haplo
needed him

"Land. At last. W've nmmde it!"

He was certain beyond a doubt. The cl ouds had parted. He could see dark green
beneath them Flying nearer, he saw the dark green separate into varying
shades of green-patches that ranged froma light grayish green to a deep

bl ue-green to a nottled, yellow and eneral d green

"How can | turn back?"
To do so would be illogical, a part of himreasoned. You will land here, make
contact with the people as you have been ordered to do, then, upon | eaving,

you can fly out and investigate the sparkling |ight.

That made sense, and Haplo was relieved. Never one to waste his tinme in
usel ess self-recrimnation or self-analysis, the Patryn went about his duties



cal My, making the ship ready for |anding. The dog, sensing his master's
growi ng excitement, junmped about him nipped at him playfully.

But beneath the excitenent and sense of victory and elation ran an
undercurrent of darkness. These | ast few nonents had been a dreadful epiphany.
Haplo felt unclean, unworthy. He had dared admit to hinself that his lord

m ght be fallible.

The ship sailed nearer to the | and mass and Haplo realized, for the first

time, how fast he'd been traveling. It seenmed the ground was hurtling toward
him and he was forced to rechannel the magic in the runes on the w ngs-a
maneuver that reduced the speed and slowed his descent. He could actually make
out trees and broad, enpty expanses of green that appeared to be suitable for

| andi ng. Flying over a sea, he discerned in the di stance ot her bodi es of

wat er -1 akes and rivers, which he could only barely see for the thick growth of
vegetation surrounding them But he found no signs of civilization

On and on he flew, skimrng over the treetops, and saw no cities, no castles,
no walls. At length, weary of watching the endl ess expanse of green unrol
beneath him Haplo slunped down on the floor in front of the tall w ndows. The
dog had gone to sleep. No ships upon the seas or boats upon the | akes. No
roads crisscrossed the open expanses, no bridges spanned the rivers.

According to the records left in the Nexus by the Sartan, this real mshould be
peopl ed by el ves and humans and dwarfs and perhaps even the Sartan thensel ves.
But if so, where were they? Surely he woul d have seen sone sign of them by
now O maybe not.

Hapl o began, for the first time, to truly envision and understand the enormty
of this world. Tens of mllions could inhabit it, and he m ght never find
them though he spent a lifetine in the search. Entire cities mght lurk
beneat h the dense covering of trees and remain invisible to the eye peering
down from above. No way to find them no way to detect their existence except
by landing and trying to penetrate that thick green mass.

"This is inpossible!" Haplo muttered.

The dog woke up and nuzzled his master's hand with a cold nose. Haplo stroked
the soft fur, absently ruffled the silky ears. The dog, sighing, relaxed and
closed its eyes.

"I't would take an arny of us to search this |land! And then maybe we woul dn't
find anything. Perhaps we shouldn't bother. |- Wat the- Stop! Wait a minutel"

Hapl o junped to his feet, startling the dog, who | eapt up and began to bark
Hands on the steering stone, Haplo sent the ship into a slow turn, staring
down below himinto a small, light-colored patch of grayish green

"Yes! There it is!" he cried wildly, pointing out the w ndow, as though
exhibiting his discovery to an audi ence of hundreds instead of one
bl ack- and-whi t e dog.

Tiny bursts of light, all different colors, followed by small puffs of black
were plainly visible against the green. He had caught sight of them out of the
corner of his eye and turned back to make sure. A nonment's pause, and they
appeared again. It could be a-natural phenonmenon, he told hinmself, forcing

hi nsel f to cal mdown, appalled at his own | ack of control

No matter. He would |l and and check it out. At least he'd get off this blasted
ship, breathe fresh air.



Hapl o circl ed, descending, the bursts of Iight guiding him Coning down bel ow
the I evel of the very tallest trees, he saw a sight that would have caused him
to thank his god for a mracle, if he had believed in any god to thank

A structure, obviously built by hands guided by a brain, stood next to the
open area. The bursts of light were coming fromthat particular spot. And now
he coul d di stingui sh peopl e.

Smal| forms, |ike bugs standing in the gray-green expanse. The bursts of |ight
began appearing with nore frequency now, as if in excitenent. It |ooked as if
the lights were shooting forth fromout of the nmidst of the group of people.

Hapl o was prepared to neet the inhabitants of this new world. He had his story
ready, one sinmilar to that which he'd told the dwarf, Linbeck, on Arianus.

I'mfrom anot her part of Pryan, ny people (depending on circumstances as he
found then) are exactly like you-fighting for their freedom from oppressors.
W have won our battle and | have gone forth to help free others.

O course, there was always the possibility that these people- elves, humans,
and dwarves-were living in peace and tranquility with each other, that they
had no oppressors, that all was progressing nicely under the rule of the
Sartan and they didn't need freeing, thank you. Haplo considered this
possibility and, grinning, rejected it. Wrlds changed, one factor renained
constant. It sinply wasn't a nensch's nature to live in harnmony with his

fell ow nensch [22].

Hapl o coul d see the people on the ground clearly now and he knew t hat they
could see him People were rushing out of the structure, peering up into the
sky. Others were running up the hillside toward the bursts of light. He could
begin to make out what appeared to be a large city hidden beneath the

over spreadi ng tree branches. Through a break in the jungle growmh, he saw a

| ake surrounded by enormous structures with cultivated gardens and vast
expanses of snooth green |awn.

Closer still, and he saw the people staring up at his w nged dragonship, its
body and head painted so cunningly that it mght appear to those below to be a
real dragon. He noted that many people were refusing to venture into the open
area where it rmust by now be obvious that Haplo was going to | and. They
huddl ed in the shelter of trees, curious, but too prudent to nove any cl oser

Hapl o was, in fact, rather astonished to note that all the people weren't
fleeing in panic at his approach. But several of them two in particular
stood right underneath him heads tilted upward, hands lifted to shield their
eyes fromthe rays of the blazing sun. He could see one of thema figure clad
in flow ng, nouse-col ored robes-naking gestures with his arns, pointing out a
cleared area. If it hadn't been too inpossible to even consider, Haplo m ght
have supposed he was expect ed!

"I"ve been up here too long," he said to the dog. Feet planted firmy, the
ani mal was staring out the ship's |arge wi ndows, barking frantically at the
peopl e bel ow.

Hapl o had no tinme to continue watching. Hands on the steering stone, he called
upon the runes to sl ow Dragon Wng, keep the ship steady, and bring it safely

to rest. He could see, out of the corner of his eye, the robed figure hopping

up and down, waving a disreputable old hat in the air.

The ship touched ground and, to Haplo's alarm kept going! It was sinking! He



saw t hen, that he wasn't on firmground but had | anded on a bed of noss that
was giving way beneath the ship's weight. He was just about to act to halt the
ship's descent when it settled itself with an al nost cradling notion

burrowing into the noss Iike the dog into a thick blanket. At last, after

per haps eons of traveling, Haplo had arrived.

He gl anced out the wi ndows, but they were buried beneath the noss. He could
see nothing but a gray-green |leafy mass pressed up against the glass. He would
have to | eave by the top deck

Fai nt voices were coming fromup above, but Haplo figured they would be so
awed by his ship that they wouldn't conme near. If they did, they would get a
shock. Literally. He had activated a magical shield around the ship. Anyone
touching it would think, for a split instant, that they'd been struck by

['i ght ni ng.

Now t hat he had reached his destination, Haplo was hinmself again. H s brain
was thinking, guiding, directing. He dressed hinself so that every part of his
rune-tattooed body was covered by cloth. Soft, supple boots fit over | eather
trousers. A long-sleeved shirt, gathered tightly at the wists and at the
neck, was covered by a |l eather doublet. He tied a scarf around his neck
tucking the ends into the shirt.

The sigla did not extend up over the head or onto the face- their magic m ght
interfere with the thought process. Starting froma point on the breast above
the heart, the nines traced over the body, running down the trunk to the
loins, the thighs, the legs, the tops of the feet but not the soles. Wirls
and whorls and intricate designs done in red and bl ue wapped around t he neck
spread across the shoul der bl ades, entwi ned the arnms and travel ed over the
tops and pal ns of the hands, but |left bare the fingers. The brain was |eft
free of magic so that it could guide the nagic, the eyes and ears and nmouth
were left free to sense the world around, the fingers and soles of the feet
were left free to touch.

Hapl o' s | ast precaution, once his ship was | anded and he no | onger needed the
runes to guide it, was to wap thick bandages around his hands. He wound the
linen around the wist, covering the palm lacing it through the bottonms of
the fingers; the fingers and thunb he left bare.

A skin disease, he'd told the nensch on Arianus. It is not painful, but the
red, puss-filled pustules the disease forns are a sickening sight. Everyone on
Arianus, after hearing that story, had taken care to avoid Hapl o's bandaged
hands.

Vel |, al nost everyone.

One man had guessed he was |ying, one man-after casting a spell on Hapl o- had
| ooked beneath the bandages and seen the truth. But that man had been Al fred,
a Sartan, who had suspected in advance what he night find. Haplo had noticed
Al fred payi ng an unusual amount of attention to his hands, but he'd ignored
it-a mstake alnost fatal to his plans. Now he knew what to watch for, now he
was prepared.

Hapl o conjured up an i mage of hinself and inspected hinself carefully, walking
conpletely around the illusionary Haplo. At length, he was satisfied. No trace
of a rune showed. He bani shed the illusion. Tuggi ng the bandages over his
hands into place, he ascended to the top deck, threw open the hatch, and
energed, blinking, into the bright sun

The sound of voices hushed at the sight of him He pulled hinself up on the
deck and gl anced around, pausing a nonment to draw a deep breath of fresh, if



extremely hum d, air. Below, he saw faces, upturned, nouths open, eyes wi de.

El ves, he noted, with one exception. The figure in the nouse-col ored robes was
human-an old nan, with long white hair and | ong white beard. Unlike the
others, the old man wasn't gazing at Haplo in awe and wonder. Beam ng

stroking his beard, the old man turned this way and that.

"I told you,"
bel i eve nme!"

he was shouting. "Didn't | tell you? By cracky, | guess now you

"Here, dog!" Haplo whistled and the ani nal appeared on deck, trotting al ong at
his heels, to the added astoni shnent of all observers.

Haplo didn't bother with the | adder; the ship had settled so deeply into the
noss-its wings resting on top-that he could junmp lightly fromthe top deck to
the ground. The el ves gathered around Dragon W ng backed up hurriedly,
regarding the ship's pilot with suspicious incredulity. Haplo drewin a
breath, and was about to launch into his story, his mnd working rapidly to
provide himwi th the el ven | anguage.

He never got a chance to speak

The old man rushed up to him grabbed himby the bandaged hand.

"Qur savior! Right on time!" he cried, punping Haplo's armvigorously. "D d
you have a nice flight?"

CHAPTER 19

THE BORDER, THURN

ROLAND SQUI RVED, TRYI NG TO EASE H S CRAMPED MUSCLES BY MOVI NG | NTO anot her
position. The maneuver worked for a few nonents, then his arnms and buttocks
began aching again, only in different places. Gimacing, he tried
surreptitiously to twist his wists out of the vines that bound him Pain
forced himto quit. The vines were tough as |eather; he'd rubbed his skin raw
"Don't waste your strength," came a voice

Rol and | ooked around, tw sting his head to see.

"Where are you?"

"The other side of this tree. They're using pythavine. You can't break it. The
nore you try, the tighter the pytha'll squeeze you."

Keepi ng one eye on his captors, Roland managed to worm his way around the
large tree trunk. He discovered, on the other side, a dark-skinned human nal e
clad in bright-colored robes. A gold ring dangled fromhis left ear |obe. He
was securely tied, vines wapped around his chest, arms, and wists.

"Andor," he said, grinning. One side of his nmouth was swollen, dried bl ood
caked half his face.

"Rol and Redl eaf. You a SeaKi ng?" he added, with a glance at the earring.

"Yeah. And you're from Thillia. What are you people doing in Thurn
territory?"



"Thurn? We're nowhere near Thurn. We're on our way to the Fartherness."

"Don't play dumb with me, Thillian. You know where you are. So you're trading
with the dwarves ..." Andor paused, and licked his lips. "I could sure use a

dri nk about now. "

"I"'man explorer,"” said Roland, casting a wary glance at their captors to see
if they were being observed.

"We can tal k. They don't give a damm. There's no need to lie, you know W're
not going to live long enough for it to matter."

"\What ? What do you nean?"

"They kill everyone and everything they cone across . . . twenty people in ny
caravan. Al dead, the animals, too. Wiy the animls? They hadn't done
anything. It doesn't nmake any sense, does it?"

Dead? Twenty peopl e dead? Rol and stared hard at the man, thinking perhaps he
was lying, trying to scare the Thillian away from SeaKing trade routes. Andor

| eaned back against the tree trunk, his eyes closed. Roland saw sweat trickle
down the man's forehead, the dark circles beneath the sunken eyes, the ashen
lips. No, he wasn't lying. Fear constricted Roland's heart. He remenbered
hearing Rega's frantic scream crying his nanme. He swallowed a bitter taste in
hi s nout h.

"And . . . you?" he mmnaged.

Andor stirred, opened his eyes, and grinned again. It was |opsided, because of
hi s damaged nout h, and seened ghastly to Rol and.

"I was away from canp, answering nature's call. | heard the fighting ... |
heard the screans. That darktime . . . CGod of the Waters, I'mthirsty!" He

nmoi stened his lips with his tongue again. "l stayed put. Hell, what could

do? That darktine, | circled back. | found them my business partners, ny uncle
. ." He shook his head. "I ran. Kept going. But they caught me, brought ne
here right before they brought you in. It's weird, the way they can see you

wi t hout eyes."

"Who . . . what the hell are they?" Rol and denanded.

"You don't know? They're tytans."

Rol and snorted. "Kids' stories-"

"Yeah! Kids." Andor began to laugh. "My little nephew was seven. | found his
body. H s head had been split w de open, |ike soneone had stonped on it." His
| aughter shrilled and broke; he coughed painfully.

'Take it easy," Roland whi spered.

Andor drew a shuddering breath. "They're tytans, all right; the ones who
destroyed the Kasnar Empire. Wped it out. Not a building left standing, a
person |l eft alive except those who managed to flee ahead of them And now
they' re nmovi ng south, coming down through the dwarven ki ngdons."

"But the dwarves'll stop them surely . . . ?"

Andor sighed, grimaced, and twi sted his body. "Wrd is that the dwarves are in

| eague with "em that they worship these bastards. The dwarves plan to let the
tytans march right through and destroy us, then the dwarves'|| take over our



| ands. "

Rol and recal | ed vaguel y Bl ackbeard sayi ng somnet hi ng about his people and the
tytans, but it was too long ago, swimrng in ale.

Movement glinpsed froma corner of his eye caused himto turn. Mre of the
gi ants appeared, gliding into the | arge open space where the two humans | ay
bound, noving nore silently than the wind, never fluttering a single |eaf.

Rol and eyed these new creatures warily, saw that they carried bundles in their
arms. He recognized a fall of dark hair.

"Rega!" He sat up, struggling wildly against his bonds.

Andor smiled, his mouth twisting. "Mdre of you, huh? And an elf with you! God
of the Waters, if we had caught you . "

The tytans carried their captives to the base of Roland's tree and laid them
down. His heart rose when he saw that they were gentle with their prisoners,
taking care to ease themto the ground. Both Paithan and Rega were

unconsci ous, their clothes covered with what | ooked |ike pieces of broken
fungus. But neither appeared to be injured. Roland could see no bl ood, no
signs of braising or broken bones. The tytans bound their captives skillfully
and efficiently, stared down at thema nonment, as if studying them then |eft
them Gathering in the center of the clearing, the tytans formed a circle and
their heads turned toward the others,

"Spooky bunch," Rol and deci ded. Edging his body as near Rega's as possible, he
laid his head down on her chest. Her heart beat was strong and regular. He
nudged her with an el bow

Her eyelids fluttered. She opened them saw Roland and blinked, startled and
confused. Renenbered terror flooded her eyes. She tried to nmove, discovered
she was bound, and caught her breath in a fearful gasp

"Rega! Hush! Lie still. No, don't try! These damm vines tighten if you
struggle.”

"Rol and! What happened? Wio are these-" Rega | ooked at the tytans and
shudder ed.

"The tyros nmust have caught wi nd of these things and bolted. | was chasing
after them when the jungle came alive all around ne. | had time to scream and
that was it. They caught ne, knocked me out."

"Paithan and | were standing on the ... the |edge. They cane up and put their
hands on it and began to sh-shake it "

"Shhh, there. It's over now Quin all right?"

"I-1 think so." Rega glanced down at her spore-covered clothes. "The fungus
must have broken our fall." Leaning near the elf, she spoke softly. "Paithan
Pai t han, can you hear nme?"

"Ayyyy!" Paithan woke with a cry. "Shut himup!" grow ed Andor

The tytans had ceased observing each other and transferred their sightless

gaze to their captives. One by one, noving slowy, gliding gracefully over the
jungle floor, the tytans cane toward them



"This is it!" said Andor grimy. "See you in hell, Thillian."

Soneone made a whi npering sound. Whether it was Rega or the elf, Roland
couldn't tell. He couldn't take his eyes fromthe giants | ong enough to find
out. He felt Rega's shivering body press against his. Mvenent in the
undergrowt h indi cated that Paithan, bound |like the rest of them was
attenpting to wiggle his way over near Rega.

Keepi ng his eyes on the tytans, Roland saw no reason to be afraid. They were
big, but they didn't act particularly nmenacing or threatening.

"Look, Sis," he whispered out of the corner of his nmouth, "if they'd wanted to
kill us, they would' ve done it before this. Just keep calm They don't | ook
too bright. W can bluff our way outta this."

Andor | aughed, a horrible, bone-chilling sound. The tytans- ten of them had
gat hered around their captives, formng a semcircle. The eyel ess heads faced
them A very soft, very quiet, very gentle voice spoke.

Where is the citadel ?

Rol and gazed up at them puzzled. "D d you say sonething?" He could have sworn
that their nouths never noved.

"Yes, | heard them " Rega answered in awe.
Wiere is the citadel ?

The question was repeated, still spoken quietly, the words whispering through
Rol and' s mi nd.

Andor | aughed again, manically. "I don't know" he shrieked suddenly, tossing
his head back and forth. "I don't know where the goddamm citadel is!"

Wiere is the citadel ? What nust we do?

The words were urgent now, no |onger a whisper but a cry mat was |ike a scream
trapped in the skull.

Wiere is the citadel ? What nmust we do? Tell us! Command us!

At first annoying, the scream ng inside Roland s head becane rapidly nore
pai nful . He wacked his burning brain, trying desperately to think, but he'd
never heard of any "citadel," at least not in Thillia.

"Ask . . . the . . . elf!" he managed, forcing the words out between teeth
cl enched agai nst the agony.

A terrifying scream behind himindicated that the tytans had taken his advice.
Pai t han | urched over, rolling on the ground, withing in pain, shouting
somet hing in elven

"Stop it! Stop it!" Rega begged, and suddenly the voi ces ceased.

It was quiet inside his head. Rol and sagged weakly agai nst his bonds. Paithan
| ay, sobbing, on the nbss. Rega, armns tightly bound, crouched near him The
tytans gazed at their captives and then one of them w thout the slightest
warning, lifted a tree branch and slammed it into Andor's bound and hel pl ess
body.

The SeaKing couldn't cry out; the blow crushed his rib cage, punctured his



lungs. The tytan raised the branch and struck again. The blow split the man's
skul I'.

Warm bl ood spl ashed on Rol and. Andor's eyes stared fixedly at his mnurderer
the SeaKing had died with that ghastly grin on his face, as if |aughing at
some terrible joke. The body twitched in its death throes.

The tytan struck again and again, w elding the gore-covered branch, beating
the corpse to a bloody pul p. Wen the body had been nangl ed beyond
recognition, the tytan turned to Rol and.

Nurmb, horrified, Roland sumoned adrenaline-fed strength and plunged backward,
knocki ng Rega to the ground. Wiggling around, he hunched over her, shielding
her body with his own. She lay quietly, too quietly, and he wondered if she
had fai nted. He hoped she had. It would be easier . . . nuch easier. Paithan

| ay nearby, staring w de-eyed at what was |left of Andor. The elf's face was
ashen. He seened to have quit breathing.

Rol and braced hinself for the blow, praying that the first killed himswi ftly.
He heard the scrabbling sound in the noss below him felt the hand grab onto
the buckle of his belt, but the hand wasn't real to him not as real as the
death that | oomed above him The sudden jerk and the plunge down through the
noss brought himsharply to his senses. He gasped and spluttered and
floundered, as a sl eepwal ker who stunbles into an icy | ake.

Hs fall ended abruptly and painfully. He opened his eyes. He wasn't in water,
but in a dark tunnel that seened to have been hol | owed out of the thick noss.
A strong hand shoved him a sharp blade sliced through his bonds.

"Go! Go! They are thick witted, but they will follow"

"Rega," Roland nunbled and tried to get back

"I have her and the elf! Now go!"

Rega fell against him propelled from behind. Her cheekbone struck his
shoul der, and her head snapped up

"CGo!" shouted the voice.

Rol and caught hold of his sister, dragged her al ongsi de him Ahead of them
stretched a tunnel, |eading deeper into the nbss. Rega began to crawl down it.
Rol and foll owed, fear dictating to his body what it must do to escape because
his brain seened to have shut down.

Dazed, groping through the gray-green darkness, he crawl ed and |urched and
spraw ed clunsily headlong in his mad dash. Rega, her body nore conpact, noved
t hrough the tunnel with ease. She paused occasionally, to | ook back, her gaze
goi ng past Roland to the elf behind him

Paithan's face glimered an eerie white, he | ooked nore |like a ghost than a
living man, but he was noving, slithering through the tunnel on hands and
knees and belly like a snake. Behind himwas the voice, urging themon

"Go! Go!"
Before long, the strain told on Roland. H s nmuscles ached, his knees were

scraped raw, his breath burned in his lungs. W' re safe now, he told hinself.
This place is too narrow for those fiends - -



A rending and tearing sound, as if the ground were being ripped apart by
gigantic hands, inpelled Roland forward. Like a nongoose hunting a snake, the
tytans were digging for them w dening the tunnel, intending to ferret them
out .

Down and down the captives traveled, sonetines falling or rolling where the
tunnel turned steep and they couldn't see their way in the darkness. The fear
of pursuit and the gruff "Go! Go!" drove themon past the Iimt of endurance.
And then a whoosh of exhal ed breath and a crash coming frombehind himtold
Rol and that the elf's strength had gi ven out.

"Rega!" Roland called, and his sister halted, turning slowy, peering at him
wearily. "Quin's had it. Come help ne!"

She nodded, having no breath left to speak, and craw ed back. Rol and reached
out a hand, caught hold of her arm felt her trenbling with fatigue.

"Why have you stopped?" denanded the voice.

'Take a look . . . elf!" Roland gasped for breath. "He's . . . finished ...
Al of us. ... Rest. Must. . . rest."”

Rega sagged against him her muscles tw tching, her chest heaving. Blood
roared in Roland' s ears, he couldn't tell if they were still being pursued.
Not, he thought, that it nattered.

"We rest a little," said the gruff voice. "But not |ong. Deep. W nust go
deep. "

Rol and gazed around him blinking back fiery spots that were bursting before
his eyes, obscuring his vision. He couldn't see nuch anyway. The dar kness was
t hi ck, intense.

"Surely . . . they won't come . . . this far."

"You don't know them They are terrible.”

The voice-now that he could hear it nore clearly-sounded famliar

"Bl ackbeard? That you?"

"I told you before. My nane is Drugar. Wwo is the el f?"

"Paithan," said Paithan, easing hinself to a crouched position, bracing

hi nsel f agai nst the sides of the tunnel. "Paithan Quindiniar. | am honored to
nmeet you, sir, and | want to thank you for-"

"Not now " grow ed Drugar. "Deep! W nust go deep!”

Rol and fl exed his hands. The palns were torn and bl eedi ng where he'd scraped
t hem agai nst the nobss tunnel's rough sides.

"Rega?" he said, concerned.

"Yeah. | can nmake it.'
crawl again.

He heard her sigh. Then she left him and began to

Rol and drew a breath, w ped the sweat fromhis eyes, and foll owed, plunging
down into the darkness.



CHAPTER 20
THE TUNNELS, THURN

THE ESCAPI NG CAPTI VES CRAW.ED THROUGH THE TUNNEL, DELVI NG DEEPER

and deeper, the voice behind themurging, "Go! Go!" The mind soon | ost al

awar eness of where it was or what it was doing. They becanme automatons, noving
t hrough the darkness like wi ndup toys with no thought of where they were or
where they were going, too exhausted, too dazed to care.

Then came an inpression of vastness. Reaching out their hands, they could no
| onger feel the tunnel's sides. The air, though it was still, was surprisingly
cool and snelled of danpness and of grow h.

"W have reached the bottom" said the dwarf. "Now, you may rest."

They col | apsed, rolling over on their backs, gasping for breath, stretching,
easi ng cranped and aching nuscles. Drugar said nothing else to them They

m ght have thought he'd left them except that they could hear his stentorian
breathing. At length, rested, they grew nore cogni zant of their surroundings.
What ever it was on which they were lying was hard and unresiliant, slick and
slightly gritty feeling to the touch

"What is this stuff?" Roland asked, propping hinself up. He dug at a handf ul
ran it through his fingers.

"Who cares?" said Rega. Her voice had a shrill edge, she was panting. "I can't
take this! The dark. It's awful. |I can't breathe! |I'm snothering!"

Drugar spoke words in dwarven, that sounded |like rocks clashing together. A
light flared, the brilliance painful to the eyes. The dwarf held a torch in
hi s hand.

"Is that better, human?"

"No, not nuch," said Rega. Sitting up, she |ooked around fearfully. "It just
makes the darkness darker. | hate it down here! | can't stand it!"

"You want to go back up there?" Drugar pointed.

Rega's face pal ed, her eyes w dened. "No," she whispered, and slid over to be
near Pait han.

The elf started to put his armaround her, to confort her, then he glanced at
Rol and. Hi s face flushing, Paithan stood up and wal ked away. Rega stared after
hi m

"Pai t han?"

He didn't | ook around. Burying her face in her hands, Rega began to sob
bitterly.
"What you are sitting on," said Drugar, "is dirt."

Rol and was at a | oss, uncertain what to do. He knew as her "husband" he should
go confort Rega, but he had a feeling that his presence would only make
matters worse. Besides, he felt in need of conforting hinself. Looking down at
his clothes, he could see, by the torchlight, splotches of red-blood, Andor's
bl ood.



"Dirt," said Paithan. "Ground. You nmean we're actually on ground |evel ?"
"Where are we?" Rol and denmanded

"We are in a k'tark, neaning 'crossroad' in your |anguage," answered Drugar
"Several tunnels conme together here. W find it is a good neeting place. There

is food and water." He pointed to several shadowy shapes barely visible in the
flickering torchlight. "Help yourself."

"I"'mnot all that hungry," munbl ed Rol and, rubbing frantically at the
bl oodstains on his shirt. "But | could use sone water."

"Yes, water!" Rega lifted her head, the tears on her cheeks sparkled in the
firelight.

"Il get it," offered the elf.

The shadowy shapes turned out to be wooden barrels. The elf renoved a lid,
peered inside, sniffed. "Water," he reported. He carried a gourd filled with
the liquid to Rega.

"Drink this," he said to her gently, his hand touchi ng her shoul der

Rega cupped the gourd in her hands, drank thirstily. Her eyes were on the elf,
his were on her. Roland, watching, felt sonething dark twist inside him |

made a m stake. They |like each other, like each other a lot. And that's not in
the plans. | don't care two sticks if Rega seduces an elf. I'll be damed if
she's going to fall in l[ove with one.

"Hey," he said. "I could use sone of that."

Paithan rose to his feet. Rega handed back the enpty gourd with a wan snile.
The elf headed for the water barrel. Rega flashed Rol and a piercing, angry
gl ance. Roland returned it, scowing. Rega flipped her dark hair over her
shoul der.

"I want to |l eave!" she said. "I want out of here!"”

"Certainly," said Drugar. "Like | said, craw back up there. They are waiting
for you."

Rega shuddered. Forcing back a cry, she hid her face in her folded arns.

."There's no need to be so rough on her, dwarf. That was a pretty awful
experience up there! And if you ask ne"-Paithan cast a grimlook at their
surroundi ngs-"thi ngs down here don't | ook nuch better!"

"The elf's got a point," struck in Roland. "You saved our lives. Why?"
Drugar fingered a wooden ax that he wore thrust through his wi de belt. "Where
are the rail bows?"

"I thought so." Roland nodded. "Well, if that was why you saved us, you wasted
your time. You'll have to ask those creatures for them But maybe you' ve

al ready done that! The SeaKing told ne you dwarves worship these nonsters. He
sai d you and your people are going to join these tytans and take over the
human | ands. That true, Drugar? Is that why you needed the weapons?"



Rega rai sed her head, stared at the dwarf. Paithan slowy sipped water from
the gourd, his eyes on Drugar. Roland tensed. He didn't like the glitter in
the dwarf's dark eyes, the chill smle that touched the bearded |ips.

"My people ..." said Drugar softly, "ny people are no nore."

"What ? Make sense, damm it, Bl ackbeard!"

"He is," said Rega. "Look at him Blessed Thillia! He means his people are al
dead!"

"On's blood," swore Paithan, in elven, with reverence.
"I's that it?" demanded Roland. "Is that the truth? Your people . . . dead?"
"Look at him" Rega cried, alnobst hysterically.

M nds confused, blinded by their own fears, they had none of themreally seen
the dwarf. Eyes open, they saw that Drugar's clothes were torn and stained
with blood. H s beard, of which he had al ways taken great care, was matted and
tangled; his hair wild and unconbed. A | arge and ugly gash had opened the skin
on his forearm blood had dried on his forehead. His | arge hands fingered the
ax.

"I'f we'd had the weapons," said Drugar, his gaze fixed black and unbli nki ng,
on the shadows noving in the tunnels, "we could have fought them M people
woul d still be alive."
"It isn't our fault." Roland raised both hands, palnms outward. "We cane as
fast as we could. The elf"-he pointed at Paithan-"the elf was late."

"I didn't know How was | supposed to know? It was that damm trail of yours,
Redl eaf, up and down hundred-foot cliffs that led us right into the bastards-"

"Ch, so now you're going to blame it all on me-"

"Stop arguing!" Rega's voice screeched. "It doesn't matter whose fault it is!
The only thing that matters is getting out of here!"

"Yes, you're right," said Paithan, cal mng down, subdued. "I must return and
warn my people.”
"Bah! You elves don't have to worry. My people will deal with these freaks!"

Rol and gl anced at the dwarf and shrugged. "No offense, Bl ackbeard, old boy,
but warriors-real ones, not a bunch who've been sawed off at the knees-won't
have any probl em destroying the nonsters."

"What about Kasnar?" said Paithan. "What happened to the human warriors in
t hat enpire?”

"Peasants! Farmers." Roland disnmssed themwith a gesture. "W Thillians are
fighters! W' ve had experience."

"In bashi ng each other, maybe. You didn't |ook so great up there!"

"I was caught off-guard! What do you expect, elf? They were on ne before
could react. Al right, so we won't bring these giants down with one arrow,
but I'Il guarantee you that when they've got five or six spears through those
holes in their heads, they won't be asking any nore of their stupid questions
about citadel s!"



Where are the citadel s?

The question reverberated through Drugar's mind, beat and hanmmered and
pounded, each syllable physically painful. Fromhis vantage point in one of
the nyriad dwarven dwel | ings, Drugar stared down upon the vast nobss plain
where his father and nost of his people had gone to neet the giants vanguard.

No, vanguard wasn't the correct word. A vanguard inplies order, directed
nmoverrent. To Drugar it appeared that this small group of giants had stunbled
over the dwarves, com ng across them by accident not design, taking a brief
nmonent away fromtheir larger quest to ... ask directions?

"Don't go out there. Father!" Drugar had been tenpted to plead with the old
man. "Let ne talk to themif you insist on such folly! Stay behind, where it's
safel™

But he knew that if he had said such words to his father, he mght very well
feel the lash of that wal king stick across his back. And he woul d have had
reason to beat nme, Drugar admitted. He is, after all, king. And |I should be at
hi s si de!

But he wasn't.
"Father, order the people to stay indoors. You and | will treat with these-"

"No, Drugar. We are the One Dwarf. | amking, but | amonly the head. The
entire body nust be present to hear and witness and share in the discussion
That is the way it has been since the time of our creation." The old man's
face softened, saddened. "If this is, indeed, our end, let it be said that we
fell as we lived-as one."

The One Dwarf was present, streaming up out of their dwellings far beneath the
ground, conming to stand on the vast noss plain that forned the roof of their
city, blinking and wi nking and cursing the bright sunlight. In the excitenent
of wel coming their "brothers" whose huge bodi es were al nost the size of

Drakar, the dwarven god, the dwarves did not notice that many of their nunber
stayed behi nd, standing near the entrance to their city.

Here Drugar had posted his warriors, hoping to be able to cover a retreat.

The One Dwarf saw the jungle nove onto the plain. Half-blinded by the
unaccustomed sunlight, the dwarves saw t he shadows between the trees or naybe
even the trees thenselves glide with silent feet onto the nbss. Drugar

squi nted, staring hard, trying to count the giants' nunbers but it was |ike
counting the leaves in the forest. Awed, appalled, he wondered fearfully how
you fought something you couldn't see.

Wth magi c weapons, elven weapons, intelligent weapons that sought their prey,
t he dwarves ni ght have had a chance. Wat nust we do?

The voice in his head wasn't threatening. It was wi stful, sad, frustrated
Wiere is the citadel ? Wiat nmust we do?

The voi ce demanded an answer. It was desperate for an answer. Drugar

experi enced an odd sensation-for a brief nonment, despite his fear, he shared

t he sadness of these creatures. He truly regretted not being able to help
t hem



"W have never heard of any citadels, but we will be glad to join you in your
search, if you will-"

H s father never had a chance to say another word. Myving silently, acting

wi t hout apparent anger or malice, two of the giants reached down, grabbed the
old dwarf in their |large hands, and rent himasunder. They tossed the bl oody
pi eces of the carcass to the ground casually, as one tossed asi de garbage.
Systematically, again w thout anger or nmalice, they started to kill

Drugar wat ched, appalled, helpless. H's mnd nunbed by the horror of what he
had wi t nessed and been unable to prevent, the dwarf acted on instinct, his
body doi ng what he'd prepared it to do wi thout conscious thought. G abbing up
a kurth horn, he put his lips to it and blew a | oud, wailing blast, calling
his people back to their dwellings, back to safety.

He and his warriors, sonme posted high in the trees, fired their arrows at the
gi ants. The sharp wooden points, that could skewer the biggest human, bounced
oft the thick hide of the giants. They treated the flights of arrows I|ike
flocks of stinging gnats, brushing themaway with their hands when they coul d
take time fromtheir butchery to rempve them

The dwarves' retreat was not pani cked. The body was one- anything that
happened to a single dwarf happened to all dwarves. They stopped to assi st
those who fell. The ol der |agged behind, urging the younger forward to safety.
The strong carried the weak. Consequently, the dwarves were easy prey.

The giants pursued them caught themeasily, destroyed them w thout nercy. The
noss plain grew soggy with blood. Bodies lay piled on top of each other, sone
hung fromtrees into which they'd been hurled. Mst had been battered beyond
recognition.

Drugar waited until the |last nmoment to seek safety, making certain that those
few left alive on that ghastly plain made it back. Even then, he didn't want
to leave. Two of his nmen had to literally drag hi mdown into the tunnels.

Up above, they could hear the rending and breaking of tree linbs. Part of the
"roof " of the underground city caved in. \When the tunnel behind himcoll apsed,
Drugar and what was left of his arnmy turned to face their foe. There was no
longer a need to run to reach safety. No safety existed.

When Drugar cane to, he found hinmself lying in a partially collapsed section
of tunnel, the bodies of several of his men lying on top of him Shoving the
corpses aside, he paused to listen, to see if he could hear any sign of life.

There was only silence, dreadful, om nous. For the rest of his life, he would
hear that silence and with it the words that whispered in his heart.

"No one ..."

"I will take you to your people,"” said Drugar suddenly, the first words he'd
spoken in a long, long while.

The humans and the elf ceased their bickering, turned, and | ooked at him

"I know the way." He gestured into the deeper darkness. "These tunnels
lead to the border of Thillia. W will be safe if we stay down here."

"Al'l that way! Under . . . down here!" Rega bl enched.

"You can go back up!" Drugar rem nded, gesturing.



Rega | ooked up, gul ped. Shivering, she shook her head.

"Why?" Rol and demanded

"Yes," said Paithan. "Wiy would you do this for us?"

Drugar stared up at them the flame of hatred burning, consumng him He hated
them hated their skinny bodies, their clean-shaven faces; hated their snell,
their superiority; hated their tallness.

"Because it is ny duty," he said.

What ever happens to a single dwarf, happens to all

Drugar's hand, hidden beneath his flow ng beard, slipped inside his belt, the
fingers closed over a sloth-bone hunting dagger. Terrible joy flared up in the
dwarf's heart.

CHAPTER 21

TREETOPS, EQUI LAN

" AND HOW MANY PEOPLE DO YOU THI NK YOUR SHI P W LL CARRY?" | NQUI RED Zifnab
"Carry where?" asked Hapl o, cautiously.

"Come fly with ne. Up, up, and away in ny beautiful baboon. Gone with the
wi nd. Sonewhere over the rainbow. | get no kick fromchanpagne. . . . No
wrong verse."

"Look, sir, ny ship isn't going anywhere-"

"Well, of course it is, dear boy. You're the savior. Now, let's see." Zifnab
began to count on his fingers, muttering to hinmself. "The Tribus elves had a
flight crew of npfpt and you add the galley slaves and that's mrrk and any
passengers woul d be npfpt plus nrrk, carry the one-"

"What do you know about Tribus elves?" demanded Hapl o.

"-and the answer is . . ." The old wizard blinked. "Tribus el ves? Never heard
of 'em

"You brought them up-"

"No, no, dear boy. Your hearing' s gone. Such a young man, too. Pity. Perhaps
it was the flight. You nust have neglected to pressurize the cabin properly.
Happens to ne all the tine. Deaf as a doorknob for days. | distinctly heard
nmysel f say 'tribe of elves'. Pass the brandyw ne, please.™

"No nore for you, sir," intoned a voice, runbling through the floor. The dog,
lying at Haplo's feet, lifted its head, hackles raised, fur bristling,
growming inits throat.

The old man hastily dropped the decanter. "Don't be al armed,” he said,
somewhat shanefacedly. "That's just ny dragon. He thinks he's Ronald Col eman. "

"Dragon," repeated Hapl o, |ooking around the parlor, glancing out the w ndows.
The runes on his skin itched and tingled with danger. Surreptitiously, keeping
hi s hands hi dden beneath the white linen tablecloth, he slid aside the



bandages, prepared to use his magic to defend hinself.

"Yes, dragon," snapped an el ven woman peevishly. "The dragon |ives beneath the
house. Half the tinme he thinks he's the butler and the other half he's
terrorizing the city. Then there's ny father. You' ve met him Lenthan
Quindiniar. He's planning to take us all to the stars to see ny nother, who's
been dead for years. That's where you cone in, you and your w nged contraption
of evil out there.”

Hapl o gl anced at his hostess. Tall and thin, she was straight up and down, al
angl es, no curves, and stood and sat and wal ked stiff as a Vol karan knight in
full arnor.

"Don't talk like that about Papa, Callie," murmured another elven wonan, who
was adnmiring her reflection in a window "It isn't respectful.”

"Respectful!" Calandra rose fromher seat. The dog, nervous already, sat up
and growl ed again. Haplo laid a soothing hand on the animal's head. The wonan
was so furious she never noticed. "Wen you are 'Lady Durndrun' mss, you can
tell me howto talk, but not before!”

Cal andra's fl ashi ng-eyed gaze flared around the room visibly scorching her

father and the old man. "It is bad enough that | nust put up with entertaining
lunatics, but this is the house of nmy father and you are his 'guests'!
Therefore, | will feed you and shelter you but 1'll be dammed if | have to
listen to you or | ook at you! Fromnow on, Papa, | will take ny neals in ny
room"

Cal andra whirled, skirts and petticoats rustled like the leaves in a

wi nd-tossed tree. She stormed fromthe parlor and into the dining room her
passing creating a ripple of destruction- overturning a chair, sweeping small
fragile objects off a table-She slammed the door to the hall shut with such
force the wood nearly splintered. Wen the whirlw nd had bl own over, qui et
descended.

"I don't believe | have ever been treated to such a scene in ny el even
t housand years," intoned the voice beneath the floor in shocked tones. "If you
want my advice-"

"W don't," said Zfnab hastily.
"-that young wonman shoul d be soundly spanked," stated the dragon

Hapl o unobtrusively repl aced the bandages.
"It's my fault." Lenthan hunched m serably into his chair. "She's right. | am
crazy. Dreanming about going to the stars, finding ny bel oved again."

"No, sir, no!" Zifnab slamed his hand on the table for enphasis. "W have the
ship." He gestured at Haplo. "And the man who knows how to operate it. Qur
savior! Didn't | tell you he'd cone? And isn't he here?"

Lenthan lifted his head, his mld, vague-Ilooking eyes staring at Haplo. "Yes.
The man with the bandaged hands. You said that, but-"

"Well, then!" said Zfnab, beard bristling in triunph. "I said |I'd be here and
| came. | said he'd be here and he came. | say we're going to the stars and
we'll go. W haven't nuch time," he added, his voice |lowering. H s expression

saddened. "Doomis coming. Even as we sit here, it's getting closer."



Al eat ha sighed. Turning fromthe wi ndow, she wal ked over to her father, put
her hands gently on his shoul ders, and kissed him "Don't worry about Callie,
Papa. She's working too hard, that's all. You know she doesn't mean hal f what
she says."

"Yes, yes, ny dear," said Lenthan, patting his daughter's hand absently. He
was gazing with renewed eagerness at the old wizard. "So you really, honestly
bel i eve we can take this ship and sail to the stars?"

"Not a doubt. Not a doubt." Zifnab gl anced nervously about me room Leaning
over to Lenthan, the w zard whi spered |oudly, "You wouldn't happen to have a
pi pe and a bit of tobacco about, woul d-"

"I heard that!" runbled the dragon
The old man cringed. "Gandal f enjoyed a good pipe!"

"Why do you think he was called Gandalf the Gey? It wasn't for the col or of
his robes,"” the dragon added om nously.

Al eat ha wal ked from the room

Hapl o rose to follow, naking a quick gesture to the dog, who rarely took its
eyes off his master. The dog obediently stood up, trotted over to Zfnab, and
settled down at the wizard' s feet. Haplo found Al eatha in the dining room

pi cki ng up broken kni ckknacks.

"Those edges are sharp. You'll cut yourself. I'll doit."

"Ordinarily the servants would clean up the ness," Al eatha said, with a rueful
smle. "But we don't have any left. Just the cook, and | think she stays
because she wouldn't know what to do with herself if she didn't have us. She's
been with us since Mther died."

Hapl o studi ed the snashed figurine he held in his hand. The figure of a woman,
it appeared to be a religious icon of sonme sort, because she was hol di ng her
hands up, palmoutward, in a ritual expression of blessing. The head had been
broken fromthe body in the fall. Fitting it back into place, Haplo saw the
hair was |long and white, except for where it turned dark brown at the tips.

"That's the Mther, goddess of the elves. Mther Peytin. O perhaps you

al ready know that," said Aleatha, sitting back on her heels. Her filny dress
was |ike a rose cloud around her, her blue-purple eyes, gazing into Haplo's,
were alluring, enchanting.

He smiled back, a quiet smle, unassuming. "No, | didn't. | don't know
anyt hi ng about your people.”

"Aren't there elves where you come fron? Where do you come from by the way.
You' ve been here several cycles now, and | don't recall hearing you say."

Now was the time for the speech. Now was the tinme for Haplo to tell her the
story he'd arranged during his voyage. Behind, in the parlor, the old man's
voi ce was goi ng on and on.

Al eatha, making a pretty grimace, rose and shut the door between the two
roonms. Haplo could still hear the wizard's words quite distinctly, comng to
his ears through those of his dog.

the heat-resistant tiles kept falling off. Big problemin reentry. Now



this ship that's docked out here is nade of a material that is nore reliable
than tiles. Dragon scales,” he said in a piercing whisper. "But | wouldn't |et
word of that get around. M ght upset. . . you know who."

"Do you want to try to fix this?" Haplo held up the two pieces of the broken
i con.

"So you intend to remain a nystery," said Al eatha. Reaching out her hands, she
took the pieces fromHaplo, letting her fingers brush against his ever so
lightly. "It doesn't matter, you know. Papa would believe you if you told him
you fell from heaven. Callie wouldn't believe you if you said you wal ked over
from next door. \Whatever story you do come up with, try to make it
entertaining."

Idly, she fit the pieces of the statue together and held it up to the |ight.
"How do they know what she |ooked Iike? | nmean, her hair, for exanple. No one
has hair like this-white on top and brown at the tips." The purple eyes

gat hered Haplo inside, held himfast. "I take that back. It's alnmost |ike your
hair, except that it's reversed. Yours is brown with white on the edges. dd,
isn't it?"

"Not where | cone from Everyone has hair |like mne."

That, at least, was a truthful statenment. The Patryns are born w th brown
hair. Wen they attain puberty, the tips of the hair begin to turn white. What
Hapl o did not add was that with the Sartan, it is different. They are born
with white hair, the tips eventually turning brown. He |ooked at the goddess
the el ven woman held in her hand. Here was proof that the Sartan had been to
this world. Were they here now?

H s thoughts went to the old man. Zifnab hadn't fool ed Hapl o. The Patryn's
heari ng was excellent. The old man had said "Tribus" elves-the elves who |ived
in Arianus, the elves who lived in another world, far and apart fromthis one.
" solid fuel rocket booster. Blew up on the [aunch pad. Horrible.
Horrible. But they wouldn't believe me, you see. | told them magi c was much
safer. It was the bat guano they couldn't handle. Need tons of it, you know,
to achieve lift-off. "

Not that what the old nman was sayi ng now made nuch sense. Still, there was
undoubtedly method in his madness. The Sartan, Alfred, had seenmed nothi ng but
a bunbling servant.

Al eat ha deposited the two hal ves of the goddess in a drawer. The renains of a
br oken cup and saucer ended up in the wastebasket.

"Wl d you like a drink? The brandy is quite fine."
"No, thank you," said Haplo.

"I thought maybe you m ght need one, after Callie's little scene. Perhaps we
shoul d rejoin the others-"

"I'd rather talk to you alone, if it's allowed."

"You mean can we be al one together w thout a chaperone? O course." Al eatha

| aughed, light, rippling. "My fanmly knows ne. You won't damage ny reputation
with them 1'd invite you out to sit on the front porch, but the crowd' s stil
there, staring at your 'evil contraption.' W can go into the draw ng room
It's cool in there."



Al eatha | ed the way, her body rippling like her |aughter. Haplo was protected
agai nst femni nine charnms-not by nagic, for not even the nost powerful runes
ever traced upon a body could guard against |ove's insidious poison. He was
protected by experience. It is dangerous to love, in the Labyrinth. But the
Patryn could adnire fenmal e beauty, as he had often admired the kal ei doscopic
sky in the Nexus.

"Please, go in," Aleatha said, extending her hand.
Hapl o entered the drawi ng room Al eatha cane behind him shut the door, and
| eaned up against it, studying him

Located in the center of the house, away fromthe w ndows, the room was

secl uded and private. The fan on the ceiling above rotated with a soft

whi rring noise-the only sound. Haplo turned to his hostess, who was regardi ng
himwith a playful snile,

"I'f you were an elf, it would be dangerous for you to be alone with ne."
"Pardon me, but you don't | ook dangerous."

"Ah, but I am |I'mbored. |I'm engaged. The two are synonynous. You're
extremely well built, for a human. Mst of the human nales |'ve seen are so
big, with hul king bodies. You' re slender." Al eatha reached out, laid her hand
on his arm caressing. "Your nmuscles are firm like a tree branch. That
doesn't hurt you when | touch you, does it?"

"No," said Haplo with his quiet smle. "Wiy? Should it?"

"The skin di sease, you know. "

The Patryn remenbered his lie. "Ch, that. No, it's only on ny hands."
He held them out. Al eatha gave the bandages a | ook of faint disgust.

"Apity. | amfrightfully bored." She |eaned up agai nst the door again,
studying himlanguidly. "The man wi th the bandaged hands. Just like that old
| ooney predicted. | wonder if the rest of what he said will conme true." A
slight from marred the snooth, white forehead.

"He really said that?" Hapl o asked
"Sai d what ?"
"About ny hands? Predicted ... my com ng?"

Al eat ha shrugged. "Yes, he said it. Along with a |l ot of other nonsense, about
my not being married. Doom and destruction comng. Flying a ship to the stars.
I"mgoing to be married.” Her lips tightened. "I've worked too hard, gone

t hrough too nuch. And I won't stay in this house any |longer than | have to."

"Way woul d your father want to go to the stars?" Haplo recall ed the object
he'd seen fromhis ship, the twinkling light, sparkling brightly in the
sun-drenched sky. He'd only seen one. There were nore, apparently. "Wat does
he know about thenf"

" [ unar rover! Looked like a bug." The old man's voice rose shrill and
qguerul ous. "Crawl ed around and pi cked up rocks."



"Know about theml" Al eatha |aughed again. Her eyes were warm and soft, dark
and nysterious. "He doesn't know anything about them No one does. Do you want
to kiss ne?"

Not particularly. Haplo wanted her to keep talking.
"But you nmust have sone | egends about the stars. My people do."

"Well, of course."” Al eatha noved nearer. "It depends on who is doing the
telling. You humans, for exanple, have the silly notion that they're cities.
That's why the old man-"

"Cities!"

"Goodness! Don't bite nme! How fierce you | ook!"

"I"'msorry. | didn't nmean to startle you. My people don't believe that."
"Don't they?"
"No. | nean, it's silly," he said, testing. "Cities couldn't rotate around the

sky like stars."

"Rot ate! Your people must be the ones rotating. Qur stars never change
position. They conme and go, but always in the sane place."

"Come and go?"
"I"ve changed ny mind." Aleatha | eaned closer. "Go ahead. Bite ne."

"Maybe later,"” said Haplo politely. "Wat do you nean, the stars conme and go?"
Al eat ha sighed, fell back against the door, and gazed at himfrom beneath

bl ack eyel ashes. "You and the old man. You're in this together, aren't you?
You're going to swindle nmy father out of his fortune. 1'Il tell Callie-"
Hapl o stepped forward, reached out his hands.

"No, don't touch nme," Al eatha ordered- "Just kiss ne."

Smiling, Haplo held his bandaged hands up and out to the side, |eaned down,
and kissed the soft lips. He took a step back. Al eatha was eyeing him

specul atively.

"You weren't much different than an el f."

"Sorry. I'mbetter when | can use ny hands."

"Maybe it's just nen in general. Or maybe it's poets, yammering about burning
bl ood, nelting heart, skin on fire. Did you ever feel |like that when you were

wth a woman?"

"No," Haplo lied. He could renmenber a time when the flane had been all he
lived for.

"Well, never mnd." Al eatha sighed. Turning to go, she placed her hand on the
wooden doorknob. "I'mgrowing rather fatigued. If you'll excuse ne-"

"About the stars?" Haplo put his hand on the door, keeping it shut.

Pressed between the door and Hapl o's body, Al eatha |ooked up into the nman's



face. He smled into the purple eyes, edged his body nearer, hinting that he
was prol onging the conversation for one reason only. Al eatha | owered her
eyel ashes, but kept close watch from beneat h.

"Perhaps | underrated you. Very well, if you want to discuss stars ..

Hapl o wound a strand of the ashen hair around his finger. "Tell nme about the
ones that 'cone and go.' "

"Just that." Al eatha caught hold of the strand of hair, pulled it, draw ng him
closer to her, reeling himin like a fish. "They shine for so many years, then
they go dark and stay dark for so many years."

"All of themat once?"
"No, silly. Some wink on and others wink off. | really don't know nuch about

it. That |echerous old astrologer friend of father's could tell you nore if
you're truly interested." Al eatha

glanced up at him "Isn't it odd how your hair grows like that, just the
opposite of the goddess. Perhaps you are a savior-one of Mther Peytin's sons
cone to rescue ne fromny sins. |I'll give your kiss another try, if you like."
"No, you wounded me deeply. I'Il never be the sane."

Hapl o gave a silent whistle. The wonan's ainless throws were hitting their
target too near center. He needed to get rid of her, needed to think. There
cane a scratching sound at the door

"My dog," said Haplo, renoving his hand

Al eatha nmade a face. ""lgnhore it."

"That woul dn't be wi se. He probably has to go out."

The scratching sound grew | ouder, more insistent. The dog began to whine.
"You woul dn't want himto ... uh ... well, you know. . . in the house."
"Callie would stew your ears for breakfast. Take the nutt out, then." Al eatha
opened the door, and the dog bounded inside. Junping up on Haplo, it planted

its paws on his chest.

"Hi, boy! Did you nmiss ne?" Haplo ruffled the dog's ears, patted its flanks.
"Come on, let's go for a wal k."

The dog | eapt down, yelping gleefully, darting off, then dashing back to make
certain Hapl o was serious about his offer

"I enjoyed our conversation," he said to Al eatha.

She had nmoved asi de, standing agai nst the open door, her hands behind her
back. "I was | ess bored than usual."

"Perhaps we coul d di scuss stars agai n?"

"I don't think so. |I've reached a conclusion. Poets are liars. You better get
that beast out of here. Callie won't put up with that howing."

Hapl o wal ked past her, turned to add sonet hing about poets. She slanmed the
door shut in his face.



He | ed the dog outside, sauntered around to the open area where his ship was
nmoor ed, and stood staring up into the sunlit sky. He could see the stars
clearly. They burned bright and steadily, not "tw nkling" as the poets were
wont to say.

He tried to concentrate, tried to consider the confusing tangle in which he'd
found himsel f-a savior who had cone to destroy. But his mind refused to
cooper at e.

Poets. He had been going to reply to Aleatha's final comment. She was w ong.
Poets told the truth.

It was the heart that |ied.

Hapl o was in his nineteenth year in the Labyrinth when he nmet the woman.
Li ke him she was a runner, alnobst his age. Her goal was the same as his-to
escape. They travel ed together, finding pleasure in each other's conpany.
Love, if not unknown in the Labyrinth, is not admtted. Lust is acceptable-the
need to procreate, to perpetuate the species, to bring children into the world
to fight the Labyrinth. By day the two travel ed, seeking the next Gate. By
night, their rune-tattooed bodi es tw ned together

And then one day, the two came upon a group of squatters- those in the
Labyrinth who travel in packs, who nove slowy and represent civilization as
far as anything can in that hellish prison. As was customary, Haplo and his
conpani on brought a gift of neat and, as was customary, the squatters invited
themto accept the use of their crude | odgings and find a measure of peace and
security for a few nights.

Hapl o, sitting at ease by the fire, watched the worman play with the children
The wonman was lithe and |l ovely. Her thick chestnut hair fell over firm round
breasts, tattooed with the magi cal runes that were both shield and weapon. The
baby she held in her arnms was |ikew se tattooed-every child was fromthe day
it was born. She | ooked up at Hapl o and sonethi ng special and secret was
shared between them his pul se qui ckened.

"Come on," he whispered, kneeling beside her. "Let's go back to the hut."

"No," she said, smling and | ooking at himfroma veil of thick hair. "It's
too early. It would offend our hosts."

"The hell with our hosts!" Haplo wanted her in his arnms, wanted to | ose
hinself in the warmh and the sweet darkness.

She ignored him singing to the baby, teasing himthroughout the renai nder of
the evening until his blood was on fire. Wen they eventually sought the
privacy of their hut, there was no sleep for either of themthat night.

"Wuld you like a baby?" she asked, in one of their quiet nonments after the
transports of pleasure.

"What does that mean?" He | ooked at her with a fierce, hungry eagerness.

"Nothing. Just . . . would you want one? You'd have to become a squatter, you
know. "

"Not necessarily. My parents were runners and they had ne."

Hapl o saw his parents dead, bodi es hacked to pieces. They'd clouted himon the



head, knocked himout so that he wouldn't see, so that he wouldn't scream He
sai d not hing nore about babi es that night.

The next norning, the squatters had news-a Gate up ahead had supposedly
fallen. The way was still dangerous, but if they could get through, it would
mean anot her step nearer to escape, another step nearer reaching the runored
saf e haven of the Nexus. Haplo and the wonan left the squatters' village.

They made their cautious, wary way through the thick forest. Both were expert
fighters-the only reason they had lived this |ong-and they recogni zed the
signs, the snell, and the prickling of the runes upon their flesh. They were,
t herefore, al nost prepared.

A huge, furry shape, man size, leapt fromthe | eafy darkness. It caught Haplo
around the shoulders, trying to sink its teeth in his neck for a quick kill
Hapl o grabbed the shaggy arns and jerked it over his head, letting the beast's
own nomentumcarry it forward. The wol fen crashed to the ground, but twi sted
around and was on its feet before Haplo could drive his spear into its body.
Wld yellow eyes fixed on his throat. It junped again and hauled himto the
ground. Grappling for his dagger, he sawas he fell-the wonan's runes on her
skin glow bright blue. He saw one of the creatures dive for her, heard the
crackl e of magic, and then his vision was bl ocked by a hairy body trying to
tear out his life.

The wol fen's fangs slashed at his neck. The runes protected himand he heard
the creature snarl in frustration. Lifting his dagger, he stabbed the body on
top of his and heard it grunt in pain, sawits yell ow eyes blaze in anger

Wl fen have thick hides and are tough to kill. Haplo had done little nore than
infuriate it. It was after his face, nowthe one place on his body not
protected by runes.

He bl ocked it with his right arm struggling to push it away, and kept
stabbing at it with his left. The wolfen's clawfingered hands grasped his
head. One twist, and it would break his neck

Cawfingers dug into his face. Then the creature's body stiffened, it gave a
gurgling scream and slunped over his. Haplo heaved the corpse off of his
body, found the wonman standi ng over him The blue gl ow was fading from her
runes. Her spear was in the wolfen's back. She gave Hapl o a hand, hel ped him
to stand. He didn't thank her for saving his life. She didn't expect it.
Today, maybe the next, he'd return the favor. It was that way ... in the
Labyri nt h.

"Two of them ™" he said, |ooking down at the corpses.

The wonman yanked out her spear, inspected it to make certain it was still in
good condition. The other had died fromthe electricity she'd had time to
generate with the runes. Its body still snol dered.

"Scouts," she said. "A hunting party." She shook her chestnut hair out of her

face. "They'll be going for the squatters.”
"Yeah." Hapl o gl anced back they way they'd cone.

Wl fen hunted in packs of thirty, forty creatures. There were fifteen
squatters, five of themchildren

"They don't stand a chance."” It was an off-hand renmark, acconpanied by a
shrug. Hapl o w ped the bl ood and gore from his dagger



"W could go back, help fight them" the woman said.
"Two of us wouldn't do that nuch good. W'd die with them You know that."

In the distance, they could hear hoarse shouts-the squatters calling each
other to the defense. Above that, the higher pitched voices of the wonen,
singi ng the runes. And above that, higher still, the screamof a child.

The wonman's face darkened, she glanced in that direction, irresolute.

"C non," urged Hapl o, sheathing his dagger. "There may be nore of them around
here.”

"No. They're all in on the kill."
The child's screamrose to a shrill shriek of terror.

"It's the Sartan," said Haplo, his voice harsh. "They put us in this hell.
They're the ones responsible for this evil."

The wonman | ooked at him her brown eyes flecked with gold. "I wonder. Maybe
it's the evil inside us."

Hefti ng her weapon, she started to wal k. Hapl o remai ned standi ng, | ooking
after her. She was noving down a different path than the one they'd been
wal ki ng. He could hear, behind them the sounds of battle |essening. The
child' s scream abruptly ended, nercifully cut short.

"Are you carrying ny baby?" Haplo called after her

If the woman heard him she didn't answer, but kept wal ki ng. The dappl ed
shadows of the | eaves cl osed over her. She was lost to his sight. He strained
to listen, to hear her nmoving through the brush. But she was a runner, she was
good. She was silent.

Hapl o gl anced at the bodies Ilying at his feet. The wol fen woul d be occupi ed
with the squatters for a long tine, but eventually they'd snell fresh bl ood
and cone | ooking for it.

After all, what did it matter? A kid would only slow himdown. He left,
headi ng al one down the path he'd chosen, the path that led to the Gate, to
escape.

CHAPTER 22
THE TUNNELS, THURN TO THI LLI A

THE DWARVES HAD SPENT CENTURI ES BUI LDI NG THE TUNNELS. THE

passageways branched out in all directions, the nmajor routes extending norinth
to the dwarven realns of Klag and Gish- real ns now om nously silent-and
vars-sorinth, to the land of the SeaKi ngs and beyond to Thillia. The dwarves
could have travel ed overland; the trade routes to the sorinth, particularly,
were well established. But they preferred the darkness and privacy of their
tunnels. Dwarves dislike and distrust "light seekers" as they refer

di sparagi ngly to humans and el ves.

Traveling the tunnels nmade sense, it was plainly safer; but Drugar took grim
delight in the know edge that his "victinms" hated the tunnels, hated the
snot hering, closed-in feeling, hated- above all-the darkness.



The tunnels were built for people of Drugar's height. The humans and the
taller elf had to hunch over when they wal ked, sonetinmes even crawl on hands
and knees. Miscl es rebell ed, bodies ached, knees were bruised, palns were raw
and bl eeding. In satisfaction, Drugar watched them sweat, heard them pant for
air and groan in pain. Hs only regret was that they were noving nmuch too
swiftly. The elf, in particular, was extremely anxi ous to reach his honel and.
Rega and Rol and were just anxious to get out.

They paused only for short rests, and then only when they were near coll apsing
from exhaustion. Drugar often stayed awake, watching them sl eep, fingering the
bl ade of his knife. He could have nurdered themat any time, for the fools
trusted himnow But killing themwould be a barren gesture. He mght as well
have let the tytans kill them No, he hadn't risked his owm life to save these
wretches just to knife themin their sleep. They must first watch as Drugar
had wat ched, they nust first witness the slaughter of their |oved ones. They
must experience the horror, the hel pl essness. They nust battle without, hope,
knowi ng that their entire race was going to be wi ped out. Then, and only then
woul d Drugar permt themto die. Then he could die hinself.

But the body cannot |ive on obsession alone. The dwarf had to sl eep hinself,
and when he could be heard loudly snoring, his victins tal ked.

"Do you know where we are?" Paithan edged his way painfully over to where
Rol and was sitting, nursing torn hands.

"No. "
"What if he's leading us the wong way? Up norint h?"

"Why should he? I wish we had some of that ointnent stuff of Rega's."
"Maybe she had it with her-"

"Don't wake her. Poor kid, she's about done in.'
Wi nci ng. "Quch, damm that stings."

Rol and wrung hi s hands,

Pai t han shook his head. They couldn't see each other, the dwarf had insisted
the torch be doused when they weren't noving. The wood used to nake it burned
| ong, but they had traveled far, and it was rapidly being consuned.

"I think we should risk going up," said Paithan, after a noment's pause. "I

have ny etherilite [23] with ne. | can tell where we are.™
Rol and shrugged. "Suit yourself. | don't want to neet those bastards again.
' m consi dering stayi ng down here permanently. |I'mgetting kind of used to

it."
"\What about your peopl e?"

"What the hell can | do to help then®"

"You could warn them. ..

"As fast as those bastards travel, they're probably already there by now Let
the knights fight "em That's what they're trained for."

"You're a coward. You're not worthy of-" Paithan realized what he had been
about to say, snapped his nouth shut on the words.



Rol and kindly finished his sentence for him "Not worthy of who? My wife?
Save- her - ski n Rega?"

"Don't tal k about her |like that!"

"I can tal k about her any damm way | feel like, elf. She's my wife, or have
you forgotten that little fact? You know, by god, | think you have forgotten."
Rol and was glib, tal ked tough. The words were a shell, meant to hold in his

quivering guts. He liked to pretend he lived a danger-filled life, but it
wasn't true. Once he'd nearly been knifed in a barroom scuffle and anot her
time he'd been maul ed by an enraged wi | deboar. Then there was the tine he and
Rega had fought fellow snugglers during a dispute over free trade. Strong and
power ful , quick and cunning, Roland had emerged fromthese adventures with a
coupl e of bruises and a few scratches.

Courage cones easy to a person in a fight. Adrenaline punps, bloodlust burns.
Courage is hard to find, however, when you're tied to a tree and you' ve been
splattered with the bl ood and brains of the man tied next to you.

Rol and was shaken, unnerved. Every time he fell asleep he saw that horrible
scene again, played out before his closed eyes. He grew to bl ess the darkness,
it hid his shivering. Tinme and again he'd caught hinmself waking with a scream
on his lips.

The t hought of |eaving the security of the tunnels, of facing those nonsters

was al nbst nore than he could bear. Like a wounded ani nal who fears to betray
its own weakness |lest others conme and tear it apart, Roland went into hiding

behi nd the one thing that seened to himto offer shelter, the one thing that

prom sed to hel p hi mforget-noney.

It'd be a different world up there once the tytans passed through. People
dead, cities destroyed. Those who survived would have it all, especially if
t hey had noney-el ven noney.

He'd lost all he'd planned to nake on the weapons sale. But there was al ways
the elf. Roland was fairly certain, now, of Paithan's true feelings for Rega.
He planned to use the elf's |l ove to squeeze him wing himdry.

"I'"ve got ny eye on you, Quin. You better keep clear of my wife or I'll make
you wi sh the tytans had battered in your head |ike they did poor Andor."

Rol and' s voi ce caught, he hadn't neant to bring that up. It was dark, the elf
couldn't see. Maybe he'd chal k the quiver up to righteous anger

"You're a coward and a bully," said Paithan, teeth clenched, his entire body
clenched to keep fromthrottling the human. "Rega is worth ten of you! I-" But
he was too furious, he couldn't go on, perhaps he wasn't certain what he'd
say. Roland heard the elf nove over to the opposite side of the tunnel, heard
hi m t hrow hi nsel f down onto the fl oor

If that doesn't force himto make love to her, nothing will, thought Rol and.
He stared into the darkness and thought desperately about noney.

Lyi ng apart fromboth her brother and the elf, Rega kept very still, pretended
to sleep, and swal |l owed her tears.

"The tunnels end here," announced Drugar
"Where is 'here'?" denanded Paithan

"W are at the border of Thillia, near Giffith."



"We've cone that far?"

"The way through the tunnels is shorter and easier than the way above. W have
traveled in a straight line, instead of being forced to follow the w nding
trails of the jungle."

"One of us should go up there," said Rega, "see what . . . see what's
happeni ng. "

"Why don't you go, Rega? You're so all fired hot to get out of here,"
suggest ed her brother.

Rega didn't move, didn't look at him "l... | thought | was. | guess |'mnot."

"I"lIl go," offered Paithan. Anything to get away fromthe woman, to be able to
think clearly without the sight of her scattering his thoughts around |ike the
pi eces of a broken toy.

"Take this tunnel to the top," instructed the dwarf, holding the torch high
and pointing. "It will bring you out in a femmbss cavern. The town of Giffith
is about a mle on your right. The path is plainly narked."

"I"ll go with you," offered Rega, ashamed of her fear. "We both will, won't
we, Rol and?"

"I"ll go alone!" Paithan snapped.

The tunnel wound upward through the bole of a huge tree, tw sting round and
round like a spiral staircase. He stood, |looking up it, when he felt a hand
touch his arm

"Be careful,"” said Rega softly.

The tips of her fingers sent ripples of heat through the elf's body. He dared
not turn, dared not look into the brow, fire-lit eyes. Leaving her abruptly,
wi thout a word or a glance, Paithan began to crawl up the tunnel

He was soon beyond the light of the torch and had to feel his way, naking the
goi ng sl ow and arduous. He didn't nind. He both | onged for and dreaded
reaching the world again. Once he energed into the sun, his questions would be
answered, he'd be forced to take decisive action

Had the tytans reached Thillia? How many of the creatures were there? If no
nore than they had encountered in the jungle, Paithan could al nost believe
Rol and' s boast that the human knights of the five kingdons could deal wth
them He wanted very much to believe in that. Unfortunately, |ogic kept
sticking its sharp point into his rainbow col ored bubbl es.

These tytans had destroyed an enpire. They had destroyed the dwarven nati on.
Doom and destruction, said the old nman. You will bring it with you.

No, | won't. I'Il reach ny people in time. W'll be prepared. Rega and | will
warn them

El ves are, in general, strict observers of the law They abhor chaos and rely
on laws to keep their society in order. The family unit and the sanctity of
marri age were held sacred. Paithan was different, however. His entire fanly
was di fferent. Cal andra held noney and success sacred, Al eatha believed in
nmoney and status, Paithan believed in pleasing hinmself. If at any tinme



society's rules and regulations interfered with a Quindiniar belief, the rules
and regul ati ons were conveniently swept into the wastebasket.

Pai t han knew he shoul d feel sone sort of qualmat asking Rega to run away with
him He was satisfied to discover that he didn't. If Roland couldn't hang onto
his own wife, that was his problem not Paithan's. The elf did remenber, now
and then, the conversation he'd overheard between Rega and Rol and; the one in
which it had seened Rega was plotting to blackmail him But he renmenbered,

too, Rega's face when the tytans were dosing in on them when they were facing
certain death. She'd told himshe |loved him She wouldn't have lied to him
then. Paithan concluded, therefore, that the scheme had been Rol and's, and
that Rega had never truly had any part in it. Perhaps he was forcing her

t hreateni ng her with physical harm

Absorbed in his thoughts and the difficult clinb, Paithan was startled to find
hi nsel f at the top sooner than he'd expected. It occurred to himthat the
dwarven tunnel nust have been sl oping upward during the last few cycles

travel and that he hadn't noticed. He poked his head cautiously out of the
tunnel opening. He was sonewhat disappointed to find hinself surrounded by

dar kness, then he renenbered that he was in a cavern. Eagerly he gazed around
and- sorme di stance from himhe could see sunlight. He drew in a deep breath,
tasted fresh air.

The elf's spirits rose. He could al nost believe the tytans had been not hing
but a bad dream It was all he could do to contain hinself and not |eap up out
of the tunnel and dash into the bl essed sunlight. Paithan pulled hinself
cautiously up over the lip of the tunnel and, noving quietly, crept through
the cavern until he reached the opening.

He peered outside. Al seenmed perfectly normal. Recalling the terrible silence
in the jungle just before the tytans appeared, he was relieved to hear birds
squawki ng and cawi ng, aninmals rustling through- the trees on their own private
busi ness. Several greevils popped up out of the undergrowth, staring at him
with their four eyes, their |egendary curiosity banishing fear. Paithan
grinned at them and, reaching into a pocket, tossed them some crunbs of bread.

Emerging fromthe cavern, the elf stretched to his full height, bending
backward to relieve nmuscles cranped fromtraveling stooped and hunched over.
He | ooked carefully in all directions, though he didn't expect to see the
jungl e noving. The testinony of the animals was clear to him The tytans were
nowher e around.

Per haps they' ve been here and noved on. Perhaps when you walk into Giffith,
you'll find a dead city.

No, Paithan couldn't believe it. The world was too bright, too sunny and sweet
snelling. Maybe it had all been just a bad dream

He deci ded he would go back and tell the others. There was no reason all of
themcouldn't travel to Giffith together. He turned around, dreadi ng going
back into the tunnels again, when he heard a voice, echoing in the cavern

"Paithan? Is everything all right?"

"Al'l right?" cried Paithan. "Rega, it's beautiful! Come out and stand in the
sunshine! Cone on. It's safe. Hear the birds?"

Rega ran through the cavern. Bursting into the sun, she lifted her upturned
face to the heavens and breathed deeply.
"It's glorious!" she sighed. Her gaze went to Paithan. Before either quite



knew how it happened, they were in each other's arms, holding each ot her
tightly, lips searching, meeting, finding.

"Your husband," said Paithan, when he could catch his breath. "He night cone
up, mght catch us-"

"No!" Rega murmured, clinging to himfiercely. "No, he's down there with the

dwarf. He's going to wait ... to keep an eye on Drugar. Besides"-she drew a
deep breath, noved back slightly so that she could | ook into Paithan's
face-"it wouldn't matter if he did catch us. |I've nmade a decision. There's

something | have to tell you."

Pai t han ran his hand through her dark hair, entangling his fingers in the

thi ck, shining mass. "You' ve decided to run away with me. | know It will be
for the best. He'll never find us in nmy country-"

"Please listen to me and don't interrupt!" Rega shook her head, nuzzling it
beneath Paithan's hand |like a cat wanting to be stroked. "Roland isn't ny
husband." The words came out in a gasp, forced up fromthe pit of her stomach.

Pait han stared at her, puzzled. "What?"

"He's . . . ny brother. My half-brother." Rega had to swallow, to keep her
t hroat noi st enough to talKk.

Pai t han continued to hold her, but his hands were suddenly cold. He recalled
the conversation in the glade; it took on a new and nore sinister neaning.

"Way did you lie to nme?"
Rega felt his hands trenble, felt the chill in his fingers, saw his face pale
and grow cold as his hands. She couldn't neet his intense, searching gaze. Her

eyes | owered, sought her feet.

"W didn't lie to you," she said, trying to make her voice light. "W lied to

everyone. Safety, you see. Men don't . . . bother ne if they think ... I'm
married ..." She felt himstiffen, and | ooked at him Her words dried up
cracked. "Wat's wong? | thought you'd be pleased! Don't . . . don't you

bel i eve nme?"

Pai t han shoved her away. Tripping over a vine, Rega stunbled and fell. She
started to get up, but the elf stood over her, his frightening gaze pinned her
to the noss.

"Bel i eve you? No! Why should 1? You've lied to ne before! And you're lying
now. Safety! | overheard you and your brother"-he spit the word-"tal ki ng.
heard about your little scheme to seduce ne and then bl ackmail me! You bitch!"

Pai t han turned his back on her, stalked over to the path that led into town.
He set his foot on it; kept wal king, determined to | eave the pain and the
horror of this trip behind him He didn't nove very fast, however, and his
wal k sl owed further when he heard a rustling in the undergrowth and the sound
of light footfalls hurrying after him

A hand touched his arm Paithan continued wal ki ng, didn't |ook around.
"I deserved that," said Rega. "I am... what you said. |'ve done terrible
things in my life. Ch, | could tell you"-her grip on Paithan tightened-"
could tell you that it wasn't nmy fault. You might say life has been |like a
nmot her to Roland and ne: every time we turn around, it smacks us in the face.



| could tell you that we live the way we do because that's how we survive. But
it wouldn't be true.

"No, Paithan! Don't look at ne. | want to say one nore thing and then you can
go. If you know about the plan we had to blackmail you, then you know that I
didn't go through with it. | wasn't being noble. | was being selfish. Wenever
you look at me, | feel . . . ugly. | nmeant what | said. | do |love you. And

that's why I"'mletting you go. Good-bye, Paithan.” Her hand slid fromhis arm

Pai t han turned, captured the hand and kissed it. He smiled ruefully into the
brown eyes. "I'mnot such a prize, you know. Look at ne. | was ready to seduce
a married wonan, ready to carry you off fromyour husband. | |ove you, Rega
That was ny excuse. But the poets say that when you | ove someone, you want
only the best for the other person. That nmeans you conme out ahead in our gane,
because you wanted the best for ne." The elf's snile twisted. "And so did I."

"You | ove ne, Paithan? You truly | ove ne?"
"Yes, but-"

"No." Her hand covered his lips. "No, don't say anything else. | |ove you and
if we | ove each other, nothing else matters. Not then, not now, not whatever
cones. "

Doom and destruction. The old nman's words echoed in Paithan's heart. He

i gnored the voice. Taking Rega in his arns, he shoved his fear firmy back
into the shadows, along wi th various other naggi ng doubts such as "where w ||
this relationship | ead?" Paithan didn't see why that question needed to be
answered. Right now their [ove was | eading to pleasure, and that was all that
mat t er ed.

"I warned you, elf!"

Rol and had apparently grown tired of waiting. He and the dwarf stood before
them The human yanked his raztar fromhis belt. "I warned you to keep away
from her! Bl ackbeard, you're a w tness-"

Rega, snuggled in Paithan's enbrace, sniled at her brother. "It's over,
Rol and. He knows the truth."

"He knows?" Rol and stared, anazed.

"I told him" sighed Rega, |ooking back up into Paithan's eyes.

"Well, that's great! That's just dandy!" Roland hurled the raztar bl ades-down
into the noss, rage conveniently masking his fear. "First we | ose the noney
fromthe weapons, now we |ose the elf. Just what are we supposed to live on-"

The boom of a huge, snakeskin drumrolled through the jungle, scaring the
birds, sending them flapping and shrieking up fromthe trees. The drum booned
out again and yet again. Roland hushed, listening, his face gone pale. Rega
tensed in the elf's arns, her gaze going to the direction of the town.

"What is it?" asked Paithan

"They're sounding the alarm Calling out the nmen to defend the vill age agai nst
an attack!" Rega | ooked around fearfully. The birds had risen into the air
with the sound of the drum but they had ceased their raucous protest. The

jungl e was suddenly still, deathly quiet.

"You wanted to know what you were going to |live on?" Paithan glanced at



Rol and. "That might not be much of an issue.”

No one was paying any attention to the dwarf, or they would have seen Drugar's
lips, beneath the beard, part in a rictus grin.

CHAPTER 23
GRI FFI TH, THI LLI A
THEY RAN DOWN THE TRAI L, HEADI NG FOR THE SECURI TY OF THE VILLAGE. THE path

was clear, well traveled, and flat. Adrenaline punped, |ending them i npetus.
They were in sight of the village when Rol and cane a halt.

"Wait!" he gasped. "Bl ackbeard."

Rega and Paithan stopped, hands and bodi es com ng together, |eaning on each
ot her for support.

n \My' ?u

"The dwarf. He couldn't keep up," said Roland, catching his breath. "They
won't let himinside the gates without us to vouch for him"

"Then he'd just go back to the tunnels," said Rega. "Maybe that's what he did
anyway. | don't hear him" She crowded closer to Paithan. "Let's keep noving!"

"Go ahead," said Roland harshly. "I'Il wait."
"What's got into you?"

"The dwarf saved our |ives."

"Your hus-brother's right," said Paithan. "W should wait for him"

Rega shook her head, frowning. "I don't like it. | don't like him |'ve seen
him |l ook at us, sonetines, and |-"

The sound of booted feet and heavy breathing interrupted her. Drugar stunbled
al ong the path, head down, feet and arnms punping. He was watching the path,
not where he was going and woul d have plowed right into Roland, if the man
hadn't reached out a restraini ng hand.

The dwarf | ooked up, dizzily, blinking back the sweat that was running into
his eyes. "Wy . . . stopped?" he demanded when he coul d spare breath to talk.

"Waiting for you," said Rol and.

"Al'l right, he's here. Let's get going!" said Rega, glancing around uneasily.
The sound of the drunbeats pounded like their hearts, the only sounds in the
jungl e.

"Here, Blackbeard, 1'Il give you a hand," offered Rol and.

"Leave ne alone!" Drugar snarled, jerking back. "I can keep up."

"Suit yourself." Roland shrugged, and they started off again, pace slightly
sl ower, to acconmobdate the dwarf.

When they arrived at Giffith, they not only found the gates cl osed, they
di scovered the citizens erecting a barricade in front of them Barrels, pieces



of furniture, and other junk were being hastily thrown down fromthe walls by
t he pani c-stricken popul ace.

Rol and waved and shouted, and finally soneone | ooked over the edge.
"Who goes there?"

"It's Roland! Harald, you jackass, if you don't recognize ne, you nust
recogni ze Rega! Let us in!"

"Who's that with you?"

"An elf, name's Quin. He's from Equilan and a dwarf, nane of Bl ackbeard, from
Thurn ... or what's left of it. Now are you going to let us in or stand here
and jaw all day?"

"You and Rega can cone in." The crown of a bal ding head appeared over the top
of an overturned barrel. "But not the other two."

"Haral d, you bastard, once | get in there |I'm gonna break-"

"Haral d!'" Rega's clear voice rang over her brother's. "This elf is a weapons
deal er! El ven weapons! Magical! And the dwarf has information about the

the . . ."

"Eneny," said Paithan quickly.

"Eneny." Rega swal | owed, her throat gone dry.

"Wait here," said Harald. The head di sappeared. Ot her heads replaced it,
staring out at the four standing in the path.

"Where the hell else does he think I'm gonna go?" nuttered Rol and. He kept
gl anci ng back, over his shoul der. "Wat was that? Over there?"

Al of themturned fearfully, stared.
"Not hi ng! Just the wind," said Paithan, after a nonent.

"Don't do that, Roland!" Rega snhapped. "You nearly scared ne to death."
Pai t han was eyeing the barricade. "That won't keep them out, you know ..."
"Yes, it will!" whispered Rega, twining her fingers with the elf's. "It has
to!"

A head and shoul ders appeared, |ooking at them over the barricade. The head
was encased in brown, highly polished, tyro-shell arnor, matching arnor
gl eaned on the shoul ders.

"You say these people are fromthe village?" the arnored head asked the
bal ding one next to it.

"Yes. Two of them Not the dwarf and the el f-"

"But the elf is a weapons dealer. Very well. Let theminside. Bring themto
headquarters. "

The arnored head left. There was a nmonmentary delay, barrels and crates had to
cone down, carts had to be pushed aside. Finally the wooden gates swung open
only far enough to permt the four to squeeze their bodies through. The stocky



dwarf, encased in his heavy |eather arnmor, got stuck in the m ddl e and Rol and
was forced to push himthrough from behind, while Paithan pulled fromthe
front.

The gate was swiftly shut behind them

"You're to go see Sir Lathan," instructed Harald, jerking a thunb at the inn
Several arnored knights could be seen pacing about, testing their weapons, or
clustered in groups, talking, keeping thenmselves al oof fromthe crowd of
worried townspeopl e.

"Lat han?" said Rega, lifting her eyebrows. "Reginald s younger brother?
don't believe it!"

"Yeah, | didn't think we were worth that much to him" added Rol and.

"Regi nal d who?" asked Paithan. The three noved toward the inn, the dwarf
follow ng, staring around himw th his dark, shadowed gaze.

"Reginald of Terncia. Qur liege lord. Apparently he's sent a reginment of
kni ghts down here under his little brother's command. | guess they figure on
stopping the tytans here, before they reach the capital."

"It may not be those . . . those creatures that brought them" said Rega,
shivering in the bright sunlight. "It could be anything. A raid by the
SeaKi ngs. You don't know, so just shut up about it!"

She stopped wal ki ng, stared at the inn, the people mlling about, frightening

t hensel ves and each other. "I'mnot going in there. |I'mgoing home to ... to
wash ny hair." Rega flung her arns around Paithan's neck, stood on her
ti ptoes, and kissed himon the lips. "I'lIl see you tonight," she said

breat hl essl y.

He tried to stop her, but she left too quickly, practically running, shoving
her way through the nmlling crowd.

"Perhaps | should go with her-"

Rol and put his hand on the elf's arm "Just |eave her alone. She's scared,
scared as hell. She wants tine to get a grip on herself."

"But | could help her-"

"No, she wouldn't like that. Rega's got a lot of pride. Wien we were kids, and
Ma'd beat her till the blood ran, Rega never |et anyone see her cry. Besides,
I don't think you've got a choice."

Rol and gestured to the knights. Paithan saw that they had ceased their
di scussions and were staring straight at him The human was right, if the elf
left now, they would think he was up to no good.

He and Rol and continued their walk toward the inn, Drugar tranping noisily
behi nd them The town was in chaos, some hurrying toward the barri cade,
weapons in their hands, others hurrying away fromit, famlies noving out,
abandoni ng their honmes. Suddenly Rol and stepped in front of him halting him
with outstretched arm Paithan was forced to either back up or run the man
down.

"See here, Quindiniar, after we talk to this knight and we convince hi mthat
you aren't in | eague with the enenmy, why don't you just head out for hone .



al one. "
"I won't |leave without Rega," said Paithan quietly.
Rol and squinted up at him smled. "Ch? You going to marry her?"

The question caught Paithan by surprise. He firmy intended to answer yes but
a vision of his older sister rose up before him "I ... I-"

"Look, I"mnot trying to protect Rega's 'honor.' W never had any, either of
us; couldn't afford it. Qur ma was the town whore. Rega's done her share of
bed hoppi ng, but you're the first man she's ever cared about. | won't let her

get hurt. You understand?"
"You | ove her very much, don't you?"
Rol and shrugged, turned abruptly, and resumed wal king. "Qur ma ran off when |

was fifteen. Rega was twelve. All we had left was each other. W' ve made our
own way in this world, never asking help fromanybody. So you just clear off

and | eave us alone. I'lIl tell Rega you had to go on ahead to see about your
famly. She'll be hurt sone, but not as nmuch as if you . . . well . . . you
know. "

"Yes, | know," said Paithan. Roland's right. | should |eave, |eave

i medi ately, go on by myself. This relationship can cone to nothing but
heartache. | know that, 1've known it fromthe beginning. But | never felt

about any wonman the way | feel about Rega!

Pai than's desire ached and burned inside him Wen she'd said that about
seei ng hi mtonight, when he'd | ooked into her eyes and seen the prom se there,
he hadn't thought he could bear it. He could hold her tonight, sleep with her
toni ght .

And | eave tonorrow?

So I'lIl take her with me tonorrow. Take her hone, take her to ... Calandra. He
could picture his sister's fury, hear her scathing, flesh-stripping remarks.
No, it wouldn't be fair, wouldn't be fair to Rega.

"Hey." Rol and punched himin the side with his el bow

Pai t han gl anced up, saw that they'd reached the inn. A knight stood guarding
the door. H s gaze flicked over Rol and, fixed earnestly on Paithan, then on
Drugar, standi ng behind them

"Go on in," said the knight, throw ng open the door.

Pai t han wal ked inside, stared. He woul dn't have recognized the inn. The common
room had been transfornmed into an arsenal. Shields decorated with each

kni ght's device stood agai nst the walls, each knight's weapons stacked neatly
in front. Additional arms had been piled in the center of the floor

presunably to be distributed to the general populace in tine of need. Paithan
not ed sone magi cal el ven weapons anong the knights' retinue, but not nany.

The room was enpty, except for a knight, seated at a table, eating and
dri nki ng.

"That's him" said Roland, out of the corner of his nouth.

Lat han was young, no nore than twenty-eight years old. He was handsone, with



the bl ack hair and black nustache of the Thillian lords. A jagged battle scar
cut into his upper lip, giving hima slight, perpetual sneer

"Excuse me if | amso unmannerly as to dine in front of you," said Sir Lathan
"I"ve had nothing to eat or drink the last cycle."

"W haven't had much to eat ourselves," said Paithan

"Or drink," Roland added, eyeing the knight's full nug.

"There are other taverns in this town," said Sir Lathan. "Taverns that serve
your kind." He |looked up fromhis plate |l ong enough to fix his eyes on the elf
and the dwarf, then returned his attention to his food. He forked nmeat into
his mouth, and washed it down with a drink, "Mre ale,"” he shouted, | ooking
around for the innkeeper. He banged his mug on the table and the innkeeper
appeared, a sullen |l ook on his face.

"This time," said Sir Lathan, flinging the nug at the man's head, "draw it
fromthe good barrel. | won't drink slop."

The i nnkeeper scow ed.

"Don't worry. It will be paid for out of the royal treasury," said the knight.
The i nnkeeper's scow deepened. Sir Lathan stared coldly at the man.
Retrieving the nmug, which had clattered to the floor, the innkeeper vani shed.

"So, you've conme fromthe norinth, have you, elf. Wat were you doing there,
with that." The knight gestured with his fork in the direction of the dwarf.
"I"'man explorer," said Paithan. "This nman, Roland Redleaf, is ny guide. This
i s Bl ackbeard. W net-"

"Drugar,"” growed the dwarf. "My nane is Drugar."

"Uh, huh." Sir Lathan took a bit, chewed, then spit the meat back into his
plate. "Pah! Gistle. So what's an elf doing with the dwarves? Forging

al I i ances, perhaps?"

"I'f I was, it's ny business."

"The lords of Thillia could nake it their business. W've let you elves live
in peace a long tine. Sone are thinking it's been too long. My Lord anong
them™

Pai t han said nothing, nerely cast a significant glance at the el ven weapons
standi ng anmong the knights' own. Sir Lathan saw the gl ance, understood, and
grinned. "Think we can't get along w thout you? Well, we've come up with sone
devices that'll make you elves sit up and take notice." He pointed. "See that?
It's called a crossbow. Drive an arrow through any type of arnmor you nane.
Even send it through a wall."

"It will do you no good against the giants," said Drugar. "It will be like
throwing sticks at them™

"How woul d you know? You met up with then®"
"They wi ped out my people. Slaughtered them"

Sir Lathan paused in the act of lifting a piece of bread to his nmouth. He
| ooked at the dwarf intently, then tore off a lit of bread with his teeth.



"Dwarves," he nmuttered disparagingly, his nouth full.

Pai t han gl anced swiftly at Drugar, interested in the dwarf's reaction. Drugar
was eyeing the knight with a strange expression; the elf could have sworn it
was glee. Startled, Paithan began to wonder if the dwarf was insane.
Considering this, he lost the thread of the conversation and only picked it up
agai n when he heard the word SeaKi ngs.

"What about the SeaKi ngs?" he asked.

Sir Lathan grunted. "Keep awake, elf. | said that the tytans have attacked
them They've been routed, seem ngly. The bastards actually had the nerve to
beg us for help."

The i nnkeeper returned with the ale, set the nmug down in front of the knight.
"Back off," Lathan conmanded, waving a greasy hand.

"And did you send ai d?" Paithan inquired

"They're the enemy. It could have been a trick."

"But it wasn't, was it?"

"No," the knight admtted. "I guess not. They were soundly trounced, according
to some of the refugees we talked to before we turned them away fromthe
wal | s-"

" Turned t hem away!"

Sir Lathan lifted the nmug, drank |ong and deep, w ped the back of his hand
across his nmouth, "Wiat would happen if we sent sorinth for aid, elf. What

woul d happen if we asked your people for hel p?"

Paithan felt a hot flush spread fromhis neck to his cheeks. "But you and the
SeaKi ngs are both human."” It was lame, but all he could think of to say.

"Meaning you'd help us if we were your kind? Well, you can make good on that
one, elf, because we've heard rumors that your people in the Fartherness
Reaches have been attacked, as well."

"That means," said Roland, quickly calculating, "that the tytans are spreadi ng
out, moving est and vars, surrounding us, surrounding Equilan," he said with
enphasi s.

"I"ve got to go! Got to warn them" nurnured Paithan. "Wen do you expect them
to reach Giffith?"

"Any day now," said Lathan. Wping his hands on the table-doth, he rose to his
feet, the tyro arnor making a clattering sound. "The flood of refugees has

st opped, which nmeans they're all probably dead. And we've heard nothing from
our scouts, which neans they're probably dead, too."

"You're being awfully cool about this."

"We'l|l stop them" said Sir Lathan, buckling on his sword belt.

Rol and stared at the sword, with its honed, wooden bl ade and suddenly began to
| augh, a high-pitched, shrill cackle that nmade Paithan shudder. By O n, naybe



the dwarf wasn't the only one going crazy.

"I'"ve seen thenl" cried Roland, in a low, hollow voice. "I saw them beat a
man. ... He was tied up. They hit himand hit hinf-his voice rose, fists
cl enched-"and hit hi mand-"

"Rol and! "
The human was curling up, body hunching over, fingers tw tching spasnodically.
He seened to be falling apart.

"Rol and!" Paithan flung his arms around the nman, gripped the shoul ders hard,
fingers digging into the flesh

"CGet himout of here," said Sir Lathan, in disgust. "I've no use for cowards."
He paused a nmonent, considering his words, Tolling themin his nmouth as if
they tasted bad. "Could you get weapons to us, elf?" He asked the question

grudgi ngly.

No, Paithan was on the verge of saying. But he stopped the words, nearly
biting off his tongue to keep themfromblurting out. I need to reach Equil an
Fast. And | can't if I'mgoing to be stopped and questioned at every border
bet ween here and Varsport.

"Yes, I'Il get you weapons. But I'ma |long way from hone-"
Rol and lifted a ravaged face. "You're going to die! We're all going to die!"

O her knights, hearing the comotion, peered in the wi ndow. The innkeeper's
face had gone livid. He began to babble, his wife started to wail. Sir Lathan
put his hand on his sword, | oosened the blade in its scabbard. "Shut himup
before I run himthrough!"

Rol and shoved the elf aside, bolted for the door. Chairs toppled, he
overturned a table, and nearly knocked down two knights trying to stop him At
Lat han's gesture, they let himpass. dancing through a wi ndow, Paithan saw
Rol and staggering down the street, weaving on unsteady feet |ike a drunken
nman.

"I"ll give you a permt," said Lathan

"Cargans as well." The elf pictured the puny barricades, inagined the tytans
smashi ng t hrough them wal ki ng over themas if they were nothing but piles of
| eaves thrown in their path. This town was dead.

Pai t han nmade up his mind. I'll take Rega to Equilan-with nme. She won't go
wi t hout Roland, so I'll take him back, too. He's not a bad fellow Not really.

"Cargans [24] enough to carry me and ny friends."
Sir Lathan was scowl i ng, obviously not pleased.
"That's the deal ," Paithan said.

"\What about the dwarf? He one of your friends, too?"

Pai t han had forgotten about Drugar, standing silently beside himthe entire
time. He | ooked down, to see the dwarf |ooking up, the black eyes flickering
wi th that queer, gleeful gleam

"You're wel come to come with us, Drugar,"
he meant it. "But you don't have to-"

said Paithan, trying to sound as if



"I"ll cone," said the dwarf.

Pait han | owered his voice. "You could go back to the tunnels. You' d be safe
there."”

"And what would | go back to, elf?"

Drugar spoke quietly, one hand toyed with his long, flow ng beard. The ot her
hand was hidden, thrust into his belt.

"If he wants to cone with us, he can," said Paithan. "W owe him He saved our
lives."

"Pack your gear then and nmake ready. The cargans will be saddl ed and waiting
in the yard out there. I'Il give the orders." Lathan picked up his helm and
prepared to wal k out the door

Pai t han hesitated, conflicting enotions tugging at him He caught hold of the
kni ght's arm as Lat han passed him

"My friend isn't a coward,"” said the elf. "He's right. Those giants are
deadly. I-"

Sir Lathan | eaned near, his voice low and quiet, for the elf alone. "The
SeaKings are fierce warriors. | know. |'ve fought them From what we heard
t hey never had a chance. Like the dwarves, they were destroyed. One word of
advice, elf." The knight's eyes gazed steadily into Paithan's. "Once you're
gone, keep going."

"But . . . the weapons?" Paithan stared, confused.

"Just talk. To keep up appearances. For my nmen and the peopl e around here. You
couldn't get back here fast enough. And | don't think weapons-nmagi cal or
not-will make any difference anyway. Do you?"

Sl ow y, Paithan shook his head. The kni ght paused, his face grave and
t houghtful . He seemed, when he spoke, to be talking to hinself.

"If ever there was a tine for the Lost Lords to return, that tinme is now But
they won't come. They're asleep beneath the waters of the Kithni Gulf. | don't
bl ame them for leaving us to fight this alone. Theirs was an easy death. Qurs
won't be."

Lat han straightened, glowering at the elf. "Enough haggling!" the knight said
[ oudly, rudely shoved his way past. "You'll get your bl ood noney." He tossed

the words over his shoulder. "That's all you blasted el ves care about, isn't

it? You there, boy! Saddle three-"

"Four," corrected Paithan, following Sir Lathan out the door

The kni ght frowned, appeared displeased. "Saddle four cargans. They'll be
ready in half a petal's fold, elf. Be here on tine."

Pai t han, confused, didn't know what to say and so he said nothing. He and
Drugar started off down the street, follow ng after Rol and, who coul d be seen
in the distance, |eaning weakly against a building.

The elf halted then, half-turned. 'Thanks," he called back to the knight.



Lat han brought his hand to the visor of his helmin a solem, grimsalute.

"Humans,
them"

muttered Paithan to hinsel f, heading after Roland. "Try to figure

CHAPTER 24
SORI NTH, ACRCSS THI LLI A

" THE KNI GHT AS MJUCH AS ADM TTED TO ME THAT HE AND H'S MEN CAN' T HOLD

out agai nst these nonsters. W've got to head sorinth, to the elven | ands. And
we've got to | eave now " Paithan stared out the wi ndow, eyes on the eerily
silent jungle. "I don't know about you, but the air feels or snmells strange,
like that time the tytans caught us. W can't stay here!"

"What makes you think it'll nake any difference where we go?" Rol and denanded
in adull voice. He sat in a chair, his head in his hands, el bows |eaning on
the crude table. By the time Drugar and Paithan had nanaged to get the human
to his hone, he was in a sorry state. His terror, so long held inside, had
expl oded, piercing his spirit with its deadly fragnents. "W might as well
stay, die with the rest."

Paithan's lips tightened. He was enbarrassed by the man, probably because he
knew t he weck huddled at the table could very well be him Every tinme the elf
t hought about facing those terrible, eyeless beings, fear shriveled his
stomach. Hone. The thought was a knife's prod to his back, keeping hi mnoving.

"I"mgoing. | have to go, back to ny people-"

The sound of the snakeskin druns began again, the beating |ouder, nore urgent.
Drugar, watching out the wi ndow, turned.

"What does that nean, human?"

"They're conming," Rega said, lips stiff. "That's the alarmthat neans the
eneny's in sight."

Pai t han stood, irresolute, divided between his loyalty to his famly and his

| ove for the human wonan. "1've got to go," he said finally, abruptly. The
cargans, tethered outside the door, were nervous, tugging against their reins,
growming in fright. "Hurry! I'"'mafraid we'll |ose the aninmals!"

"Rol and! Come on!" Rega's grip tightened on her brother
"Why bother!" He shoved her away.

Drugar cl onmped across the room | eaned over the table where Rol and sat,
shivering. "W must not separate! We go together. Cone! Cone! It is our only
hope." Pulling a flask fromout of his wide belt, the dwarf thrust it at

Rol and. "Here, drink this. You will find courage in the bottom™

Rol and reached out his hand, snatched the flask, and put it to his lips. He
drank deeply, choked, coughed. Tears glistened in his eyes, rolled down his
cheeks, but a faint flush of blood stained the pallid skin.

"Al'l right," said Roland, breathing heavily. "I'Il cone." He picked up the
flask, took another swallow, and cradled it close.

"Rol and-"



"Let's go sis. Can't you see your elf lover waiting? He wants to take you
hone, to the bosomof his famly. If we ever nake it that far. Drugar, old
buddy, old pal. Got any nore of this stuff?"

Rol and flung his armaround the dwarf, the two of them headed for the door
Rega was left standing alone in the center of the small house. She gazed
around, shook her head, and followed, nearly running into Paithan, who had
cone back, searching for her

"Rega! What's wrong?"

"I never thought it would hurt ne to |l eave this hovel, but it does. | guess
it's because it was all | ever had."

"I can buy you whatever you want! You'll have a house a hundred tines this
big!"

"Ch, Paithan! Don't lie to ne! You don't have any hope. W can run"-she | ooked
up into the elf's eyes-"but where will we go?"

The sound of the drums grew nore urgent, the rhythm thunping through the body.
Doom and destruction. You'll bring it with you.

And you, sir, shall be the one who | eads his people forth!

Heaven. The stars!

"Home, " said Paithan, holding Rega close. "W're going hone."

They left the sound of the drunbeats behind, riding through the jungle, urging
the cargans as fast as they dared. Riding cargans takes skill and practice,
however. Wien the creature spreads its batlike wings to take off, to glide
through the trees, it is necessary to cling with the hands, grip with the
knees, and al nost bury one's head in the animal's furry neck-or risk being
brushed off by hangi ng vines and branches.

Pai t han was a skilled cargan rider. The two humans, though not as easy in
their saddles as the elf, had ridden before, and knew the techni que. Even
Rol and, dead drunk, managed to hang on to his cargan for dear life. But they
nearly lost the dwarf.

Never havi ng seen such an animal, Drugar had no idea that the cargan was
capabl e of nor had any inclination toward flight. The first time the cargan

| eapt froma tree branch, it sailed gracefully outward, the dwarf fell like a
r ock.

By sone mracl e-Drugar's boot becomng entangled in the stirrup-the cargan and
the dwarf managed to land in the next tree al nost together. But it took
precious time assisting the shaken Drugar back into the saddle, nore tine
convincing the cargan it still wanted to carry the dwarf as a passenger

"W've got to go back to the main highway. We'll make better tine," said
Pai t han.

They reached the main hi ghway, only to discover it was alnbst a solid nass of
peopl e-refugees, fleeing sorinth. Paithan reined in, staring. Roland, having
drai ned the flask, began to |augh



"Damm fool s!"

The humans fl owed sl uggi shly down the road that had beconme a river of fear
Bent beneath bundl es, carrying children too young to wal k, they pulled those
too old along in carts. Their path was strewn with flotsam washed up al ong

t he shore- househol d goods that had beconme too heavy, val uables that had | ost
their value when |life was at stake, vehicles that had broken down.

Here and there, fallen by the wayside, human jetsam people too exhausted to
wal k farther. Sone held out their hands, pleading to those with wagons to take
them up. Qthers, knowi ng what the answer would be, sat, staring about them
with dull, fear-glazed eyes, waiting for their strength to return

"Back to the woods," said Rega, riding up beside Paithan. "It's the only way.
W know the paths. This time, we really do," she added, flushing slightly.

"Smuggl er's Road," slurred Rol and, weaving in his saddle. "Yes, we know them"

Pai t han couldn't nmove. He sat, staring. "All these humans, headi ng for
Equilan. What will we do?"

" Pai t han?"
"Yes, |'m comng."

They left the broad trails of the nmoss plains, taking to the jungle traits.
"Smuggl er's Road" was thin and twisting, difficult to traverse, but far Iess
crowded. Paithan forced themto ride hard, driving their animals, driving
t hensel ves-cycl e after cycle- until they dropped from exhaustion. Then they
slept, often too tired to eat. The elf allowed themonly a few hours before he
had them up and traveling again. They met other people on the trail s-people
like thenselves, living on society's fringes, who were well acquainted with
t hese dark and hi dden paths. They, too, were fleeing sorinth. One of these, a
human, stunbled into their canp, three cycles into their journey.

"Water," he said, and coll apsed.

Paithan fetched water. Rega lifted the man's head, and held the drinking gourd
to his lips. He was niddl e-aged, his face gray with fatigue.

"That's better. Thanks."

Sone color returned to the sagging cheeks. He was able to sit up on his own,
and |l et his head sink between his knees, draw ng deep breaths.

"You're welcome to rest here with us," offered Rega. "Share our food."

"Rest!" The man lifted his head, gazed at themin astoni shnent. Then he

gl anced around the jungle, shivering, and staggered to his feet. "No rest!" he
nmuttered. "They're behind nme! Right behind ne!"

H s fear was pal pable. Paithan junped up, regarding the man in al arm

"How far behind you?"

The man was fleeing the canpsite, taking to the trail on |legs that could
barely support him Paithan ran after him caught hold of his arm

"How far ?"



The man shook his head. "A cycle. Not nore."
"A cycle!" Rega sucked her breath through her teeth.
"The man's crazed," nuttered Roland. "You can't believe him"

"Griffith destroyed! Tentia burning! Lord Reginald, dead! | know " The nan ran
a trenbling hand through, grizzled hair. "I was one of his knights!"

Looking at the man nore closely, they could see he was dressed in the quilted
cotton undergarnents worn beneath the tyro shell arnor. It was no wonder they
had not recognized it earlier. The fabric was ripped and stained with bl ood,
hanging fromthe man's body in tattered, filthy fragments.

"I got rid of it," he said, his hands plucking at the cloth covering his

chest. "The arnor. It was too heavy and it didn't do any good. They died in

it. The fiends caught them and crushed them. . . arms wappi ng around them

The arnor cracked, blood . . . cane out from between. Bones stuck through
and the screans . "

"Blessed Thillia!" Roland was white, shudderi ng.
"Shut himup!" Rega snapped at Paithan

No one noticed Drugar, sitting alone as he always did, the slight, strange
sm | e hidden by his beard.

"Do you know how | escaped?" The man cl utched Paithan by the front of his
tunic. The elf, glancing down, saw the man's hand was dappl ed with spl ot ches
of reddish brown. "The others ran. | was ... too scared! | was scared stiff!"
The kni ght began to giggle. "Scared stiff! Couldn't nove. And the giants went
right by nme! Isn't that funny! Scared stiff!" H's |laughter was shrill
unnerving. It ended in a choked cough. Roughly, he shoved Paithan backward,
away from him

"But now | can run. |I've been running . . . three cycles. Not stop. Can't
stop." He took a step forward, paused, turned and glared at themwth
red-rimed, wild eyes. "They were supposed to cone back!" he said angrily.
"Have you seen thenf"

"Who?"

"Supposed to cone back and hel p us! Cowards. Bunch of damm, good-for-nothing
cowards. Like me!" The kni ght |aughed again. Shaking his head, he lurched off
into the jungle.

"Who the hell's he tal ki ng about?" Rol and asked.

"I don't know." Rega began packing their equiprment, throwi ng food into |eather
pouches. "And | don't care. Crazed or not, he's right about one thing. W' ve
got to keep noving."

In faith they wal ked with nodest stride, to sleeping Thillia beneath. The
crashing waves their virtue cried, the kingdons wept their watery w eath.

The dwarf's rich bass voice rose in song. "You see," said Drugar, when the
verse ended, "I have learned it."

"You're right," said Roland, making no nove to hel p pack. He sat on the
ground, arns dangling listlessly between his knees. "That's who the knight



meant. And they didn't come back. Wiy not?" He | ooked up, angry. "Wy didn't
t hey? Everything they worked for-destroyed! Qur world! Gone! Wiy? Wat's the
sense?"

Rega's lips tightened, she was flinging packs onto the cargan. "It was only a
| egend. No one really believed it."

"Yeah," muttered Rol and. "Nobody believed in the tytans either."

Rega' s hands, tugging at the straps, started to shake. She | owered her head
onto the cargan's flank, gripping the leather hard, until it hurt, willing
herself not to cry, not to give way.

Pai t han' s hand cl osed over hers.

"Don't!" she said in a fierce tone, el bowi ng himaside. She lifted her head,
shook her hair around her face, and gave the strap a vicious tug. "Go on.
Leave ne alone." Surreptitiously, when the elf wasn't |ooking, she w ped her
hand across wet cheeks.

They started on their way, disheartened, dispirited, fear driving them on
They had traversed only a few mles when they came upon the knight, lying face
down across the trail

Paithan slid fromthe cargan, knelt beside the man, his hand on the knight's
neck.

"Dead. "

They travel ed two nore cycles, pressing the weary cargans to their limt. Now,
when they halted, they didn't unpack, but slept on the ground, the reins of

t he cargans wrapped around their wists. They were giddy with exhaustion and

| ack of food. Their meager supplies had run out and they dared not take tine
to hunt. They talked little, saving their breath, riding with sl unped

shoul ders, bent heads. The only thing that could rouse themwas a strange
sound behi nd them

The breaking of a tree linb would cause themto jerk up, sw nging around
fearfully in the saddle, peering into the shadows. Oten the humans and the
elf fell asleep while riding, swaying in the saddle until they slunped

si deways and came to thenselves with a start. The dwarf, riding last, bringing
up the rear, watched all with a snile

Pai t han marvel ed at the dwarf, even as the elf's uneasiness over Drugar grew.
He never appeared fatigued; he often volunteered to keep watch while the
ot hers slept.

Pai t han woke fromterrifying dreanms in which he imagi ned Drugar, dagger in
hand, slipping up on himas he slept. Starting awake, the elf always found
Drugar sitting patiently beneath a tree, hands fol ded across the beard that
fell inlong curls over his stomach. Paithan m ght have | aughed at his fear
After all, the dwarf had saved their lives. Looking back at Drugar, riding
behi nd them or glancing at himduring the few tinmes they stopped to rest, the
elf saw the gleamin the watchful black eyes, eyes that seemed to be al ways
wai ting, and Paithan's |aughter died on his I|ips.

Pai t han was thi nki ng about the dwarf, wondering what drove him what terrible
fuel kept such a fire burning, when Rega's shout roused himfromhis bleak
reverie.



"The ferry!" She pointed at a crude sign, tacked up onto a tree trunk. "The
trail ends here. W have to go back to the-"

Her voice was cut off by a horrible sound, a wail that rose from hundreds of
throats, a collective scream

"The main highway!" Paithan clutched his reins with sweating, trenbling hands.
"The tytans have reached the main hi ghway."

The elf sawin his mnd the stream of humanity, saw the giant, eyel ess
creatures cone upon it. He saw the people scatter, try to flee, but there was
nowhere to go on the w de-open plains, no escape. The streamwould turn to a
river of bl ood.

Rega pressed her hands agai nst her ears. "Shut up!" she was screani ng over and
over, tears stream ng down her cheeks. "Shut up! Shut up! Shut up!"

As if in answer, a sudden, eerie silence fell over the jungle, silence broken
only by the not-too-distant cries of the dying.
"They're here," said Roland, a half-smle playing on his lips.

"The ferry!" Paithan gasped. "The creatures may be giants, but they're not
tall enough to wade the Kithni @ulf! That will stop them for a tine at

| east."” He spurred his cargan on. The startled animal, terrified itself, |eapt
forward in panic.

The others followed, flying through the jungle, ducking overhanging |inbs,
vines slapping themin the face. Breaking out into the open, they saw ahead of
them the sparkling, placid surface of the Kithni Gulf, a startling contrast to
t he chaos erupting on the water's edge.

Humans were running madly down the nmain highway that led to the ferry, fear
stripping them of any consci ousness they m ght have had for their fell ows.
Those who fell were tranpled beneath pounding feet. Children were swept from
their parents' arns by the crush of the nob, snmall bodies hurled to the
ground. Those who stopped to try to help the fallen never rose again. Looking
far back, on the horizon, Paithan saw the jungle noving.

"Pai than! Look!" Rega clutched at him pointing.

The elf shifted his gaze back to the ferry. The pier was nobbed, people
pushi ng and shoving. Qut in the water, the boat, overloaded, was riding too
| ow and sinking deeper by the minute. It would never nake it across. And it
woul dn't matter if it did.

The other ferry boat had put out fromthe opposite shore. It was lined with

el ven archers, railbows ready, arrows pointing toward Thillia. Paithan assuned
at first that the elves were comng to the aid of the humans, and his heart
swelled with pride. Sir Lathan had been wong. The elves would drive the
tytans back!

A human, attenpting to swimthe gulf, cane near the boat, stretched out with
hi s hand for help.

The elves shot him Hi's body slid down beneath the water and vani shed.
Si ckened, disbelieving, Paithan saw his people turn their weapons not on the
com ng tytans, but on the humans trying to flee the eneny.

"You bastard!"



Paithan turned to see a wild-eyed man attenpting to drag Rol and from his
saddl e. People on the hi ghway, seeing the cargans, realized that the animals
of fered escape. A frenzied nob started toward them Rol and beat the nman off,
clouting himto the noss with his strong hand. Another canme at Rega, a branch
in his hand. She kicked himin the face with her boot, sending himreeling
backward. The cargans, al ready pani cked, began to | eap and buck, striking out
with their sharp claws. Drugar, cursing in dwarven, was using his reins as a
| ash to keep the nmob at bay.

"Back to the trees!" Paithan cried, wheeling his animal.

Rega gal | oped beside him but Rol and was caught, unable to extricate hinself
from graspi ng hands. He was nearly pulled fromthe saddle. Drugar, seeing the
human in trouble, forced his cargan between Rol and and the nob. The dwarf
grabbed hold of Roland's reins and yanked the cargan forward, joining up with
Pai t han and Rega. The four galloped back into the shelter of the jungle.

Once safe, they paused to catch their breath. They avoi ded | ooki ng at each
ot her, none of themwanting to see the inevitable in his companion's face.

"There nust be a trail that leads to the gulf!" said Paithan. "The cargan can
swim"

"And get shot by elves!" Roland w ped blood froma cut lip.
"They won't shoot ne."
"A lot of good that does us!"

"They won't harmyou if you're with ne." Paithan wi shed he was certain of that
fact, but right now he supposed it didn't matter

"If thereis atrail ... I don't knowit," said Rega. A trenor shook her body,
she gripped the saddle to keep fromfalling. Paithan plunged off the path,
heading in the direction of the gulf. Wthin noments, he and the cargan becane
hopel essly entangled in the thick undergrowth. The elf fought on, refusing to
admt defeat, but he saw that even if they did nanage to hack their way

t hrough, it would take hours. And they did not have hours. Wearily, he rode
back.

The sounds of death fromthe highway grew | ouder. They coul d hear spl ashes,
peopl e hurling thenmselves into the Kithni

Rol and slid fromhis saddle. Landing on the ground, he gazed around. "This
| ooks as good a place to die as any."

Slow y, Paithan clinbed fromhis cargan and wal ked over to Rega. He held out
his arms. She slipped into them and he clasped her tightly.

"l can't watch, Paithan," she said. "Pronmise ne | wn't have to see them"

"You won't," he whispered, snoothing the dark hair. "Keep your eyes on ne."
Rol and stood squarely on the path, facing the direction in which the tytans
must cone. Hi s fear was gone, or perhaps he was just too tired to care
anynor e.

Drugar, a ghastly grin on his bearded face, put his hand to his belt and drew
t he bone-handl e knife.



One stroke for each of them and a final for hinself.

CHAPTER 25
TREETOPS, EQUI LAN

HAPLO LAY FLAT ON H' S BACK ON THE MOSS, SHI ELDI NG H S EYES FROM THE
the sun, counting stars.

He had come up with twenty-five bright lights that he could see clearly from
this vantage point. Lenthan Quindiniar had assured himthat-all told-the elves
had counted ninety-seven. Not all of these were visible all the tinme, of
course. Sonme of them w nked out and stayed out for a nunber of seasons before
returning. Elven astrononers had al so calcul ated that there were Stars near
the horizon that could not be seen due to the atnmosphere. They had esti mated,
therefore, that there m ght be anywhere from 150 to 200 stars total in the
heavens.

Whi ch was certainly different fromany stars Hapl o' d ever heard about. He
consi dered the possibility of nmoons. There had been a nmoon in the ancient
worl d, according to his lord' s research. But there had been no noon in the
Sartan rendering of this world and Hapl o hadn't seen any noonli ke objects
during his flight. Again, he thought it likely that nobons would revol ve around
the world and these lights were, apparently, stationary. But then the sun was
stationary. O rather the planet of Pryan :was stationary. It didn't revolve.
There was no day or night. And then there was the strange cycle of the
stars-burning brightly for long periods of time, then going dark, then
reappeari ng.

Hapl o sat up, glanced about for the dog, discovered it wandering about the
yard, sniffing at the strange snmells of people and other animals it didn't
recogni ze. The Patryn, alone in the yard, everyone el se asl eep, scratched at
hi s bandaged hands. The binding always irritated his skin the first few days
he wore it.

Maybe the lights are nothing nmore than a natural phenonenon peculiar to this
pl anet. Wich means |'mwasting ny tine, speculating about them and the sun
After all, | wasn't sent here to study astronony. |'ve got nore inportant
probl ems. Like what to do about this world.

Last evening, Lenthan Quindiniar had drawn Haplo a picture of the world as the
elves viewed it. The drawing was simlar to the drawing Hapl o' d seen in the
Nexus-a round globe with a ball of fire in the center. Above the world, the
el f added the "stars" and the sun. He pointed out their own |location on this
wor | d-or what the elven astrol ogers had plotted was their |ocation-and told

hi m how t he el ves had, centuries ago, crossed the Paragna Sea to the est and
arrived at the Fartherness Reaches.

"It was the plague," Lenthan had expl ained. 'They were fleeing it. O herw se
t hey never would have left their hones."

Once they reached the Fartherness, the elves burned their ships, severing al
contact with their former life. They turned their backs on the sea and | ooked
i nl and. Lenthan's great-great grandfather had been one of the fewwlling to
explore the newterritory to the vars and, in doing so, cane across ornite,

t he navi gati onal stone that was to make his fortune. [25] Using the stone, he
was able to return to the Fartherness. He informed the el ves of his discovery,
and offered jobs to those willing to venture into the w |l derness.



Equil an had started out as a small mning community. It mght have remnai ned no
nore than that, but for the devel opment of the human realns to the vars. The
humans of what was now known as Thillia traveled there, by their own account,

t hrough a passage that | ed beneath the Terinthian Ocean. King George the
Only-the father of the five brothers of |egendary fanme-led his people to this
new | and, supposedly running froma terror, whose nane and face had been | ost
in the past.

El ves are not a race who must constantly expand. They feel no driving urge to
conquer other people, to gobble up land. Having established a hold on Equilan
the elves had all the |land they wanted. What they needed was trade-The el ves
wel coned the humans who, in turn, were extrenely pleased to acquire el ven
weapons and ot her goods. As tine went by and the human popul ation grew, they
were | ess happy about the elves taking up so nmuch valuable land on their
sorinth border. The Thillians tried to expand norinth, but ran into the

SeaKi ngs-a fierce warrior people who had crossed the Sea of Stars during a
time of war in the Kasnar Enpire. Farther norinth and est were the dark and
gl oony stronghol ds of the dwarves. By this tine, the elven nation had grown
strong and powerful. The humans were weak, divided, and dependent on the
elves. The Thillians could do nothing but grunmble and regard their neighbor's
land with envy.

As for the dwarves, Lenthan knew little, except that it was said that they had
been wel|l established in their kingdons, |ong before his grandfather's tine.

"But where did you all come fromoriginally?" Haplo had asked. He knew t he
answer, but was curious to see what, if anything, these people knew about the
Sundering, hoping such information might give hima clue to the whereabouts
and doings of the Sartan. "I nean, way, way, way back in tine."

Lent han had | aunched into a | ong and involved expl anati on and Hapl o soon
became lost in the conplex myths. It depended on who you asked, apparently.
Among the el ves and humans, creation had sonething to do with being cast out
of paradi se. O n-only-knew what the dwarves believed in.

"What's the political situation in the human real n?" Lenthan had | ooked
downcast. "lI'mafraid | really can't tell you. My son is the explorer in the
fam ly. Father never thought | was quite suited..."

"Your son? |s he here?" Haplo had gl anced about, wondering if the elf might be
hiding in a closet-which, considering this wacky househol d, m ght not be at
all unusual. "Can | talk to hin®"

"Paithan. No, he's not here. Traveling in the human realm He won't be back
for sone tine, I'"'mafraid."

Al of this had been little help to Haplo. The Patryn was beginning to fee
that his mssion here was a | ost cause. He was supposed to foment chaos, make
it easy for his lord to step in and take over. But on Pryan, the dwarves asked
nothing nore than to be I et alone, the humans fought each other, and the el ves
supplied them Haplo didn't stand much chance of urging the humans to war
against the elves-it's difficult to attack soneone who's providing you with
the only neans you have of attacking. No one wanted to fight the dwarves-no
one wanted anything the dwarves had. The elves couldn't be stirred to
conquest, apparently because the word sinply wasn't in their vocabul ary.
"Status quo," Lenthan Quindiniar had said. "It's an ancient word meani ng

well . . . 'status quo."' "

Hapl o recogni zed the word and knew what it neant. Unchanging. Far different
fromthe chaos he'd di scovered (and hel ped al ong) in Arianus.



Wat ching the bright Iights shining in the sky, the Patryn grew nore annoyed,
nore perplexed. Even if | nanage to stir up trouble in this realm how many
nore realms am | going to have to visit to do the same thing? There could be
as many realns as ... as there are shining lights in the sky. And who knows
how many nore beyond that? It might take me a lifetime just to find all of
them | don't have a lifetime. And neither does My Lord.

It didn't make sense. The Sartan were organi zed, systematic, and |ogical. They
woul d never have scattered civilizations around at randomlike this and then
left themto survive on-their own. There had to be sone unifying sonething.
Haplo didn't have a due, at this nmonent, how he was going to find it.

Except possibly the old man. He was crazy, obviously. But was he crazy as a
gat ecrasher [26] or crazy as a wol fen? The first meant he was harmess to
everyone except perhaps hinself, the second neant he needed to be watched.
Hapl o renenbered his mstake in Arianus, when he'd thought a man a fool who
had turned out to be anything but. He wouldn't make the sane m stake again. He
had a | ot of questions about the old nan. And as if thinking of him had
conjured him (as occasionally happened in the Labyrinth), Haplo | ooked up to
di scover Zifnab | ooki ng down.

"I's that you?" came the old man's quavering voi ce.
Haplo rose to his feet, brushing off bits of noss.

"Ch, no, it isn't," said Zifnab in disappointnent, shaking his head.
"Still"-he peered closely at Haplo-"I seemto remenber |ooking for you, too.
Cone, come." He took hold of Haplo's arm "W've got to take off- Go to the
rescue! Ch, dear! N ce Doggie. N-nice doggie."

Seeing a stranger accost its master, the dog left off its pursuit of
nonexi stent game and dashed over to confront live quarry. The animal stood in
front of the wizard, bared its teeth, and grow ed nenacingly.

"l suggest you let go of my arm old man," advi sed Hapl o.

"Uh, yes." Zifnab renoved his hand hastily. "Fine . . . fine animal." The
dog's growl s ceased, but it continued to regard the old man with deep
suspi ci on.

Zifnab felt in a pocket. "I had a mlk bone in here a few weeks ago. Left over
fromlunch. | say, have you net my dragon?"

'"Is that a threat?" Hapl o demanded.

"Threat?" The old w zard seened staggered, so conpletely taken aback that his

hat fell off. "No, of ... of course not! It's just that ... we were conparing
pets ..." Zifnab |l owered his voice, glanced around nervously. "Actually, ny
dragon's quite harmless. |'ve got himunder this spell-"

"Come on, dog," said Haplo in disgust, and headed for his ship.

"Great Gandal f's ghost!" shouted Zifnab. "If he had a ghost. | doubt it. He
was such a snob . . . Were was |? Yes, rescue! Alnost forgot." The old man
gat hered up his robes and began running along at Haplo's side. "Cone on! Comne
on! No time to waste. Hurry!"

Hs white hair stood up all over his head, his beard stuck out in al
directions. Zifnab cl ashed past Hapl o. Looking back, he put his finger to his



lips. "And keep it quiet. Don't want him-he pointed downward,
gri maci ng-"al ong. "

Hapl o cane to a halt. Crossing his arms over his chest, he waited with sone
anusenment to see the old man cone crashing up agai nst the magical barrier the
Patryn had established around his vessel

Zi fnab reached the hull, laid a hand on it. Nothi ng happened.
"Hey, stay away fromthere!" Haplo broke into a run. "Dog, stop him"

The dog sped ahead, flying over the nobssy ground on silent paws, and caught
hold of the old man's robes just as Zifnab was attenpting to clinb up over the
ship's rail

"CGet back! Get back!" Zifnab flapped his hat at the dog's head. "I'Il turn you
into a piglet! Ast a bula- No, wait. That turns ne into a piglet. Unhand ne,
you beast!"

"Dog, down!' ordered Haplo, and the dog obediently dropped to a sitting
position, releasing the old man, keeping a watchful eye on him "Look you, old
man. | don't know how you nanaged to break through my magic, but |I'm giving
you fair warning. Stay off my ship-"

"We're going off on a trip? Well, of course we are." Zifnab reached out,
gingerly patted Haplo's arm "That's why we're here. Nice young man you've
got," he added, speaking to the dog, "but addled."

The wi zard hopped over the rail and proceeded across the top deck, noving
toward the bridge with surprising speed and agility for one of 'advanced
years.'

"Dam!" swore Hapl o, bounding after him "Dog!"

The ani mal | eapt ahead, sped across the deck. Zifnab had al ready di sappeared
down the | adder leading to the bridge. The dog junped after him

Hapl o foll owed. Sliding down the | adder, he ran after and onto the bridge,
Zifnab was staring curiously at the rune-covered steering stone. The dog stood
besi de him watching. The old man stretched out a hand to touch. The dog

grow ed, and Zifnab quickly snatched his hand back

Hapl o paused in the hatchway, considering. He was a passi ve observer, not
supposed to directly interfere with [ife in this world. But now he had no
choice. The old man had seen the runes. Not only that, he had unravel ed t hem
He knew, therefore, who the Patryn was. He couldn't be allowed to spread that
know edge further. Besides, he was-he must be-a Sartan

Circunmst ances on Arianus prevented me from avengi ng nyself on our ancient

enemy. Now, |'ve got another Sartan, and this tinme it won't matter. No one
will mss crazy Zifnab. Hell, that Quindiniar woman will probably give ne a
nmedal

Hapl o stood in the hatchway, his body bl ocking the bridge's only exit. "I
war ned you. You shoul dn't have cone down here, old man. Now you've seen what
you shoul dn't have seen.” He began to unwi nd the bandages. "Now you're going
to have to die. | know you're a Sartan. They're the only ones who have the
power to unravel ny magic. Tell ne one thing. Where are the rest of your
peopl e?"



"I was afraid of this," said Zifnab, gazing at Haplo sadly. "This is no way
for a savior to behave, you know that."

"I"'mno savior. In a way, you mght say |I'mthe opposite. |I'm supposed to
bring trouble, chaos, to prepare for the day when ny Lord will enter this
world and claimit for his omn. We will rule who, by rights, should have rul ed
| ong ago. You must know who | am now. Take a | ook around you, Sartan
Recogni ze the runes? O nmaybe you've known who | was all along. After all, you

predicted ny coming. I'd like to know how you did that."

Unwi ndi ng the bandages, revealing the sigla tattooed on his hands, Haplo
advanced on the ol d nan.

Zifnab did not back up, did not retreat before him The old nman stood his
ground, facing the Patryn with an air of quiet dignity. "You ve nade a

m stake," he said, his voice quiet, his eyes suddenly sharp and shrewd. "I'm
not a Sartan."

"Uh, huh." Haplo tossed the bandages onto the deck, rubbing the runes on his
skin. "Just the fact that you're denying it proves ny point. Except the Sartan
were never known to lie. But then, they were never known to go senile either."

Hapl o grabbed hold of the old man's arm feeling the bones fragile and brittle

in his grasp. "Talk, Zifnab, or whatever your real nane is. | have the power
to rupture the bones, one by one, inside your flesh. It's an extremely painful
way to die. I'll start on the hands, work nmy way down your body. By the tinme |
reach your spine, you'll be begging me for rel ease.”

At his feet, the dog whi ned and rubbed agai nst the Patryn's knee. Haplo
ignored the animal, his grip tightened around Zifnab's wist. He placed his
ot her hand, pal mdown, directly over the old man's heart. "Tell me the truth,
and I'lIl end it quickly. What | do to bones, | can do to organs. The heart
bursts. It's painful, but fast."

Hapl o had to give the old man credit. Stronger men than Zifnab had trenbled in
the Patryn's grasp. The old man was calm If he was afraid, he controlled his
fear well.

"I amtelling you the truth. I"'mnot a Sartan."

Haplo's grip tightened. He nade ready to speak the first rune, the rune that
woul d send a jolt of agony through the frail body. Zifnab held perfectly
still.

"As for how | undid your magic, there are forces in this universe of which you
have no know edge." The eyes, never |eaving Haplo's face, narrowed. "Forces
t hat have remai ned hi dden because you have never searched for them"

"Then why don't you use these forces to save your life, old man?"
"1 am "

Hapl o shook his head in disgust and spoke the first rune. The sigla on his
hand gl owed bl ue. The power flowed fromhis body into the old man's. Haplo
could feel wist bones burst and turn to nmush in his grip. Zifnab gave a
suppressed groan.

Hapl o barely saw, out of the corner of his eye, the dog hurtling through the
air toward him He had tinme to raise his armto block the attack. The force of
t he bl ow knocked himto the deck, slamed the air fromhis body. He I ay



gasping, trying to catch his breath. The dog stood over him Ilicking his face.

"Dear, dear. Are you hurt, my boy?" Zifnab |eaned over himsolicitously,
of fering a hand to hel p hi mup-the sanme hand Hapl o had crushed.

Haplo stared at it, saw the wist bones standing out clearly beneath the
stretched, aged skin. They appeared whole and intact. The old man had not
spoken any runes, traced any in the air. Haplo, studying the field of magic
around him could detect no sign that it had been di sturbed. But he had felt
t he bone break!

Shoving the old man's hand asi de, Haplo regained his feet. "You' re good," he
acknow edged. "But how | ong can you keep it up? An old geezer like you." He
took a step toward the old man and halt ed.

The dog stood between them

"Dog! CGet!" ordered Haplo

The animal held its ground, gazed up at its master with unhappy, pleading
eyes.

Zifnab, smling gently, patted the black-furred head. "Good boy. | thought
so." He nodded wi sely, solemly. "I know all about the dog, you see.”

"What ever the devil that neans!"

"Precisely, dear boy," said the old nman, beaming at him "And now that we're
all nicely acquainted, we'd best be on our way." Zifnab turned around, hovered
over the steering stone, rubbing his hands eagerly. "lI'mreally curious to see
how this works." Reaching into a pocket of his nmouse-col ored robes, he pulled
out a chain to which nothing was attached, and stared at it. "My ears and

whi skers! We're |ate.”

Hapl o glared at the dog. "Get!"

The dog slunk down on its belly, crawl ed across the deck and took refuge in a
corner. Head lying on its paws, the ani nal whinpered. Haplo took a step toward
the ol d man.

"Let's get this show on the road!" Zifnab stated enphatically, snapping shut
not hi ng and slipping the chain back in his pocket. "Paithan's in danger-"

"Pai than." Hapl o paused.

"Quindiniar's son. Fine lad. You can ask himthose questions you've been
wanting to ask: all about the political situation anong the hunmans, what it
woul d take to make the elves go to war, howto stir up the dwarves. Paithan
knows all the answers. Not that it will make nuch difference now " Zifnab

si ghed, shook his head. "Politics don't matter to the dead. But we'll save
some of them The best and the brightest. And, now, we really nmust be going."
The old man gazed around with interest. "How do you fly this contraption
anyway ?"

Irritably scratching the tattoos on the back of his hand, Haplo stared at the
old wi zard.

A Sartan-he has to be! That's the only way he could heal hinself. Unless he
didn't heal hinmself. Maybe | made a m stake in the rune-tw ning, maybe | only
t hought | crushed his wist. And the dog, protecting him That doesn't nean
nmuch.



The ani mal takes strange |ikings. There was that time on Arianus when the mutt
saved the life of that dwarven wonman | was going to have to kill

Destroyer, savior

"Al'l right, old man. 1'Il go along with whatever gane you're playing." Haplo
knelt down, scratched the dog's silky ears. The aninmal's tail brushed the
floor, pleased that all was forgiven. "But just until | figure out the rules.
Wien | do, it's winner take all. And | intend to win."

Strai ght eni ng, he placed his hands upon the steering stone. "Were are we
headed?"

Zi fnab blinked, confused. "I"'mafraid | haven't the slightest idea," he
admtted. "But, by god!" he added solemly. "I1'll know when | get there!™
CHAPTER 26

VARSPORT, THILLIA

THE DRAGONSHI P SKI MVED OVER THE TOPS OF THE TREES. HAPLO FLEW I N

the direction according to what he'd been told were the human | andhol di ngs.
Zi fnab peered out the wi ndow, anxiously watching the |andscape slide away
beneat h t hem

"The gulf!" the old man cried out suddenly. "We're close. Ah, dear, dear."
"What's goi ng on?"

Hapl o coul d make out a line of elves drawn up in nilitary formation along the
shore. He sailed out farther over the water. Snoke fromdistant fires obscured
his view nmomentarily. A gust of wind blew the snmoke apart, and Haplo could see
a burning city, masses of people swarm ng onto the beach. A few hundred feet
fromshore, a boat was sinking, to judge by the nunmber of black dots visible
in the water.
"Terrible, terrible,” Zifnab ran a trenbling hand through his sparse white
hair. "You'll have to fly lower. | can't see."

Hapl o was interested in having a closer |ook hinself. Maybe he'd been w ong
about the peaceful situation in this realm The dragonshi p swooped | ow. Many
on the shore, feeling the dark shadow pass over them | ooked up, pointed. The
crowmd wavered, sone starting to run fromwhat might be a new threat, others
mlling about ainmlessly, realizing that there was no place to go.

Wheel i ng Dragon Wng around, Hapl o made anot her pass. Elven archers on a boat
inthe mddle of the gulf lifted their bows, turned their arrows on the ship.
The Patryn ignored them soared lowto get a better view The runes protecting
his ship would protect them against the puny weapons of this world.

"There! There! Turn! Turn!" The old man clutched at Hapl o, al nbost draggi ng him
off his feet. Zifnab pointed into a densely wooded area, not far fromthe
shoreline where the crowds of people were massed. The Patryn steered the ship
in the direction indicated.

"I can't see a thing, old man."

"Yes! Yes!" Zifnab was hopping up and down in anxiety. The dog, sensing the



excitement, |eapt about the deck, barking frantically.
"The grove, down there! Not nmuch roomto |and, but you can make it."

Not much room Haplo bit back the words he would have |iked to use to describe
his opinion of their landing site-a snmall clearing, barely visible beneath a
tangle of trees and vines. He was about to tell the wi zard that it would be

i npossible to set his ship down, when a closer, grudging | ook revealed that-if
he altered the magic and pulled the wings in tight-there m ght be a chance.

"What do we do once we get down there, old nman?"
"Pick up Paithan, the two humans, and the dwarf."
"You still haven't told nme what's going on."

Zifnab turned his head, regarded Haplo with a shrewd | ook. "You nust see for
yoursel f, nmy boy. Otherw se, you wouldn't believe."

At least that's what Haplo thought he said. He couldn't be sure, over the
dog' s barking. Undoubtedly |I'm about to put ny ship down in the mddle of a
raging battle. Coming in low, he could see the small group in the clearing,
see their faces staring up at him

"Hold on!" he shouted to the dog . . . and the old man, if he was |istening.
"It's going to be rough!"

The ship smashed through the tops of the trees. Linbs dragged at them snapped
and broke apart. The view out the wi ndow was obscured by a mass of green, the
ship lurched and pitched. Zi fnab fell forward, ended up straddl e-I|egged

agai nst the glass. Haplo hung on to the steering stone. The dog spread its

| egs, fighting for purchase on the canting deck

A grinding crash, and they broke through, swooping into the clearing.
Westling with the ship, Haplo caught a glinpse of the nensch he was going to
rescue, huddl ed together at one edge of the jungle, apparently uncertain if
this was salvation or nore trouble.

"Go get them old nman!" Haplo told the wi zard. "Dog, stay."

The ani mal had been about to bound gleefully after Zifnab, who had unpeel ed
hi nsel f fromthe wi ndow and was tottering toward the | adder |eading to the
upper deck

The dog obediently sank back down, gazing upward with intense eagerness, tai
waggi ng. Haplo silently cursed hinself and this crazy situation. He woul d have
to keep his hands bare to fly and was wondering how he woul d explain the sigla
tattooed on his skin when a sudden bl ow agai nst the hull sent a shudder

t hr ough the ship.

Hapl o al nost lost his footing. "No," he nuttered to hinself. "It couldn't be."
Hol ding his breath, every sense alert, the Patryn held perfectly still and
wai t ed.

The bl ow cane again, stronger, nore powerful. The hull shivered, the
vibrations tore into the magic, tore into the wood, tore into Haplo.

The rune structure was unraveling.



Hapl o turned in upon hinself, centered hinself, body reacting instinctively to
a danger his mnd told himwas inpossible. On the deck above, he could hear
feet pounding, the old man's shrill voice, screeching, yelling sonething.

Anot her bl ow shook the ship. Haplo heard the old man cry out for help, but

i gnored his pleas. The Patryn was tasting, snelling, listening, stretching out
with all his senses. The rune's magi c was being unraveled, slowy, surely. The
bl ows hadn't hurt his ship, not yet. But they had weakened his magic. The next
strike or the one after would break through, deal danage, destroy.

The only magi ¢ strong enough, powerful enough to oppose his own was the
rune-nmagi c of the Sartan

A trap! The old nman baited ne! | was fool enough to fly right into the net!

Anot her bl ow rocked the ship; Hapl o thought he heard wood splinter. The dog's
teeth bared, the fur rose on its neck

"Stay, boy," said Haplo, stroking the head, bidding it stay with the pressure
of his hand. "This is my fight."

He had long wanted to neet, to battle, to kill a Sartan

Hapl o vaulted up to the top deck. The old man was scranbling to his feet.
Leaping for him Haplo was brought to a halt by the | ook of sheer terror on
Zifnab's face. The old man was yelling frantically, pointing up, over Haplo's
head.

"Behi nd you!"
"Ch, no, I'"'mnot falling for that-"

Anot her bl ow threw Haplo to his knees. The bl ow had cone from behind. He
st eadi ed hinmsel f, glanced around.

A creature, standing sone thirty feet tall, was bashing what appeared to be a
small tree trunk into the hull of the dragonship. Several creatures, standing
near it, were watching. Ohers were conpletely ignoring the attack, advancing
wi t h singl e-mnded purpose on the small group crouched at the edge of the

gl ade.

Several planks on the hull had already been staved in, protecting sigla
smashed, usel ess, broken

Haplo traced the runes in the air, watched themmltiply with |ightning speed,
and zip away fromhimtoward their target. A ball of blue flane expl oded on
the tree branch, jarring it fromthe creature's hands. The Patryn woul dn't
kill, not yet. Not until he found out what these beings were.

He knew what they weren't. They weren't Sartan. But they were using Sartan
magi c.

"Nice shot!" yelled the old man. "Wait here. 1'll get our friends."

Hapl o couldn't turn to | ook, but he heard feet clattering off behind him
Presumably the w zard was going to try to bring the elf and his trapped
conpani ons on board. Seeing in his mnd s eye nore of these beings descending
on them Haplo wi shed the old man luck. The Patryn couldn't help. He had his
own probl ens.



The creature stared dazedly at its enpty hands, as if trying to conprehend
what had happened. Slowly it turned its head toward its assailant. It had no
eyes, but Haplo knew it could see him perhaps see himbetter than he hinself
could see the creature. The Patryn felt waves of sensing streak out fromthe
being, felt themtouch him sniff at him analyze him The creature wasn't
using magic now. It was relying on its own senses, odd as those m ght be.

Hapl o tensed, waiting for an attack, his mnd devising the rune structure that
woul d entrap the creature, paralyze it, leave it subject to the Patryn's
i nterrogation.

Wiere is the citadel ? What nust we do?

The voice startled Hapl o, speaking to his mnd, not his ears. It wasn't

t hreateni ng. The voi ce sounded frustrated, desperate, alnost w stfully eager
O her creatures in the grove, hearing the silent question of their conpanion,
had ceased their murderous pursuit to turn to watch

"Tell me about the citadel," said Haplo cautiously, spreading his hands in a
gesture of appeasenent. "Perhaps | can-"

Li ght blinded him concussive thunder blasted himfromhis feet. Lying face
down on the deck, dazed and stunned, Haplo fought to retain consci ousness,
fought to anal yze and under st and.

The magi cal spell had been crude-a sinple elenmental configuration calling upon
forces present in nature. A child of seven could have constructed it, a child
of seven shoul d have been able to protect hinself against it. Haplo hadn't
even seen it conmng. It was as if the child of seven had cast the spell using
the strength of seven hundred. H's own magi ¢ had shi el ded himfrom death, but
the shield had been cracked. He was hurt, vul nerable.

Hapl o enhanced his defenses. The sigla on his skin began to gl ow blue and red,
creating an eerie light that shone through his clothing. He was vaguely aware
that the being had retrieved its tree trunk and lifted it high, preparing to
smash it down on him Rolling to a standing position, he cast his spell. Runes
surrounded the wood, caused the trunk to disintegrate in the creature's hand.

Behi nd hi m came shouts and the thuddi ng of feet, panting breath. Hi s diversion
of the creature's attention nust have given the old man tine to rescue the elf
and his friends. Haplo felt, nmore than saw or heard, one of them conme creeping
up to him

"Il help-" offered a voice, speaking in elven

"Cet below " the Patryn snarled, enraged, the interruption unweaving an entire
fabric of runes. He didn't see whether the elf obeyed himor not. Haplo didn't
care.

He was intent upon the creature, analyzing it. It had ceased using its potent
magi ¢, turned again to brute force. Dull-witted, stupid, Haplo decided. Its
reactions had been instinctive, animal-like, unthinking.

Perhaps it couldn't consciously control the magic- He started to stand up

The blast of wind hit himw th hurricane force. Haplo struggl ed agai nst the
spel |, creating dense and conpl ex rune constructs to surround him protect
hi m

He might have built a wall of feathers. The raw power of the crude nagic



seeped through m nuscule cracks in the sigla and blew themto tatters. The

wi nd battered himto the deck. Branches and | eaves hurtl ed past him sonething
struck himin the face, nearly knocking hi msensel ess. He fought against the
pain, clinging to the wooden rails with his hands, the gusts pumeling,
hamreri ng. He was hel pl ess agai nst the magic, he couldn't reason with it,
speak to it. Hi s strength was seeping fromhimrapidly, the wind increasing in
force.

A grimjoke anong the Patryns purports that there are only two kinds of people
in the Labyrinth: the quick and the dead, and advi ses, "Wen the odds are
agai nst you, run like hell."

It was definitely time to get out of here.

Every nove taking a suprene effort against the force of the wind, Haplo
managed to turn his head and | ook behind him He spotted the open hatch, saw
the elf crouched, waiting there, his head poking up. Not a hair on the elf's
head was ruffled. The full force of the nmagi c was bei ng expended agai nst Hapl o
al one.

That m ght end soon.

Hapl o rel eased his hold on the rail. The wind bl ew himacross the deck, toward
t he hatch. Mking a desperate |unge, he grabbed the rimof the hatch as he
slithered past, and held on. The elf grasped himby the wists and fought to
drag hi mbel ow. The wi nd fought them Blinding, stinging, it how ed and
pounded at themlike a live thing who sees its prey about to escape.

The elf's grip | oosened, suddenly broke. The el f disappeared.

Haplo felt his hold on the ri mweakening. Inwardly cursing, he concentrated

all his strength, all his magic into just hanging on. Down bel ow, he heard the
dog barking frantically, and then hands had hold of him again-not slender elf
hands, but strong human hands. Hapl o saw a hunan face-grim determ ned,
flushed red with the effort the man was expendi ng. Haplo, with his failing
energy, wove his magic around the nan. Red and blue sigla fromthe runes on
his own arns and hands tw sted and tw ned around the human's arms, |ending him
Hapl o' s strength.

Muscl es bunched, jerked, heaved, and Haplo was flying head first down the
hat ch.

He | anded heavily on top of the human, heard the breath | eave the man's body
in a whoosh and a grunt of pain.

Hapl o was on his feet, noving, reacting, ignoring the part of his mnd that
was trying to draw his attention to his own injuries. He didn't glance at the
human who had saved his life. He rudely shoved aside the old nan who was
yamering something in his ear. The ship shuddered; he heard timnber cracking.
The creatures were venting their rage against it or perhaps endeavoring to
crack open the shell protecting the fragile life inside.

The steering stone was the only object in Haplo's line of sight. Al else

di sappeared, was swallowed up in the black fog that was slow y gathering about
him He shook his head, fought the darkness back. Sinking to his knees before
the stone, he placed his hands upon it, summoning fromthe deep well wthin
himthe strength to activate it.

He felt the ship shudder beneath him but it was a different type of shudder
than the one the creatures were inflicting. Dragon Wng rose slowy off the
ground.



Hapl o' s eyes were gummed al nost conpletely shut with something, probably his
own bl ood. He peered through them struggled to see out the w ndow. The
creatures were behaving as he had anticipated. Amazed, startled by the ship's
sudden lift into the air, they had fallen back away fromit.

But they weren't frightened. They weren't fleeing fromit in panic. Haplo felt
their senses reaching out, snelling, listening, seeing wthout eyes. The
Patryn fought back the bl ack haze and concentrated his energy on keeping the
ship floating up higher and hi gher

He saw one of the creatures lift its arm A giant hand reached out, grabbed
hol d of one of the wings. The ship lurched, throwi ng everyone to the deck

Hapl o held onto the stone, concentrated his magic. The runes flared blue, the
creature snatched its hand back as if in pain. The ship soared into the air.
Looki ng out from beneath his gummed eyel ashes, Hapl o saw green treetops and

t he hazy bl ue-green sky and then everything was covered by a dense bl ack

pai n-ti nged fog.

CHAPTER 27
SOVEWHERE ABOVE EQUI LAN

"WHAT ... WHAT IS HE?" ASKED REGA, STARI NG AT THE UNCONSCI QUS MAN LYI NG on the
deck. The man was obviously seriously injured- his skin was burned and

bl ackened, bl ood oozed froma wound on his head. But the woman hel d back
afraid to venture too close. "He ... he glowed! | saw him"

"I know it's been a difficult time for you, ny dear-"
deep concern

Zi fnab gazed at her in

"I did!'" Rega faltered. "Hi s skin gl owed! Red and blue!"
"You've had a hard day," said Zifnab, patting her solicitously on the arm

"I sawit, too," added Rol and, rubbing his solar plexus and grimacing. "And
what's nore, | was about to lose nmy hold on him ny arns were getting weak,
and those . . . those markings on his hand lit up like a torch. Then ny hands
it up, and suddenly I had enough strength to drag hi m down through the

hat ch. "
"Stress," said the old nan. "Does queer things to the mnd. Proper breathing,
that's the key. Al together, with me. Good air in. Bad air out. Good air in."

"I saw himstanding out there on the deck, fighting those creatures,” rnurnmured
Pait han, awed. "His entire body radiated light! He is our savior! He is On!
Mot her Peytin's son, come to lead us to safety!™

"That's it!" said Zifnab, nopping his browwith his beard. "Orn, favors his
not her - "

"No, he doesn't," argued Rol and, gesturing. "Look! He's human. Wul dn't Mot her
what' s-her-nane's kid be an elf- Wait! | know He's one of the Lords of
Thillia! Conme back to us, like the legend foretold!"

"That, too!" said the old w zard hastily. "I don't know why | didn't recognize
him The spitting inmage of his father."



Rega appeared skeptical. "Woever he is, he's in pretty bad shape." Cautiously
approaching him she reached out a hand to his forehead. "I think he's
dyi ng-On!' "

The dog glided between her and its master, its glance encomnpassing all of
them saying plainly, W appreciate the synpathy. Just keep your distance.

"There, there, good boy," said Rega, nmoving a little nearer. The dog grow ed,
bared its sharp teeth. The plumed tail began to slowy brush fromside to
si de.

"Let himalone. Sis."

"I think you're right." Rega edged back, canme to stand beside her brother
Crouched in the shadows, forgotten, Drugar said nothing, mght not have even
heard the conversation. He was staring intently at the markings on the back of
Hapl o' s hands and arnms. Slowly, naking certain no one was |ooking at him
Drugar reached within his tunic and drew forth a nedallion that he wore around
his neck. Holding it up to the light, he conpared the rune carved into the
obsidian with the sigla on the nman's skin. The dwarf's brow furrowed in

puzzl ement, his eyes narrowed, his |lips tightened.

Rega turned slightly. The dwarf thrust the nedallion beneath his beard and
shirt.

"What do you think, Blackbeard?" the wonman asked.

"My name is Drugar. And | think I do not like being up here in the air in this
wi nged nonster," stated the dwarf. He gestured toward the w ndow. The vars
shore of the gulf was sliding beneath them The tytans had attacked the humans
on the bank. Around the shore's edge, crowded with hel pl ess people, the gulf
wat er was begi nning to darken

Rol and | ooked out, said grimy, "I'd rather be up here than down there,
dwar f . "

The slaughter was progressing swiftly. A few of the tytans left it to their
fellows and were attenpting to wade into the deep gulf water, their eyel ess
heads staring in the direction of the opposite shore.

"I'"ve got to get back to Equilan," said Paithan, drawing out his etherilite
and studying it intently. "There isn't nuch time. And | think we're too far
north."

"Don't worry." Zifnab rolled up his sleeves, rubbed his hands together
eagerly. "I'll take over. Highly conpetent. Frequent flyer. Over forty hours
inthe air. DC-three. First class, of course. | had a superb view of the

control panel every tinme the stewardess opened the curtain. Let's see." The
wi zard took a step toward the steering stone, hands outstretched. "Flaps up.
Nose down. | just-"

"Don't touch it, old nan!"

Zifnab started, snatched his hands back, and attenpted to | ook innocent. "I
was just-"

"Not even the tip of your little finger. Unless you think you'd enjoy watching
your flesh nelt and drop off your bones."



The old man gl owered at the stone fiercely, eyebrows bristling. "You shoul dn't
| eave a thing that dangerous |ying around! Soneone could get hurt!"

"Someone nearly did. Don't try that again, old nan. The stone's magically
protected. I'mthe only one who can use it."

Groggy, Haplo sat up, stifling a groan. The dog licked his face, and he put
his arm around the animal's body for support, hiding his weakness. The urgency
had subsided, his injuries needed healing-not a difficult task for his magic,
but one that he preferred undertaki ng without an audi ence.

Fi ghting di zzi ness and pain, he buried his face in the dog's flank, the

ani mal ' s body warm beneath his hands. What did it natter if they saw? He'd

al ready revealed hinself to them revealed to themthe use of rune magic, of

Patryn rune magic, that had been absent fromtheir world for countless

generations. These people night not recognize it, but a Sartan would. A Sartan
like the old nman.

"Come, cone. We're nost grateful that you rescued us and we're all extremely
sorry for-your suffering but we don't have tinme to watch you wallowin it.
Heal yourself, and let's get this ship back on the right heading," stated

Zi f nab.

Hapl o | ooked up, fixed the old man with a narrow eyed stare.
"After all, you are a god!" Zi fnab w nked several tines.

A god? Hell, why not. Haplo was too tired, too drained to worry about where
deification mght |ead him

"Good boy." He patted the dog, eased the aninmal away from him The dog | ooked
around worriedly, and whined. "It'll be all right." Haplo lifted his left
hand, placed it-runes down-over his right hand. He closed his eyes, rel axed,
let his mnd flowinto the channels of renewal, revival, rest.

The circle was formed. He felt the sigla on the back of his hands grow warmto
t he touch. The runes would glow as they did their work, snoothing, healing.
The gl ow woul d spread over his entire body, replacing damaged skin with whol e.
A murmur of voices told himthat this sight was not |ost on the audience.

"Bl essed Thillia, |ook at that!"

Hapl o coul dn't think about the nmensch, couldn't deal with themnow. He didn't
dare break the concentration

"Quite well done," crowed Zifnab, beam ng at Haplo as if the Patryn were a
work of art he, the w zard, had conjured. "The nose could use a little
touchi ng up."

Lifting his hands to his face, Haplo exami ned hinmself with his fingers. His
nose was broken, a cut on his forehead dripped blood into his eye. One
cheekbone appeared to be fractured. He would have to perform superfi cial
repair for the nmonment. Anything nore would send himinto a healing sleep

"If he is a god," questioned Drugar suddenly, only the second time the dwarf
had spoken since the rescue, "then why couldn't he stop the tytans? Wiy did he
run away?"

"Because those creatures are spawns of evil," answered Paithan. "All know that
Mot her Peytin and her sons have spent eternity battling evil."



Whi ch puts ne on the side of good, thought Haplo, wth weary anusenent.

"He fought them single-handedly, didn't he?" the elf was continuing. "He held
them of f so that we could escape, and now he's using the power of the wind to
fly us to safety. He has cone to save ny people-"

"Why not ny peopl e?" denmanded Drugar, angrily. "Wy didn't he save then®"
"And ours," Rega said, lips trenbling. "He let our people all die-"

"Everyone knows elves are the blessed race," snapped Rol and, casting Paithan a
bitter gl ance.

Pait han flushed, faint red staining the delicate cheek bones. "I didn't nmean
that! It's just-"

"Look, be quiet a mnute! Al of you!" Haplo ordered. Now that his pain had
eased and he was able to think clearly, he decided he was going to have to be
honest with these nensch, not because he was any great believer in honesty,
but because lying | ooked as if it was going to be a damm nui sance. "The old
man's got it wong. I'mnot a god."

The el f and the humans began babbling at once, the dwarf's scow grew darker.
Hapl o raised a tattooed hand for silence. "Wat | am who | am doesn't
matter. Those tricks you saw ne do were nagic. Different fromyour own

Wi zards', but nmagic just the sane.”

He shrugged, wincing. His head throbbed. He didn't think the mensch woul d use
this information to figure out he was the enenmy-the ancient eneny. If this
world was in any way simlar to Arianus, the people had forgotten all about

t he dark dem gods who had once sought to rule them But if they figured it out
and came to realize who he was, that was their hard |luck. Haplo was too hurt
and too tired to care. It would be easy to get rid of thembefore they did his
cause any harm And right now, he needed answers to his questions.

"Whi ch way?" he demanded, not the npbst pressing question, but one that should
keep everyone occupi ed.

The elf lifted sone sort of device, fiddled with it, and pointed. Haplo
steered the ship in the direction indicated. They left the Kithni @ulf and the
sl aughter on its banks far behind. The dragonship cast its shadow over the
trees beneath them sailing through the variegated shades of green-a dark
reflection of the real shinp.

The hunmans and the elf renained standi ng, huddl ed together in the sane spot,
staring with rapt fascination out the wi ndow. Every once in a while, one of

t hem woul d cast Haplo a sharp, darting glance. But he noted that they would
occasionally | ook at each other with the same suspicion. The three had not
nmoved since comi ng aboard, not even when arguing, but held thensel ves tense,
rigid. They were probably afraid that any sort of novement night send the ship
spi nning out of control, crashing to the trees bel ow. Haplo could have
reassured them but he didn't. He was content to |let them stay where they
were, frozen to the deck, where he could keep an eye on them

The dwarf remained crouched in his corner. He, too, had not noved. But Drugar
kept his dark-eyed gaze fixed on Hapl o, never once |ooking out the w ndow.
Knowi ng that dwarves always preferred bei ng underground when they could, the
Patryn understood that flying through the air like this must be a traumatic
experience for the dwarf. Haplo didn't notice fear or uneasiness in Druger's
expression, however. Wat he saw, oddly enough, was confusion and bitter



snol deri ng anger. The anger was directed, seem ngly, at Haploo.

Reachi ng out his hand, ostensibly to stroke the dog's silky ears, the Patryn
turned the animal's head, ainming the intelligent eyes at the dwarf. "Wtch
him" Haplo instructed softly. The dog's ears pricked, the tail brushed slowy
side to side. Settling down at Haplo's feet, the animal laid its head on its
paws, gaze fixed, focused

That left the old man. A snore told Haplo he didn't have to worry about Zifnab
for the moment. The wi zard, his battered hat stuck over his face, lay flat on
hi s back on the deck, hands crossed over his chest, sound asleep. Even if he
was shamm ng, he wasn't up to anything. Haplo shook his aching head.

"Those . . . creatures. Wiat did you call then? Tytans? What are they? \Were
did they conme fron®"

"I wish to On we knew," said Paithan

"You don't?" Haplo stared suspiciously at the elf, certain he was |lying. He
switched his gaze to the humans. "Either of you?"

Bot h shook their heads. The Patryn | ooked to Drugar, but the dwarf apparently
wasn't tal king.

"Al'l we know," said Roland, elected to speak by his sister's poke in the ribs,
"is that they came down fromthe norinth. W heard they destroyed the Kasner
Empire there, and now | believe it."

"They wi ped out the dwarves," added Paithan, "and . . . well . . . you saw
what they did to the Thillian realm And now they're noving into Equilan."”

"I can't believe they came out of nowhere!" Haplo persisted. "You nust have
heard of them before this?"

Rega and Rol and | ooked at each other, the woman shrugged hel pl essly. "There
were |l egends. O d wives' tales-the kind you tell when it's darktine and you're
sitting around, trying to see who can conme up with the scariest story. There
was one about a nursenmid-"

"Tell me," urged Hapl o.

Rega, pale, shook her head and turned her face away.
"Why don't you drop it, all right?" Roland said harshly.

Hapl o gl anced at Paithan. "How deep's the gulf, elf? Howlong will it take
themto cross it?"

Paithan licked dry lips, drew a shivering breath. "The gulf is very deep, but
they could go around it. And we've heard they're com ng fromother directions,
fromthe est as well."

"I think you had better tell me all you know. A d w ves have been known to
hold onto the wi sdom of generations."

"Al'l right," said Roland, in resigned tones. "There was an old woman who cane
to stay with the king's children while the king and queen were off doing

what ever it is kings and queens do. The children were spoiled brats, of
course. They tied the nursemaid up in a chair, and proceeded to weck the
castl e.



"After a while, though, the children got hungry. The old woman pronised that,
if they let her |oose, she'd bake them sonme cookies. The children untied the
nursemai d. The old woman went to the kitchen and baked cookies that she nade
in the shape of nmen. The old woman was, in reality, a powerful w zardess. She
t ook one of the man-shaped cookies and breathed life into it. The cookie grew
and grew until it was larger than the castle itself. The nursemaid set the
giant to watch the children while she took a nap. She called the giant a
tytan-"

'That word, tytan," Paithan interrupted. "It's not an elven word, it's not
human. Is it dwarven?" He gl anced at Drugar

The dwarf shook his head.

"Then where does that word come fron? Maybe knowi ng its original neaning and
source would tell us sonething?"

It was an arrow shot at random but it might land too close to the bull's eye.
Hapl o knew the word, knew its source. It was a word fromhis | anguage and t hat
of the Sartan. It cane fromthe ancient world, referring originally to that
worl d's ancient shapers. Over tine, its neaning had broadened, eventually
becom ng synonymous with giant. But it was an unsettling notion. The only
peopl e who coul d have called these nonsters tytans were the Sartan . . . and
that opened up entire realnms of possibility.

"It's just a word," Haplo said. "Go on with the story."

"The children were afraid of the tytan, at first. But they soon found out it
was gentle and kind and | oving. They began to tease it. Shatching up the
man- shaped cooki es, the children would bite the heads off and threaten to do
the sane to the giant. The tytan grew so upset that it ran away fromthe
castle and ..." Roland paused, frowning thoughtfully. "That's odd. | didn't
think of it before now The tytan in the story loses his way and goes around
aski ng peopl e-"

VWhere is the castle'!" Paithan murnured.

VWere is the citadel,’ Hapl o echoed.

Pai t han nodded, excited. VWhere is the citadel ? What nust we do?
"Yes, | heard it. Wiat's the answer? Where is the citadel ?"

"What is a citadel ?" Paithan asked, gesturing wildly. "Nobody even knows for
certain what the word means!"

"Anyone who knows the answer to their questions would truly be a savior," said
Rega, her voice low Her fist clenched. "If only we knew what they wanted!"
"Runmor has it that the wi sest men and wonmen in Thillia were spending day and

ni ght studyi ng the anci ent books, searching desperately for a clue.”

"Maybe they shoul d have asked the old w ves," said Paithan

Hapl o rubbed his hands absently over the rune-covered steering stone. G tadel
meaning "little city." Another word in his | anguage, and that of the Sartan
The path before him stretched smboth and cl ear, |eading one direction
Tytans-a Sartan word. Tytans-using Sartan magi c. Tytans-aski ng about Sartan
citadels. And here the path |l ed himslamup against a stone wall.



The Sartan woul d never, never have created such evil, brutal beings. The
Sartan woul d never have endowed such beings with magic . . . unless, perhaps,
they knew for certain that they could control them The tytans, running anok,
runni ng out of control- was it a clear indication that the Sartan had vani shed
fromthis world as they had vani shed (with one exception) from Ari anus?

Hapl o gl anced at the old man. Zifnab's nouth gaped wi de open, his hat was
slowy slipping down past his nose. A particularly violent snore caused the
old man to inhale the battered brim nearly strangling himself. He sat up
coughi ng and spluttering and gl ari ng about suspiciously.

"Who did that?"

Hapl o gl anced away. He was begi nning to reconsider. The Patryn had net only
one Sartan before-the bunbling nman of Arianus who called hinself Alfred
Mont bank. And t hough Hapl o hadn't recognized it at the tine, he came to
realize that he felt an affinity for AlIfred. Deadly enem es, they were
strangers to the rest of the world-but they were not strangers to each other

This old nman was a stranger. To put it nore precisely, he was strange. He was
probably nothing nore than a crackpot, another crazy, bug-eating prophet. He
had unravel ed Hapl o's magi c, but the insane had been known to do a | ot of

bi zarre, inexplicable things.

"What happened at the end of the story,’
in for a I anding.

he thought to ask, guiding the ship
"The tytan found the castle, cane back, and bit off the children's heads,"
answer ed Rol and.

"You know, " said Rega, softly, "when | was little and | heard that story, |

al ways felt sorry for the tytan. | always thought the children deserved such a
horrible fate. But now" She shook her head, tears slid down her cheeks.
"We're nearing Equilan," said Paithan, |eaning forward gingerly to | ook out
the window. "I can see Lake Enthial. At least | think that's it, shining in
the di stance? The water | ooks odd, seen from above."

"That's it," said Haplo without interest, his thoughts on sonething el se.

"I didn't catch your nane," said the elf. "Wat is it?"

"Hapl 0. "

"What does it mean?"
The Patryn ignored him
"Single," said the old man.

Hapl o frowned, cast himan irritated gl ance. How the devil did he know that?

"I"'msorry," said Paithan, ever courteous. "I didn't nean to pry." He paused a
nmonent, then continued hesitantly. "lI... uh...that is Zifnab said . . . you
were a savior. He said you could take . . . people to the ... uh ... stars.
didn't believe it. | didn't think it would be possible. Doom and destruction
He said I'd bring it back with me. On help nme, | am" He gazed a nonent out
the window, to the land below. "Wat | want to knowis ... can you do it? WII

you do it? Can you save us from. . . those nonsters?"



"He can't save all of you," said Zifnab sadly, twisting his battered hat in
his hands, finishing it off totally. "He can only save some. The best and the
brightest."

Hapl o gl anced around, saw eyes-slanted elf eyes, the human worman's w de dark
eyes, the human male's bright blue eyes, even the dwarf's bl ack, shadowed
eyes, Zifnab's crazed, shrewd eyes. Al of themstaring at him waiting,

hopi ng.

"Yeah, sure," he answered.

Why not? Anything to keep peace, keep peopl e happy. Happy and ignorant.

In point of fact, Haplo had no intention of saving anyone except hinself. But
there was one thing he had to do first. He had to talk to a tytan

And these people were going to be his bait. After all, the children had asked
for exactly what they got.

CHAPTER 28
TREETOPS, EQUI LAN

"SO " SAI D CALANDRA, LOCKI NG FROM PAI THAN TO REGA, STANDI NG BEFORE
her on the porch, "I mght have known."

The elf woman started to slamthe front door. Paithan interposed his body,
preventing the door fromshutting, and forced his way inside the house.

Cal andra backed up a pace, holding herself tall and straight, her hands

cl asped, level with her cinched-in waist. She regarded her brother with cold
di sdai n.

"I see you have adopted their ways al ready. Barbarian! Forcing your way into
ny hone!" [27]

"Excuse me,"
that 1-"

began Zifnab, thrusting in his head, "but it's very inportant

"Cal andra!" Paithan reached out to his sister, grasped hold of her chil

hands. "Don't you understand? It doesn't matter anynore? Doomis coning, |ike
the old man said! |1've seen it, Calliel!™ The woman attenpted to pull away.
Pait han held onto her, his grip tightening with the intensity of his fear.
"The dwarven real mis destroyed! The hunman real mdyi ng, perhaps dead, right
now These three"-he cast a wild-eyed glance at the dwarf and the two hunans
standing, ill-at-ease and unconfortable, in the doorway-"are perhaps the only
ones left of their races! Thousands have been sl aughtered! And it's com ng
down on us next, Callie! It's com ng on us!"

"If I could add to that-" Zifnab rai sed a forefinger

Cal andra snatched her hands away and snoothed the front of her skirt. "You're
certainly dirty enough," she remarked, sniffing. "You' ve gone and tracked
filth all over the carpet. Go to the kitchen and wash up. Leave your cl ot hes
down there. I'lIl have themburned. 1'll have cl ean ones sent to your room
Then sit down and have your dinner. Your friends"-sneering, she cast a
scathing glance at the group in the doorway-"can sleep in the slave quarters.
That goes for the old man. | noved his things out last night."



Zi fnab beamed at her, bowed his head nodestly. "Thank you for going to the
trouble, ny dear, but that really wasn't neces-"

"Hunmpf!" Turning on her heel, the elf woman headed for the stairway.

"Cal andra, damm it!" Paithan grabbed his sister's el bow and spun her around.
"Didn't you hear me?"

"How dare you speak to ne in that tone!" Calandra's eyes were col der and
darker than the depths of the dwarven underground. "You will behave in a
civilized manner in this house, Paithan Quindiniar, or you can join your

bar bari ¢ compani ons and bed with the slaves." Her lip curled, her gaze went to
Rega. " Something you nmust be used to! As for your threats, the queen received
news of the invasion some tinme ago. If it is true-which I doubt, since the
news cane from humans-then we are prepared. The royal guard is on alert, the
shadowguard is standing by if they are needed. W' ve supplied themwth the

| atest in weaponry. | must say," she addl ed grudgingly, "that all this
nonsense has, at |east, been good for business."

"The market opened bullish,"” offered Zifnab to no one in particular. "Since
then, the Dow s been steadily dropping-"

Pai t han opened his nouth, but couldn't think of anything to say. Honeconi ng
was like a dreamto him like falling asleep after grappling with terrible
reality. Not longer than the turning of a few petals, he had been facing a
gruesonme death at the rending hands of the tytans. He had experienced
unnamabl e horrors, had seen dreadful sights that would haunt himfor the rest
of his life. He had changed, sloughed off the carefree, indolent skin that had
covered him What had energed was not as pretty, but it was tougher

resilient, and-he hoped-nore wise. It was a reverse netanorphosis, a butterfly
transformed into a grub

But not hing here had changed. The royal guard on alert! The shadowguard
standing by, if they are needed! He couldn't believe it, couldn't conprehend
it. He had expected to find his people in turnoil, sounding al arns, rushing
hither and thither. Instead, all was peaceful, calm serene. Unchanged. Status
quo.

The peace, the serenity, the silence was awful. A screamwelled up inside him
He wanted to shriek and ring the wooden bells, he wanted to grab people and
shake them and shout, "Don't you know Don't you know what's coni ng! Deat h!
Death is comng!" But the wall of calmwas too thick to penetrate, too high to
climb. He could only stare, stamrering in tongue-tied confusion that his
sister mstook for shane.

Slowy, he fell silent, slowmy |oosened his grip on Calandra's arm

H s el der sister, without a glance at any of them narched stiffly out of the
room

Sonehow | ' ve got to warn them he thought confusedly, somehow rmake them
under st and.

"Paithan ..."

"Aleatha!" Paithan turned, relieved to find someone who would listen to
reason. He held out his hand-

Al eat ha sl apped hi m across the face.



"Thea!" He put his hand over his stinging cheek

Hs sister's face was livid, her eyes feverish, the pupils dilated. "How dare
you? How dare you repeat these wi cked human lies!" She pointed at Rol and.
"Take this vermn and get out! Get out!"

"Ah! Charnmed to see you again, ny-" began Zifnab.

Rol and coul dn't hear what was being said but the hatred in the blue eyes
staring at himspoke for her. He raised his hands in apol ogy. "Listen, |ady, I
don't know what you're saying, but-"

"I said get out!"

Fingers curled to claws, Aleatha flew at Rol and. Before he could stop her
sharp nails dug into his cheek, |eaving four |ong bleeding tracks. The
startled man tried to fend the elf woman off w thout hurting her, tried to
grasp the flailing arns.

"Pai t han! Get her off ne!"

Caught flat-footed by his sister's sudden fury, the elf junped belatedly after
her. He grasped Al eatha around the waist, Rega tugged at her arnms and,
toget her, they managed to drag the spitting, claw ng wonan away from Rol and.

"Don't touch me!" Al eatha shrieked, striking out inpotently at Rega.

"Better let ne handle her," gasped Paithan, in human.
Rega backed of f, nmoved to her brother's side. The human dabbed at his injured
cheek with his hand, glared at the elf woman sullenly.

"Dam bitch!" he nmuttered in hunman, seeing blood on his fingers.

Not understandi ng his words, but fully conprehending their tone, Aleatha
| unged at himagain. Paithan held her, westling her back, until suddenly her
anger was spent. She went linp in her brother's grip, breathing heavily.

"Tell me it's all alie, Paithan!" she said in a | ow, passionate voice,
resting her head on his chest. "Tell me you' ve lied!"

"I wish to On | could, Thea," Paithan answered, holding her, stroking her
hair. "But | can't. I've seen . . . oh, blessed Mther, A eatha! Wat |'ve
seen!" He sobbed, clasped his sister convul sively.

Al eat ha put both hands on his face, lifted his head, stared into his eyes. Her
lips parted in a slight smle, her eyebrows lifted. "I amgoing to be married.
I am going to have a house on the | ake. No one, nothing can stop ne." She

squi rmed out of his enbrace. Snoothing back her hair, she arranged the curls
prettily over her shoul ders. "Wl cone hone, Paithan, dear. Now that you're
back, take the trash out, will you?"

Al eatha smled at Roland and Rega. She had spoken the last words in crude
human.
Rol and put his hand on his sister's arm

"Trash, huh? Cone on. Sis. Let's get out of here!"

Rega cast a pl eading gl ance at Paithan, who stared at her helplessly. He felt
like a sleeper who, on first awakening, can't move his |inbs.



"You see how it is!" Roland snarled. "I warned you!" He let |oose of her, took
a step off the porch. "Are you com ng?"

"Pardon me," said Zifnab, "but | mght point out that you haven't really any
pl ace to go-"

"Pai than! Pl ease!" Rega begged.

Rol and stonmped down the stairs onto the nossy lawn. "Stay here!" he shouted
back over his shoulder. "Warmthe elf's bed! Maybe he'll give you a job in the
ki tchen!"

Pai t han flushed in anger, took a step after Roland. "I |ove your sister! |-"

The sound of horns trunpeted through the still, norning air. The elf's gaze
turned in the direction of Lake Enthial, his lips tightened. Reaching out, he
caught hol d of Rega, drew her close. The noss began to runbl e and quake
beneath their feet. Drugar, who had said no word, made no novement the entire
tinme, slid his hand into his belt.

"Now " cried Zifnab testily, clinging to the porch railing for support. "If |
may be allowed to finish a sentence, I'd like to say that-"

"Sir," intoned the dragon, its voice rising frombeneath the noss, "they're
here.”

"That's it," muttered Hapl o, hearing the horn calls. He | ooked up fromhis
hiding place in the wilderness, nade a gesture to the dog. "All right. You
know what to do. Renenber, | just want one!"

The dog bounded off into the jungle, disappearing fromsight in the thick
foliage. Haplo, tense with anticipation, glanced around the coppi ce where he
lay hidden. Al was ready. He had only to wait.

The Patryn had not gone to the elven house with the rest of his shipboard
conpani ons. Maki ng sonme excuse about performing repairs on his vessel, he had
stayed behi nd. When he had seen them cross the | arge backyard, its noss

bl ackened and charred from Lenthan's rocketry experinments, Haplo had clinbed
over the ship's hull to wal k al ong the wooden "bones" of the dragon wi ng.

To wal k the dragon wing. To risk everything, life included, to gain your goal
Where had he heard that saying? He seened to recall Hugh the Hand nentioni ng
it. O had it been the elf captain whose ship the Patryn had "acquired"? Not
that it mattered. The saying didn't count for nuch with the ship parked
securely on the ground, the drop beneath only about three feet instead of
three thousand. Still, Haplo had thought, junping down lightly to the ground,
the sense of the saying was, at this nonent, appropriate.

To wal k the dragon w ng.

He crouched in his hiding place, waiting, running over the runes he woul d use
in his mnd, fingering each like an elven jewel er searching for flaws in a
string of pearls. The construct was perfect. The first spell cast would trap
the creature. The second hold it, the third bore into its mnd-what nmind there
was.

In the distance, the horn bleats grew | ouder and nore chaotic, sonetimes one
would end in a horrible, gurgling cry. The elves nust be battling their eneny,
and the fighting was drawi ng near his position fromthe sounds of it. Haplo



ignored it. If the tytans handl ed the elves the way they had handl ed the
humans- and Hapl o didn't have any reason to suppose the elves would do any
better-the fight wouldn't |ast |ong.

He |istened, straining, for another sound. There it cane-the dog's barking.

It, too, was noving in his direction. The Patryn heard nothing el se, and at
first he was worried. Then he remenbered how silently the tytans noved through
the jungle. He wouldn't hear the creature, he realized, until it was on him
He licked his dry lips, noistened his throat.

The dog bounded into the coppice. Flanks heaved, tongue lolled fromits nouth,
its eyes were wide with terror. Weeling, it turned in the niddl e of the grove
and barked frantically.

The tytan cane cl ose behind. As Hapl o had hoped, the creature had been | ured
away fromits fellows by the pesky animal. Entering the grove, it stopped,
sni ffed. The eyel ess head revolved slowy. It snelled or heard or "saw' man.

The tytan's giant body towered over Haplo, the eyel ess head stared directly at
the Patryn. Wen the tytan ceased nmovenent, its canmoufl aged body bl ended

al nost perfectly into the background of the jungle. Haplo blinked, alnost
losing sight of it. For a noment, he panicked, but he cal med hinself. No
matter. No matter. If my plan works, the creature'll be noving, all right. No
doubt about that!

Hapl o began to speak the runes. He raised his tattooed hands. The sigla
seened to glide off his skin and dance into the air. Flashing fiery blue and
flam ng red, the runes built upon thenselves, multiplying with extraordinary
speed.

The tytan gazed at the runes without interest, as if the creature had seen al
this before and found it intensely boring. The tytan noved toward Hapl o, the
i ncessant question rattled in his head.

"Citadel, right. Where is the citadel? Sorry, | can't take tinme to answer you
right now We'll talk in just a few noments,"” Hapl o prom sed, backing up

The rune construct was conplete, and he could only hope it was working. He
eyed the tytan closely. The creature continued coming toward him its wstfu
pl eadi ng changing instantly to violent frustration. Haplo felt a qualm his
stomach cl enched. Beside him the dog whined in terror

The tytan paused, turned its head, slavering nouth gaped open in confusion
Hapl o began to breat he again.

Sigla, glowing red and blue, had tw ned together, draping thenselves |Iike huge
curtains over the jungle trees. The spell wapped conpletely around the

coppi ce, surrounding the tytan. The creature turned this way and that. The
runes were reflecting its own image back to it, flooding its brain with

pi ctures and sensations of itself.

"You're all right. I'"'mnot going to hurt you," said Haplo soothingly, speaking
in his own | anguage-the | anguage of the Patryns, sinmilar to that of the
Sartan. "I'Il let you go, but first we're going to tal k about the citadel

Tell nme what it is."”

The tytan lunged in the direction of Haplo's voice. The Patryn noved, darting
aside. The tytan grabbed wildly at air.

Hapl o, having expected this attack, repeated his question patiently.



"Tell me about the citadel. Did the Sartan-"

Sart an!

The tytan's fury struck, astonishing in its raw power, a stunning blowto
Hapl o' s magi c. The runes wavered, crunbled. The creature-freed fromthe

illusion-turned its head toward Hapl o.

The Patryn fought to regain his control, and the runes strengthened. The tytan
lost him groped blindly for its prey.

You are Sartan!

"No," replied Haplo. Praying his strength held, he w ped sweat fromhis face.
"I amnot a Sartan. | amtheir eneny, |like yourself!"

You lie! You are Sartan! You trick us! Build the citadel, then steal our eyes!
Blind us to the bright and shining |ight!

The tytan's rage hamered at Hapl o, he grew weaker with every blow His spel
woul dn't hold nmuch longer. He had to escape now, while the creature was, for

the nmonent, still confused. But it had been worth it. He had gai ned sonet hing.
Blind us to the bright and shining |ight. He thought he mi ght be starting to
understand. Bright and shining . . . before him. . . above him

"Dog!" Haplo turned to run, stopped dead. The trees had vani shed. Standi ng
before him all around him everywhere he | ooked, he saw hinself.

The tytan had turned the Patryn's own magi cal spell against him

Hapl o fought to quell his fear. He was trapped, no escape. He could shatter
the spell surrounding him but that would shatter the spell surrounding the
tytan at the same tine. Drained, exhausted, he didn't have the strength to
weave another rune fabric, not one that would stop the creature. The Patryn
turned to his right, saw hinmself. He turned left, faced hinsel f-w de-eyed,
pal e. The dog, at his feet, dashed about in frantic circles, barking wldly.

Hapl o sensed the tytan, blundering about, searching for him Sooner or |ater
the creature would stunble into him Sonething brushed agai nst him something
warm and |iving, perhaps a gigantic hand

Blindly, Haplo hurled hinself to one side, away fromthe creature, and sl amed
into a tree. The inpact bruised him drove the breath fromhis body. He gasped
for air, and realized suddenly that he could see! Trees, vines! The illusion
was ending. Relief flooded him banished instantly by fear

That meant the rune spell was unwi nding. If he could see where he was, then so
coul d his eneny.

The tytan | oomed over him Haplo |unged, diving into the noss, scrabbling to
escape. He heard the dog behind him valiantly trying to defend its master
heard a sharp, pain-filled whine. A dark, furry body crashed to the ground
besi de him

Grabbing a tree branch, Haplo staggered to his feet.

The tytan plucked the weapon fromhis grip, reached down, grabbed his arm The
tytan's hand was enornous, the pal mengul fed the bone and nuscle, fingers
squeezed. The tytan pulled, wenched Haplo's armfromthe socket. He sagged to
t he ground.



The tytan jerked himback up, tightened its grip. Haplo fought the pain,
fought gathering darkness. The next rug would rip the linb from his body.

"Pardon me, sir, but may | be of any service?"
Fiery red eyes poked up out of the noss, alnobst on a |level with Haplo.

The tytan pulled; Haplo heard cracki ng and snappi ng, the pain nearly rmade him
| ose consci ousness.

The red eyes flared, a scaly green head, festooned with vines, thrust up from
the nbss. A red-rimred nmouth parted, shining white teeth glistened, the black
tongue flickered.

Haplo felt hinself released, hurled to the ground. He clasped his shoul der

The armwas dislocated, but it was still attached. Gitting his teeth against
the pain, afraid to draw attention to hinmself, he lay on the noss, too weak to
nove, and wat ched.

The dragon spoke. Haplo couldn't understand what it said, but he sensed the
tytan's rage seeping away, replaced by awe and fear. The dragon spoke agai n,
tone inperative, and the tytan fled back into the jungle, its green, dappled
body noving swiftly and silently, naking it seemto the Patryn's dazed eyes as
if the trees thensel ves were runni ng away.

Hapl o roll ed over, and bl acked out.

CHAPTER 29

TREETOPS, EQUI LAN

"ZI FNAB, YOU RE BACK!" CRI ED LENTHAN QUI NDI NI AR

"I an?" said the old man, |ooking extrenely startl ed.

Runni ng out onto the porch, Lenthan grabbed Zifnab's hand and shook it

heartily. "And Paithan!" he said, catching sight of his son. "Blessed On! No
one told me. Do your sisters know?"

"Yes, Guvnor. They know.'
been well, sir?"

The elf gazed at his father in concern. "Have you

"And you brought guests?" Lenthan sw tched his vague, shy smile to Roland and
Rega. The one, nursing his injured cheek, nodded sullenly. The other, noving
to stand near Paithan, clasped hold of his hand. The elf put his arm around
her and the two stood together, staring at Lenthan defiantly.

"Ch, my," murmured Lenthan, and began to pluck at the tails of his topcoat.
IIG,], rry. n

"Father, listen to the trunpet calls." Paithan placed a hand on his father's
thin shoulder. "Terrible things are happening. Did you hear? Did Callie tel
you?"

Lent han gl anced around, as if he would be very glad to change the subject, but
Zifnab was staring off into the wilderness with a pensive frowm. And there was
a dwarf, crouched in a comer, chewi ng on bread and cheese that Paithan had
gone into the kitchen to acquire. (It had becone fairly obvious that no one

i ntended inviting themin for |uncheon.)



"I ... believe your sister mentioned sonething-but the armnmy has everything
under control."

"They don't, Father. It's inpossible. |I've seen these fiends! They destroyed
the dwarven nation. Thillia is gone, Father! CGone! W' re not going to stop
them I1t's Iike the old man sai d-doom and destruction."”

Lent han squirnmed, twisting his coattails into knots. He lowered his eyes to
t he wooden sl ats of the porch. Those, at |east, were safe, weren't going to
spring any surprises on him

"Father, are you listening?" Paithan gave his father a slight shake.

"What ?" Lenthan blinked up at him smled anxiously. "Ch, yes. A fine
adventure you've had. That's very nice, dear boy. Very nice, indeed. But now
why don't you cone in and talk to your sister. Tell Callie you' re hone."

"She's knows |I'm hone!" Paithan exclainmed, frustrated. "She forbid nme the
house, Father. She insulted me and the woman who is going to be ny wfe!
will not enter that house again!"

"Ch, dear." Lenthan | ooked fromhis son to the humans to the dwarf to the old
man. "Oh, dear."

"Look, Paithan," said Roland, comng to stand beside the elf, "you' ve been
hone, you' ve seen your famly. You did your best to warn them What happens
now isn't any of your concern. W' ve got to hit the trail, if we're going to
cl ear out of here ahead of the tytans."

"And where will you go?" demanded Zifnab, head snapping up, chin jutting
f orwar d.

"I don't know " Roland shrugged, glanced at the old man, irritated. "I'm not
that famliar with this part of the world. Maybe the Fartherness Reaches.
That's to the est, isn't it? O Sinith Paragna-"

"The Farthemess Reaches have been destroyed, its people massacred," stated
Zifnab, eyes glittering beneath his white bushy brows. "You m ght elude the
tytans for a time in the jungles of Sinith Paragna but eventually they would
find you. And then what woul d you do, boy? Keep running? Run until you're
backed up against the Terinthian OCcean? WII| you have tine to build yourself a
ship to cross the water? And even then it would be only a matter of tine. Even
then they will follow you."

"Shut up, old man! Just shut up! Either that, or tell us how we're going to
get out of here!"

"Towill,!

“Up. "

snapped Zifnab. "There's only one way out." He lifted a finger
"To the stars!" At last it seemed to Lenthan that he understood. He cl asped
his hands together. "It's like you said? | |ead ny people-"

"-forth!" Zifnab carried on enthusiastically. "Qut of Egypt! Qut of bondage!
Across the desert! Pillar of fire-"

"Desert?" Lenthan | ooked anxious again. "Fire? | thought we were going to the
stars?"



"Sorry." Zifnab appeared distraught. "Wong script. It's all these last-m nute
changes they make in the text. Gets me quite nuddled."

"OF course!" Roland exclained. "The ship! To hell with the stars! It will fly
us across the Terinthian Ccean. "

"But not away fromthe tytans!" struck in the old man testily. "Haven't you

| earned anything, child? Wierever you go on land in this world, you will find
them O rather they will find you. The stars. That is the only place of
safety.”

Lent han stared up into the sun-drenched sky. The bright fights shone
steadfastly, serenely, far above bl ood and terror and death. "I won't be | ong,
nmy dear," he whispered.

Rol and pl ucked Paithan by the sleeve, drew him aside, over to the house, near
an open w ndow.

"Look," he said. "Hunor the crazy old geezer. Stars! Pah! Once we get inside

that ship, we'll take it wherever we want to go!"
"You nmean we'll take it wherever that Haplo wants to go." Paithan shook his
head. "He's strange. | don't know what to make of him™

Absorbed in their worries, neither man noticed a delicate white hand lay hold
of the wi ndow curtain, drawit slightly to one side.

"Yeah, well, neither do I," Roland adnitted. "But-"

"And | don't want to tangle with him | saw himknock that tree trunk out of
that tytan's hand like it was nothing but a piece of strawi And |'mworried
about nmy father. The guvnor's not well. |I'mnot sure he can make this crazy
trip."

"We don't have to tangle with Haplo! Al right, then we'll just go wherever he

takes us! My bet is he's not going to be all-fired hot to chase off to the
stars."”

"I don't know. Look, maybe we won't have to go anywhere. Maybe our arny can
stop them"

"Yeah, and maybe |I'Il sprout wings and fly up to the stars mysel f!"

Pai t han cast the human a bitter, angry gl ance and stal ked off, noving down to
the end of the porch. Standing by hinself, he pulled a flower froma hibiscus
bush and began ripping the petals apart, noodily tossing theminto the yard.
Rol and, intent on his argument, started to go after him Rega caught hol d of
her brother's arm

"Let himalone for alittle while."

"Bah, he's tal ki ng nonsense-"

"Rol and, don't you understand? He has to leave all this behind! That's what's
bot hering him"

"Leave what? A house?"

"Hs life."



"You and | didn't have nuch trouble doing that."

"That's because we've always made up our lives as we went along," said Rega,
her face darkening. "But | can remenber when we |eft home, the house where
we' d been born."

"What a dunp!" Rol and muttered.

"Not to us. W didn't know any better. | remenber that time, the time Mot her
didn't cone home." Rega drew near her brother, rested her cheek on his arm
"W waited . . . how | ong?"

"A cycle or two." Roland shrugged.

"And there was no food and no noney. And you kept naking me |augh, so

woul dn't be frightened." Rega tw ned her hand in her brother's, held it fast.
"Then you said, 'Wll, Sis, it's a big world out there and we're not seeing
any of it cooped up inside this hovel.' W left then and there. Wl ked out of
the house and into the road and followed it where it led us. But | renenber
one thing, Roland. | renenmber you stopping there, on the path, and turning
around to | ook back at the house. And | renmenber that, when you cane back to
me, there were tears-"

"I was a kid, then. Paithan's an adult. O passes for one. Yeah, all right.
won't bother him But |I'mgetting on board that ship whether he does or not.
And what are you going to do if he decides to stay behi nd?"

Rol and wal ked away. Rega renai ned standi ng near the w ndow, her troubled gaze
on Paithan. Behind her, inside the house, the hand slipped fromthe curtain,
letting the lacy fabric fall gently, softly back in place.

"When do we go?" Lenthan asked the old nman eagerly. "Now? | just have to get a
few things to pack . "

"Now?" Zifnab | ooked alarmed. "Ch, no, not now Not time yet. Got to get
everyone rounded up. We've got time, you see. Not nuch, but sone."

"Look, old man," said Roland, breaking in on the discussion. "Are you sure
this Haplo's going to go along with your plan?"

"Why, yes, of course!l" stated Z fnab confidently.

Eyes narrow ng, Roland gazed at him

"Well," the old man faltered, "naybe not right at first."
"Uh, huh." Rol and nodded, |ips tightening.

"In fact," Zifnab appeared nore unconfortable, "he doesn't really want us
along at all. W may ... er ... sort of have to sneak on board."

"Sneak on board."

"But leave that to ne!" the old man said, nodding his head wisely. "I"Il give
you the signal. Let's see." He mulled it over in his mnd. "Wen the dog
barks! That's the signal. Did you hear that everyone!" Zifnab raised his voice
qguerul ously. "When the dog barks! That's when we board the ship!"

A dog barked.
"Now?" said Lenthan, nearly |eaping out of his shoes.



"Not now " Zifnab appeared highly put out. "What's the neaning of this? It's
not tine!"

The dog came dashing around the side of the house. Running up to Zifnab, it
caught hold of the old nan's robes in its teeth, and began to tug.

"Stop that! You're tearing out the hem Let go!" The animal grow ed and pulled
harder, its eyes fixed on the old man.

"Great Nebuchadnezzar! Wy didn't you say so in the first place? W' ve got to
go! Haplo's in trouble. Needs our help!"

The dog let | oose of the old man's robes, raced away, heading in the direction
of the jungle. Gathering his skirts, hiking themup above his bare, bony
ankles, the old wi zard ran off after the aninal.

The rest stood, staring, ill-at-ease, suddenly renenbering what it was like to
face the tytans.

"Hell, he's the only one knows howto fly that ship!" said Roland, and started
off after the old man

Rega raced after her brother. Paithan was about to foll ow when he heard a door
slam Turning, he saw Al eat ha

"I''mcom ng, too

The elf stared. His sister was clad in his old clothes-Ieather pants, white
linen tunic, and |leather vest. The clothes didn't fit her, they were too
tight. The pants strained to cover the rounded thighs, the seans seening
likely to split apart. The fabric of the shirt stretched taut over the firm
hi gh breasts. So closely did everything fit, she mght well have been naked.
Paithan felt hot bl ood seep into his cheeks.

"Al eatha, get back in the house! This is serious-"

"I"'mgoing. I"'mgoing to see for nyself.'
goi ng to make you eat those lies!"

She cast hima lofty glance. "I'm

H s sister wal ked past him striding purposefully after the others. She had
bundl ed the beautiful hair up in a crude bun at the back of her neck. In her
hand she carried a wooden wal king stick, holding it awkwardly like a club
perhaps with sonme idea of using it for a weapon.

Pai t han heaved a frustrated sigh. There would be no arguing with her, no
reasoning. Al her life she had done exactly as she pleased; she wasn't going
to stop now. Catching up with her, he noticed, sonewhat to his consternation
that Al eatha's gaze was fixed on the man runni ng ahead of her, on the strong
back and rippling nmuscles of Rol and.

Left al one, Lenthan Qui ndiniar rubbed his hands, shook his head, and nuttered,
"Ch, dear. Ch, dear."

H gh above, standing in her office, Calandra glanced out her w ndow, saw the
processi on straggling across the snooth | awn, hastening for the trees. In the
di stance, the trunpets were blowing wildly. Snorting, she turned to the
figures in her books, noting, with a tight-lipped smle, that they were likely
to beat last year's profit by a considerabl e margin.



CHAPTER 30
TREETOPS, EQUI LAN

HAPLO REGAI NED CONSCI QUSNESS TO FI ND H MSELF SURROUNDED- NOT BY
tytans-but by everyone he'd net in this world, plus what appeared to be half
the elven arny. G oaning, he glanced at the dog.

"This is all your doing."

The dog wagged its tail, tongue lolling, grinning, relishing the praise, not
realizing it wasn't. Haplo stared at those hovering above him They stared
back-t heir gazes suspici ous, dubious, expectant. The old man, al one, regarded
himw th i ntense anxiety.

"Are . . . are you all right?" asked the human wonman-he coul dn't renenber her
nane. Her gaze went to his shoulder. Timdly, she reached out a hand. "Can we
do ... anything!"

"Don't touch!"™ Haplo said, through clenched teeth.

The wonman's hand darted back. OF course, that was an open invitation for the
elf female to kneel down beside him Sitting up painfully, he thrust her aside
wi th his good hand.

"You!" he said, |ooking at Roland. "You' ve got to help nme . . . put this
back!" Hapl o indicated his dislocated shoul der, hanging at an odd angle from
the rest of his body.

Rol and nodded, crouched down on his knees. H s hands nmoved to take off Haplo's
shirt, the |l eather vest he wore over it. The Patryn caught hold of the human's
hand in his own.

"Just set the shoul der."
"But the shirt's in the way-"
"Just the shoul der."

Rol and | ooked into the man's eyes, |ooked hurriedly away. The human began to
gently probe the injured area. More elves noved closer to watch; Paithan anong
them He had been standing on the fringes of the group surroundi ng Hapl o,
conversing with another elf dressed in the torn and bl oody remants of what
must have been an el egant dress uniform Hearing Haplo's voice, the two el ves
broke off their conversation

"What ever's underneath that shirt of yours must be sonething special," said
the elf woman. Aleatha. "lIs it?"

Rol and cast her a dark glance. "Don't you have sonewhere el se to go?"
"Sorry," she answered coolly, "I didn't understand what you said. | don't

speak human."

Rol and scowl ed. He'd been speaking elven. He tried to ignore her. It wasn't
easy. She was | eaning over Haplo, exposing the full curve of her round
breasts.

For whose benefit, the Patryn wondered. He woul d have been amused if he hadn't



been so angry at hinself. Looking at Roland, Haplo thought that this tine
Al eat ha m ght have net her match. The human was strictly business. The human's
strong hands grasped Haplo's armfirmy.

"This is going to hurt."
"Yeah." Haplo's jaw ached fromgritting his teeth. It didn't need to hurt. He
could use the magic, activate the runes. But he was damn sick and tired of

revealing his power to one-fourth the known universe! "Get on with it!"

"I think you should hurry," said the elf standing near Paithan. "W've beaten

t hem back, but it's only for the tinme being, |I'mafraid."

Rol and gl anced around. "I need one of you men to hold him™"

"l can do it," answered Al eat ha.

"This is inportant,"” Roland snapped. "I don't need sone fenmale who's going to
pass out-"

"I never faint . . . without a good reason."” Aleatha favored himwith a sweet

smle. "How s your cheek? Does it hurt?"

Rol and grunted, keeping his eyes on his patient. "Hold himfast, brace him
back against this tree so that he doesn't twi st when | pop the bone in place."

Al eat ha grasped hold of him ignoring Haplo's protests.

"I don't need anyone to hold ne!" He brushed aside the woman's hands. "Wt a
m nute, Roland. Not yet. Let me ask . - -" He twisted his head, trying to see
the elf in the elegant uniform interested in what he had said. "Beat then

What - How? . . ."

Pain flashed through his arm shoul der, down his back, up his head. Haplo
sucked in a breath that caught and rattled in his throat.

"Can you nove it now?" Rol and sat back on his haunches, w ped sweat fromhis
face.

The dog, whinpering, crept to Haplo's side and licked his wist. G ngerly,
biting his teeth against the agony, Haplo noved his armin the shoul der
socket .

"I shoul d bandage it," protested Roland, seeing Haplo struggling to stand. "It
could go back out again, real easy. Everything's all stretched inside."

"I'"ll be all right," Haplo said, holding his injured shoul der, fighting back
the tenptation to use the runes, conplete the healing. Wen he was al one

and that would be soon, if all went well! Alone and away fromthis place! He

| eaned back against the tree trunk, closed his eyes, hoping the man and the
el f woman woul d take the hint and | eave himto hinmself. He heard footsteps
wal ki ng away, he didn't care where. Paithan and the elflord had resuned their
conver sati on.

" scouts reported that conventional weapons had no effect on them The
humans' defeat in Thillia made that obvious. Humans using our magi cal weapons
proved somewhat nore effective, but were eventually beaten. That's to be
expected. They can use the magic that is in the weapon, but they can't enhance
it, as we can. Not that enhancing hel ped us rmuch. Qur own wi zards were
conpletely at a loss. W threw everything we had at them and only one proved
successful . "



"The dracos, ny lord?" said Paithan
"Yes, the dracos."

What the devil was a draco? Hapl o opened his eyes, peered through half-cl osed
lids. The elflord held one in his hands, apparently. Both he and Paithan were
studying it intently. So did Haplo.

The draco was simlar in appearance to a railbow, except that it was
considerably larger. The projectiles it fired were carved out of wood,
fashioned to resenble snall dragons.

"It's effectiveness doesn't appear to be in the wounds the draco inflicts.

Most didn't get close enough to the tytans to inflict any," the |lord added
ruefully. "It's -the ook of the draco itself that frightens them Wenever we
| oose the dracos, the nonsters don't try to fight. They sinply turn and run!"
The elflord glared at the weapon in frustration, shaking it slightly. "I wish
| knew what it was about this particular weapon that frightens themoff! Maybe
we coul d defeat them ™"

Hapl o stared at the draco, eyes narrowed. He knew why! He presumed that when
it was fired at the eneny, it cane to life- elven weapons soneti nes operated
that way. It would appear to the tytans' senses as if they were being attacked
by a small dragon. He recalled the sensation of overwhel ning terror enanating
fromthe tytan when the dragon had appeared in the glade. So, the dragons
coul d conceivably be used to control the nonsters.

My lord will find that nost interesting, thought Haplo, smling quietly and
rubbi ng hi s shoul der.

A nudge at his belt drew his attention. Looking down, he saw the dwarf,

Bl ackbeard or Drugar or whatever he was called. How | ong has he been standing
there? Hapl o hadn't noticed, and he cursed hinself for not noticing. One
tended to forget the dwarf and, fromthe |look in the dark eyes, that tendency
could be fatal

"You speak ny language." It wasn't a question. Drugar already knew the answer.
Hapl o wondered briefly, how?

"Yes." The Patryn didn't think it necessary to lie.

"\What are they saying?" Drugar nodded a shaggy head at Paithan and the
elflord. "I speak human, but not elven."

"They're tal king about that weapon the elf's holding in his hand. It
apparently has sonme effect on the tytans. It nmakes themrun away."

The dwarf's brows beetled, his eyes seened to sink back into his head,
practically invisible except for the sparkling hate in their black depths. The
Patryn knew and appreciated hatred- hatred kept those trapped in the Labyrinth
alive. He had been wondering why Drugar was traveling with people the dwarf
made no secret of despising. Haplo thought suddenly that he understood.

"El ven weapons"-Drugar spoke into his thick beard-"drive them away! Elven
weapons coul d have saved ny people!"

As if in response, Paithan's grimvoice rose, "But it didn't drive themfar
Dur ndrun. "



The I ord shook his head. "No, not far. They cane back, attacked us from

behi nd, using that deadly el enental magic of theirs-hurling fire, rocks
dragged fromthe Mther-knows-where. They took care not to cone wthin sight
of us and, when we fled, they didn't follow"

"What do they say?" Drugar asked. Hi s hand was beneath his beard; Haplo could
see the fingers noving, grasping at sonething.

"The weapons stopped them but not for long. The tytans hit themwth
el emental magic."

"But they are here, they are alive!"

"Yeah. The elves retreated, the tytans apparently didn't go after them" Haplo
saw the elflord cast a glance around the group assenbled in the coppice, saw
him draw Paithan farther into the trees, apparently for private conversation

"Dog," Haplo said. The animal lifted its head. A gesture fromits naster sent
the dog padding swiftly, silently after the two el ves.

"Pah!" The dwarf spit on the ground at his feet.

"You don't believe then?" Hapl o asked, interested. "You know what el enent al
magi c is?"

"I know," grunted Drugar, "though we do not use it ourselves. W use"-he
poi nted a stubby finger at the Patryn's sigla-covered hands-"that magic."

Hapl o was nmomentarily confounded, stared dunbly at the dwarf.

Drugar didn't appear to notice the nman's disconfiture. Funbling at his throat,
the dwarf drew out an obsidian disk worn on a | eather thong, and held it up
for the Patryn's inspection. Haplo | eaned over it, saw carved on the rare
stone a single rune-a Sartan rune. It was crudely drawn; by itself it
possessed little power. Yet he had only to ook on his arnms to see its
counterpart tattooed on his own skin.

"W cannot use themas you do." The dwarf stared at Hapl o's hands, his gaze
hungry and yearning. "W do not know how to put themtogether. W are |ike
little children: W can speak words, but we don't know how to string the words
into sentences.”

"Who taught you ... the rune magi c?" Hapl o asked when he had recovered
sufficiently fromhis shock to be able to speak

Drugar lifted his eyes, stared far off, into the jungle. "Legend says
they did."

Hapl o was confused, thought at first he neant the elves. The dwarf's bl ack
eyes were focused higher, alnost to the tops of the trees, and the Patryn

understood. "The tytans."

"Some of us believed they would cone to us again, help us build, teach us.

Instead ..." Drugar's voice runbled to silence, |like thunder fading in the
di st ance.
Anot her nystery to ponder, to consider. But not here. Not now. Alone . . . and

far away. Hapl o saw Paithan and the elflord returning, the dog trotting al ong
unnoticed at their heels. Paithan's face reflected sone internal struggle; an
unpl easant one, to judge by his expression. The elflord wal ked straight to



Al eat ha who, after assisting Roland with Hapl o, had been Il eft standing al oof,
al one, at the edge of the copse.

"You' ve been ignoring nme!" she stated.

Lord Durndrun smiled faintly.
situation-"

m sorry, my dear. The gravity of the

"But the situation's over," said Aleatha lightly. "And here aml, in ny
"warrior maid costune, dressed to kill, so to speak. But |'ve m ssed the
battl e seem ngly." Raising her arnms, she presented herself to be admred. "Do
you like it? I'lIl wear it after we're married, whenever we have a fight.
Though | dare say your nother won't approve-"

The el flord bl enched, covered his pain by averting his face. "You | ook
charm ng, ny dear. And now | have asked your brother to take you hone."

"Well, of course. It's alnmost dinnertinme. W're expecting you. After you've
cl eaned up-"

"There won't be tinme, I'mafraid, ny dear." Taking the woman's hand. Lord
Durndrun pressed it to his lips. "CGood-bye, Aleatha."” It seemed he neant to
rel ease her hand, but Al eatha caught hold of his, held himfast.

"What do you mean, saying 'good-bye' in that tone?" She tried to sound
teasi ng, but fear tightened, strained her voice.

"Quindiniar." Lord Durndrun gently renmoved the woman's hand from his.
Pai t han stepped forward, caught Al eatha by the arm "W've got to go-"

Al eat ha shook herself free. "Good-bye, My Lord," she said coldly. Turning her
back, she stal ked off into the jungle.

"Thea!" Paithan called, worried. She ignored him kept going. "Dam, she
shoul dn't be wandering around al one-" He | ooked at Rol and.

"Ch, all right," nuttered the man, and plunged into the trees.
"Paithan, | don't understand. What's goi ng on?" asked Rega.

"Il tell you later. Somebody wake up the old nman." Paithan gestured
irritably to zZifnab, who lay confortably beneath a tree, snoring loudly. The
el f glanced back at Lord Durndrun. "I'msorry. My Lord. 1'll talk to her. 1"l
explain."

The el flord shook his head. "No, Quindiniar. It's best you don't. 1'd rather
she didn't know. "

"My Lord, | think I should cone-"

"Good-bye, Quindiniar," Lord Durndrun said firmy, cutting off the young man's
words. "I'mcounting on you." Gathering his weary troops around himw th a
gesture, the lord turned and led his small force back into the jungle.

Zi fnab, assisted by the toe of Rega's boot, woke with a snort. "What? Huh?
heard every word! Just resting ny eyes. Lids get heavy, you know " Joints
poppi ng and creaking, he rose to his feet, sniffing the air. "Dinnertinme. The
cook said sonething about tangfruit. That's good. We can dry 'em and eat the
| eftovers on our journey."



Pai t han gave the old man a troubled | ook, switched his gaze to Haplo. "Are you
com ng?"

"Go on. |I've got to take it easy. 1'd only slow you down."
"But the tytans-"
"Go on," said Haplo, in pain, beginning to | ose patience.

Taki ng hold of Rega's hand, the elf followed after Roland and his sister, who
al ready had a consi derable head start.

"I have to go!" said Drugar and hurried to catch up with Paithan and Rega.
Once he was even with them however, he fell about a pace behind, keeping them
constantly in his sight.

"I suppose I'Il be forced to walk all that way!" nmuttered Zi fnab peevishly,
tottering off. "Where's that dratted dragon? Never around when | want him but
the nmonent | don't, there he is, leaping up, threatening to eat people or
maki ng rude remar ks about the state of ny digestion.”

Turni ng, he peered around at Hapl o. "Need any hel p?"

The Labyrinth take me if | see you again! Haplo told the old man's retreating
back. Crazy ol d bastard.

Beckoning to the dog, the Patryn notioned the animal close and rested his hand
on its head. The private conversation, held between Paithan and the elflord,
overheard by the dog, came to Haplo clearly.

It wasn't rmuch-the Patryn was di sappointed. The elflord had said sinply that
the elves didn't have a chance. They were all going to die.

"You're a real bitch, aren't you?" said Rol and.

He'd had a difficult time catching up with the elf woman. He didn't I|ike
crossing the narrow, swi nging, ropevine bridges that stretched fromtreetop to
treetop. The jungle floor was far beneath him the bridge swayed al arm ngly
whenever he nmoved. Al eatha, accustoned to wal king the bridges, nmoved across
themw th ease. She could, in fact, have escaped Rol and compl etely, but that
woul d have neant wal ki ng the jungl e al one.

Hearing himright behind her, she turned and faced him

"Kitkninit. [28] You are wasting your breath conversing with me. You even
talk like a barbarian!" Aleatha's hair had conme conpletely undone; it bill owed
around her, swept back by the speed of her novenent along the bridge. A flush
of exertion stained her cheeks.

"Li ke hell you kitkninit. You were quick enough to follow ny instructions when
| told you to hold onto our patient."

Al eatha ignored him She was tall, alnost as tall as Roland. Her stride-in the
| eat her pants-was | ong and unencunber ed.

They left the bridge, striking a trail through the nmoss. The path was narrow
and difficult to traverse, nmade no easier by the fact that Al eatha increased
Rol and's difficulty whenever possible. Drawi ng aside branches, she let them
go, snapping themin his face. Taking a sharp turn, she left himfloundering



in a branble bush. But if Thea was hoping to nake Rol and angry, she didn't
succeed. The human seened to take a perverse pleasure in the trouble she was
causing him Wen they enmerged onto the sweeping | awmn of the Quindiniar

mansi on, she di scovered Rol and strolling along easily by her side.

"I mean," he said, picking up the conversation where he had left off, "you
treated that elf pretty badly. It's obvious the guy would give his life for
you. In fact, he's going to-give his life, that is-and you treat himlike
he's-"

Al eatha whirled, turning on him Rol and caught her wists, her nails inches
fromhis face. "Listen, lady! |I know you'd like to tear nmy tongue out so you
don't have to hear the truth. Didn't you see the blood on his uniforn? That
cane from dead el ves! Your people! Dead! Just |ike nine! Dead!"

"You're hurting nme." Aleatha's voice was cool, calnmng Roland' s fever. He
flushed, and slowy rel eased her wists. He could see the livid marks of his
hand-the marks of his fear- inprinted on the fair skin.

"I"'msorry. Forgive ne. It's just-"
"Pl ease excuse ne," said Aleatha. "It's |late, and | nust dress for dinner."

She |l eft him and wal ked over the snpboth expanse of green noss, heading for the
house. Horn calls rose again, sounding flat and Iifeless in the still, muggy
air. Roland was still standing in the same place, staring after the woman,
when the others caught up with him

"That's the signal for the city guard to turn out," said Paithan. "I'm part of
it. | should go fight with them" But he didn't nove. He stared down at the
house, at Dragon Wng behind it.

"What'd the elflord tell you?" Roland asked.

"Ri ght now, people think that our arny's driven the tytans off, defeated them
Dur ndrun knows better. That was only a small force. According to our scouts,
after the nonsters attacked the dwarves, they split up-half went vars to dea
with Thillia, half went est, to the Fartherness Reaches. The two arm es of
tytans are rejoining for an all-out assault on Equilan."

Pai t han put his arm around Rega, drew her close. "W can't survive. The lord
ordered me to take Aleatha and ny famly and flee, to get out while we can. He
meant, of course, to travel overland. He doesn't know about the ship."

"We've got to get out of here tonight!" said Rol and.

"If that Haplo plans to take any of us. | don't trust him" said Rega.

"Which neans | run away, |eave ny people to perish ..." murmured Paithan

No, said Drugar silently, his hand on his knife. No one will leave. Not this
ni ght, not ever.

"When the dog barks," announced the old man, panting, toddling up from behind.
"That's the signal. When the dog barks."
CHAPTER 31

TREETOPS



EQUI LAN

HAPLO TOOK A LAST WALK ARCUND THE SHI P, | NSPECTI NG THE REPAI RS HE' D

made with a critical eye. The damage had not been extensive; the protective
runes had, for the nost part, served himwell. He'd been able to heal the
cracks in the planking, reestablish the rune magic. Satisfied that the ship
woul d hol d together throughout its |ong voyage, Haplo clinbed back up on the
top deck and paused to rest.

He was exhausted. The repairs to his ship and the repairs to hinmself after the
fight with the tytan had drained his energy. He knew he was weak because he
was in pain; his shoul der ached and throbbed. If he had been able to rest, to
sleep, to let his body renew itself, the injury would, by now, have been
not hi ng nore than a bad nenory. But he was running out of time. He could not

wi thstand a tytan assault. H's magic had to be spent on the ship, not on

hi nsel f.

The dog settled itself beside him Haplo rubbed his hand against the animal's
muzzle, scratching its jows. The dog | eaned into the caress, begging for
nore. Haplo thunmped it on the flanks.

"Ready to go back up there again?"
The dog rolled over, stood, and shook itself.

"Yeah, ne too." Haplo tilted his head back, squinting against the brilliance
of the sun. The snoke of the fires, burning in the elven city, kept himfrom
seeing the stars.

Steal our eyes! Blind us to the bright and shining Iight!
Vell, why not? It makes sense. If the Sartan

The dog growl ed, deep in its throat. Haplo, alert, wary, glanced swiftly down
at the house. They were all inside, he'd seen themgo in after their return
fromthe jungle. He'd been somewhat surprised they hadn't cone to the ship.
The first thing he'd done on his own return had been to strengthen the magica
field surrounding it. On sending the dog to reconnoiter, however, he'd

di scovered them doi ng what he shoul d have guessed they'd be doi ng-arguing
vehement |y anong thensel ves.

Now t hat the dog had drawn his attention to it, he could hear voices, |oud,
strident, raised in anger and frustration

"Mensch. Al the same. They should wel come a strong ruler |ike My Lord-somnmeone
to enforce peace, bring order to their lives. That is, if any of themw Il be
left in this world when My Lord arrives." Haplo shrugged, rose to his feet,
headi ng for the bridge.

The dog began barking, a warning. Haplo's head jerked around. Beyond the
house, the jungle was noving.

Cal andra stormed up to her office, slamed the door shut, and |ocked it.
Drawi ng out her |edger, she opened it, sat rigidly in her straight-backed
chair, and began to go over the previous cycle's sales figures.

There was no reasoning with Paithan, absolutely none. He had invited strangers
i nto her house, including the human sl aves, telling themthat they coul d take
refuge inside! He had told the cook to bring her fanmily up fromthe town. He'd



whi pped theminto a state of panic with his gruesone tales. The cook was in
hysterics. There'd be no dinner this night! It grieved Calandra to say it, but
her brother had obviously been stricken with the sane madness that plagued

t heir poor father.

"I"ve put up with Papa all these years," Calandra snapped at the inkwell. "Put
up with the house being nearly burned down around our ears, put up with the

shane and huniliation. He is, after all, ny father, and I owe him But | owe
you not hing, Paithan! You'll have your share of the inheritance and that's
all. Take it and take your human trollop and the rest of your scruffy
followers and try to make your way in this world! You'll be back. On your
knees!"

Qut side, a dog began to bark. The noise was |oud and startling. Calandra |et
fall a drop of ink on the | edger sheet. A burst of noise, shouts and cries,
cane from downstairs. How did they expect her to get any work done! Angrily
grabbing the blotter, Calandra pressed it over the paper, soaking up the ink
It hadn't ruined her figures, she was still able to read themthe neat,
preci se nunbers marching in their ordered rows, figuring, calculating, summ ng
up her life.

She replaced the pen, with care, in its holder, and wal ked over to the w ndow,
prepared to slamit shut. Calandra caught her breath, stared. It seened the
trees thensel ves were creeping up on her house.

She rubbed her eyes, squinching them shut and massaging the lids with her
fingers. Sonetinmes, when she worked too long and too | ate, the nunbers swam
before her vision. |I'"mupset, that's all. Paithan has upset me. |'m seeing
thi ngs. When | open ny eyes, everything will be as it should be.

Cal andra opened her eyes. The trees no | onger appeared to be nmoving. Wat she
saw was the advance of a horrible arny.

Foot steps came thudding up the stairs, clattered down the hall. A fist began
to pound on the door. Paithan's voice shouted, "Callie! They're coning
Callie, please! You have to | eave, now"

Leave! And go where?

Her father's wistful, eager voice came through the keyhole. "My dear! W're
flying to the stars!" Shouting from bel ow drowned hi mout, then, when Callie
could hear, there cane somnething about "your nother."

"Go on downstairs, Father. |I'll talk to her. Calandra!" Beating on the door.
"Cal andra!"

She stared out the window in a kind of hypnotic fascination. The nonsters
seened uncertain about venturing into the open expanse of green, snooth |awn.
They hung about the fringes of the jungle. Cccasionally one lifted its eyel ess
head- they | ooked |like sloths, sniffing the air and not nuch |iking whatever
it was they snell ed.

A thud shook the door. Paithan was trying to break it down! That woul d be
difficult. Because Cal andra often counted noney in this room the door was
strong, specially designed, reinforced.

He was pleading with her to open it, to come with them to escape.

Unaccustomed warnth stol e over Cal andra. Paithan cared about her. He truly
car ed



"Perhaps, Mother, | haven't failed, after all," said Cal andra. She pressed her
cheek agai nst the cool glass, stared down at the expanse of noss and the
frightful arny bel ow

The t huddi ng agai nst the door continued. Paithan would hurt his shoul der
She'd better put an end to it. Walking stiff, erect, Calandra reached up her
hand and threw the bolt, locked it fast. The sound could be heard clearly on
the other side, and it was net with shocked sil ence.

"I'"'m busy, Paithan," Calandra said firmy, speaking to himas she had spoken
when he was a child, teasing her to cone play. "I have work to do. Run al ong,
and | eave ne al one. ™

"Cal andra! Look out the w ndow "

What did he take her for-a fool ?
"I"ve | ooked out the w ndow, Paithan," Calandra spoke calmy. "You' ve caused
me to make a mistake in ny figures. Just take yourselves off to wherever it is
you' re going and | eave ne in peace!"

She coul d al nost see the I ook on his face, the expression of hurt,
bewi | derment. So he'd | ooked the cycle they'd brought himhome fromthat trip
with his grandfather, the day of Elithenia' s funeral

Mot her's not here, Paithan. She won't be here, ever again.

The shouts from bel ow grew | ouder. A shuffling sound cane outside the
door - anot her one of Paithan's bad habits. She could al nost see him head bent,
staring at the floor, kicking nmoodily at the baseboards.

"Good-bye, Callie," he said, his voice so soft she could barely hear it above
the whirring of the fan blades. "I think |I understand."

Probably not, but it didn't matter. Good-bye, Paithan, she told himsilently,

pl aci ng her ink-stained, work-calloused fingers gently on the door, as she

m ght have placed themgently on a child' s snooth cheek. Take care of Papa
and Thea.

She heard footsteps, running rapidly down the hall

Cal andra wi ped her eyes. Marching to the wi ndow, she slamred it shut, returned
to her desk, and sat down-back stiff and straight. She lifted her pen, dipped
it carefully and precisely in the inkwell, and bent her head over the |edger

*

"They' ve stopped,” said Haplo to the dog, watching the novenments of the
tytans, seeing themkeep to the jungle. "I wonder why-"

The ground runbl ed beneath the Patryn's feet and he had his answer. "The old
man's dragon. . . . They nust snell it. Cone on, dog. Let's get out of here
bef ore those creatures make up their mnds and realize that there are too many
of themto be scared of just one dragon.”

Hapl o had al nost reached the | adder |eading to the bridge when he | ooked down
and di scovered that he was tal king to hinself.

"Dog? Blast it! \Were-"



The Patryn gl anced back over his shoul der, saw the dog | eap fromthe deck of
the ship onto the nossy | awn.

"Dog! Damm it!" Haplo ran back across the deck, peered down over the ship's
rail. The aninmal stood directly beneath him facing the house. Legs stiff, fur
bristling, it barked and barked. "Al'l right! You've warned them You' ve warned
everybody in three ki ngdoms! Now get back up here!"

The dog ignored him perhaps it couldn't hear over its own barKking.

Gunbling, dividing his attention between the nonsters still lurking in the
jungl e and the house, Haplo junmped down onto the noss.

"Look, nutt, we don't want conpany-"

He nade a grab for the animal, intending to grasp hold of it by the scruff of
its neck. The dog didn't turn its head, didn't once | ook back at him But the
nmonent Hapl o drew near, the animal |eapt forward and went speedi ng over the

| awn, gall oping toward the house.

"Dog! Cet back here! Dog! |I'mleaving now You hear ne?" Haplo took a step
toward the ship. "Dog, you worthless, flea-ridden- Ch, hell!" Breaking into a
run, the Patryn dashed across the |awn after the animal.

"The dog's barking," shouted Zifnab. "Run! Flee!l Fire! Famne! Fly!"

No one noved, except Al eatha, who cast a bored gl ance over her shoul der
"Where's Callie?"

Pai t han avoided his sister's eyes. "She's not comng."

"Then I'mnot either. It's a stupid notion anyway. |'Il wait here for My
Lord."

Keepi ng her back to the wi ndow, Al eatha wal ked to the mirror and studi ed her
hair, her dress, her adornnents. She was wearing her finest gown and the
jewel s that had been part of her inheritance fromher nmother. Her hair was
artfully arranged in a nost becom ng style. She had, the mirror assured her,
never | ooked nore beautiful.

"I can't imagine why he hasn't come. My Lord is never late."

"He hasn't come because he's dead, Thea!" Paithan told her, fear and grief
shredding him leaving himraw, burning. "Can't you understand?"

"And we're going to be next!" Roland gestured outside. "Unless we get to the
ship! I don't know what's stopping the tytans, but they won't be stopped for
[ ong!"

Pai t han | ooked around the room Ten humans, slaves who had braved the dragon
to stay on with the Quindiniars, and their fanmlies had taken refuge in the
house. The cook was sobbing hysterically in a corner. Nunerous adult and
several half-grown el ves-perhaps the cook's children, Paithan wasn't

certai n-were gathered around her. Al of themwere staring at Paithan, |ooking
for | eadership. Paithan avoided their eyes.

"Go on! Run for it!" Roland shouted, speaking in human, gesturing to the
sl aves.



They needed no urging. The nmen lifted small children, the wonen hitched up
their skirts and raced out the door. The elves didn't understand Rol and's
words, but they read the | ook on his face. Catching hold of the sobbing cook
they hustled her out the door and ran after the humans across the |lawn, up the
slight rise to where the ship stood on the top of the hill

Human sl aves. The el ven cook and her family. CQurselves. The best and the
bri ght est

"Pai than?" Rol and urged. The elf turned to his sister
"Thea?"

Al eat ha grew paler, the hand that snoothed her hair trenbled slightly. She
cl anped her teeth over her lower lip, and when she knew she coul d speak

wi t hout her voice breaking, she said, "I'mstaying with Callie."
"I'f you're staying, |I'mstaying."
"Pai t han! "

"Let himgo, Rega! He wants to commit suicide that's his-"

"They're ny sisters! | can't run away!"

"If he stays, Roland, then |I'm stayi ng-" Rega began

The dog bounded up on the porch, shot into the hallway, gave a lIoud, sharp
single "Wuf!"

"They're on the nove!" cried Roland, from his vantage point by the w ndow

"When My Lord comes, tell himthat | will be in the parlor,"” said Al eatha,
cal My gathering her skirts, turning her back, and wal ki ng away.

Paithan started after her, but Roland caught hold of his arm "You take care
of Rega."

The human strode after Al eatha. Catching hold of her, Roland scooped the
elfmaid up in his arns, tossed her over his shoul der and carried her-head
down, ki cking and screani ng and punmeling himon the back-out the door

Hapl o rounded a comer of the house and skidded to a halt, staring in disbelief
at the swarm of elves and hunmans suddenly appearing before him all bound for
hi s shi p!

Savi or .
Ha! Wait until they hit the magi cal barricade.

Hapl o i gnored them chased after the dog, and saw the animal |eap up onto the
por ch.

"We're coming!" shouted Paithan

"You're not the only ones," Haplo nuttered.

The tytans had begun their advance, noving with their silent, incredible
speed. Hapl o | ooked at the dog, |ooked at the |arge group of elves and the



humans hastening toward his ship. The first few had al ready reached it, were
endeavoring to get close, had discovered it was inmpossible. Runes on the
outside hull glowed red and blue, their magi c guardi ng agai nst intruders. The
mensch were shouting, clasping their arnms around each other. Sone turned,
prepared to fight to the death.

Savi or.

Hapl o heaved an exasperated sigh. Swearing beneath his breath, he lifted his
hand and swiftly traced several runes in the air. They caught fire, glowed
blue. The sigla on the ship flickered in answer, their flanes died. Hs

def enses were | owered.
"You better hurry up," he shouted, giving the |eaping, dancing dog a swift
ki ck that |anded nowhere near its target.

"We're going to have to run for it, Quindiniar!" shouted Zifnab, hiking up his
robes, revealing a broad expanse of bony leg. "By the way, you were wonderful
Lent han, my friend. Superb speech. | couldn't have done better nyself." He
laid his hand on Lenthan's arm "Ready?"

Lent han blinked at Zifnab in confusion. The elf's ancestors drifted back to a
ti me beyond nenory, |eaving behind the weck of a mddle-aged man. "1'm
ready," he said vaguely. "\Were are we going?" He allowed Zifnab to propel him
al ong.

"To the stars, ny dear fellow" cackled the wizard. "To the stars!"

Drugar ran after the others. The dwarf was strong, his endurance was great. He
coul d have gone on running long after the humans and the elves had col | apsed
by the wayside. But with his short, stocky |egs and heavy | eather arnor and
boots, he was no match for themin a race. They had all soon outdi stanced him
in their mad dash for the ship, |eaving himfar behind.

The dwarf pressed on stubbornly. He could see the tytans without turning his
head; they were behind him but fanning out on either side, hoping to capture
their prey by enclosing it in a huge circle. The nonsters were gaining slowy
on the elves and humans, nmore rapidly on the dwarf. Drugar increased his
speed, running desperately, not out of fear of the tytans, but out of fear
that he would | ose his chance for revenge.

The toe of his thick boot caught on his heel. The dwarf stunbled, lost his
bal ance, and pitched face first into the noss. He struggled to stand, but his
boot had slipped down hal fway over his foot. Drugar hopped on one foot,
fighting to pull the boot on, his hands slippery with sweat. Snoke stung his
nostrils. The tytans had set fire to the jungle.

"Pai than! Look!" Rega gl anced behi nd. "Bl ackbeard!"

The elf skidded to a halt. He and Rega were within a few strides of the ship.
The two had stayed behind the others to act as rear guard, protecting Zifnab,
Hapl o, and Lent han, poundi ng ahead of them and Roland and the furious

Al eat ha. They had, as usual, forgotten about the dwarf.

"You go on." Paithan started back down the slight slope. He saw the fl anes
shoot up out of the trees, the black snoke swirl into the sky. It was
spreading fast, toward the house. He wenched his gaze away, kept it on the
floundering dwarf, the approaching tytans.

Movement at his side caused himto glance around. "I thought | told you to go



to the ship."

Rega managed a twi sted smle. "Make up your mind, elf! You re stuck with nel"
Paithan smled wearily back, shaking his head, prevented from sayi ng anything
by the fact that he had no nore breath with which to say it.

The two reached the dwarf, who had, by this tine, torn the boot off and was
hobbl i ng forward-one boot on and one boot off. Paithan caught hold of him by
one shoul der, Rega grabbed the other

"I don't need your help!" growl ed Drugar, glaring at themw th startling
vehemence. "Let me go!"

"Paithan, they're gaining!" Rega shouted, nodding over her shoul der at the
tytans.

"Shut up and quite fighting us!" Paithan told the dwarf. "You saved our lives,
after all"

Drugar began to | augh-a deep, wild bellow Paithan wondered again if the dwarf
was going mad. The elf didn't have time to worry about it. He could see, out
of the corner of his eye, the tytans getting nearer. They didn't stand a
chance. He gl anced at Rega, she glanced at him shrugged slightly. Both
tightened their hold on the heavy dwarf, and started running.

Hapl o reached the ship ahead of the others, the runes traced on his body doi ng
what they could to bolster his flagging strength, tent speed to his stride.
Men, wornen, and shrieking children straggled over the deck. A few had found

t he hat chway and had gone down into the ship. Mre were standing at the rail
staring at the tytans.

"CGet below " Hapl o shouted, pointing at the hatch. He pulled hinself up over
the railing and was starting-again-for the bridge when he heard a frantic
whi nper and felt a tug at his heel.

"What now?" he snarled, whirling to confront the dog, who had nearly pulled
hi m over backward. Looki ng out over the |awn, peering through the gathering
snoke, he saw the human, the elf, and the dwarf surrounded by tytans.

"What do you want nme to do? | can't- Oh, for-!" Haplo caught hold of Zifnab
who was trying unsuccessfully to pull hinself and Lenthan Quindiniar up over
the railing. "Were's that dragon of yours?" The Patryn demanded, yanking the
old man around to face him

"Fl agon?" Zifnab blinked at Haplo Iike a stunned owl. "Good idea! | could use
a snort-"

"Dragon, you doddering idiot! Dragon!"

"Dragon? \Where?" The old wi zard | ooked highly alarned. "Don't tell himyou saw
me, there's a good chap. I'll just go bel ow"

"Listen to me, you worthless old geezer, that dragon of yours is the only
thing that's going to save them " Haplo pointed at the small group struggling
valiantly to reach the ship.

"My dragon? Save anybody?" Zifnab shook his head sadly. "You nust have him
confused with someone el se- Smaug, perhaps? No? Ah, |'ve got it! That |izard
who gave Saint CGeorge such a nasty time of it! Wiat was his nane, now there
was a dragon!"”



"And you are inplying that I'mnot?" The voice split the ground. The dragon's
head shoved up through the npbss. Shock waves rolled, rocking the ship,

t hrowi ng Hapl o back into a bul khead. Lenthan clung to the railing for dear
life.

Pul i ng hinmsel f up, Haplo saw the tytans cone to a halt, their eyel ess heads
swi veling toward the gigantic beast.

The dragon's body slid up out of the hole it had created in the noss. It noved
rapidly, green scaly skin rippling, glistening in the sunlight. "Smaug!" the
dragon thundered. "That vain-glorious fop! And as for that sniveling worm who
took on St. Ceorge-"

Rol and reached the ship, lifted Aleatha up over the railing to Haplo, who
caught hold of the woman, dragged her on board, and turned her over to the
care of her father.

"CGet up here!" Haplo offered his hand.

Rol and shook his head, turned, and ran back to hel p Paithan, disappearing in
t he gathering snmoke. Haplo peered after him cursing the delay. It was
difficult to see now nmuch of the jungle was conpletely engulfed in flanes-but
Hapl o had the inpression that the tytans were falling back, mlling about in
confusi on, caught between their own flane and the dragon

"And to think | ended up with a worthless old faker |ike you!" the dragon was
shouting. "I could have gone sonepl ace where | woul d have been appreci at ed!
Pern, for exanple! Instead, I-"

Coughi ng, tears stream ng down their cheeks, the small party nmade its way

t hrough the snoke. It was difficult to tell who was carrying whom they al
seened to be | eaning on each other. Wth Haplo's help, they nanaged to clinb
up over the railing and col |l apsed on the deck

"Everybody bel ow" the Patryn snapped. "Hurry up. It's not going to take the
tytans long to figure out they're not as frightened of the dragon as they
think they are!"

Wearily, they nade their way forward, stunbled down the hatch to the bridge.
Hapl o was about to turn and foll ow when he saw Paithan, standing at the
railing, staring through the smoke, blinking back tears. H s hands cl enched
t he wood.

"Come on, or you're riding out here!" Haplo threatened.

"The house . . . can you see it?" Paithan w ped his eyes with an inpatient
gesture.
"It's gone, elf, burning! Now will you-" Hapl o paused. "There was soneone in

there. Your sister."

Pai t han nodded, slowy turned away. "I guess it was better that way than .
the other."

"We're likely to find out if we don't get out of here ourselves! Sorry, but
I'"ve got no tine for condol ences."” Haplo grabbed hold of the elf, hustled him
down bel ow.

Inside, it was deathly quiet. The magic protected the ship fromthe snoke and
flame, the dragon outside guarded it fromthe tytans. The humans and el ves and



the dwarf had taken refuge in whatever open spaces they could find, huddled
together, their eyes fixed on Haplo. He glanced around grimy, not liking his
passengers, not liking the situation. H s gaze flicked over the dog, |ying
nose on paws on the deck

"You happy?" he nuttered.

The animal thunped its tail wearily on the boards.

Hapl o put his hands on the steering stone, hoping he had strength enough | eft
to take the ship aloft. The sigla began to glow blue and red on his skin, the

runes on the stone lit in response. A violent shudder shook the vessel, the
boards creaked and shi vered.

"Tytans!"

This was the end. He couldn't fight them didn't have the strength. My Lord
will know, when I fail to return, that sonething nmust have gone wong. The
Lord of the Nexus will be wary, when he conmes to this world.

Green scal es covered the wi ndow, al nost conpletely blocking the view Haplo
started, recovered. He knew now what was causing the ship to quake and creak
like a rowboat in a storma large, scaly body, wi nding itself round and round.

A fiery eye glared through the wi ndow at the Patryn.

"Ready when you are, sir," the dragon announced.

"Ignition! Blast off!" said the old man, settling hinself on the deck, his
battered hat sliding down over one ear. "The vessel needs a new nane!
Sonet hi ng nore appropriate to a starship. Apollo? Gem ni? Enterprise. Already
taken. M1 ennium Fal con. Trade-marked. Al rights reserved. No! Wait, | have
it! Dragon Star! That's it! Dragon Star!"

"Shit," muttered Hapl o, and put his hands back on the steering stone.

The ship rose slowy, steadily, into the air. The mensch stood up, stared out
the small portholes that lined the hull, watched their world fall away from
t hem

The dragonship flew over Equilan. The elven city could not be seen for the
snoke and fl ames devouring it and the trees in which it had been built.

The dragonship flew over the Kithni @l f, red with human bl ood. It flew over
Thillia-charred, blackened. Here and there, crouched al ongsi de the broken
roads, a dazed, |one survivor could be seen, wandering forlornly through a
dead | and.

Ri sing steadily, gaining altitude, the ship passed over the dwarven
honel and- dar k, deserted.

The ship sailed into the green-blue sky, left the ruined world behind, and
headed for the stars.

CHAPTER 32

DRAGON STAR

THE FI RST PART OF THE VOYAGE TO THE STARS WAS RELATI VELY PEACEFUL. Awed and
frightened by the sight of the ground sliding beneath them the nmensch-elven



and human- huddl ed together, pathetically eager for each other's conpany and
support. They tal ked repeatedly of the catastrophe that had struck them

W apped in the warm bl anket of shared tragedy, they attenpted to draw even the
dwarf into their circle of good fellowship. Drugar ignored them He sat norose
and nel ancholy in a corner of the bridge, noving fromit infrequently, and
then only under the duress of dire need.

They spoke eagerly about the star to which they were sailing, about their new
worl d and new life. Haplo was anused to observe that, once they were actually
on their way to a star, the old man became extrenely evasive in describing it.

"What is it |ike? What causes the |ight?" asked Rol and.

"It is a holy light," said Lenthan Quindiniar in mld rebuke. "And shoul dn't
be questioned."

"Actually, Lenthan's right . . . sort of," said Z fnab, appearing to grow
extremely unconfortable. "The light is, one mght say, holy. And then there's
ni ght."

"Ni ght? What's ni ght?"

The wi zard cleared his throat with a | oud harrunph and gl anced around as if
for help. Not finding any, he plunged ahead. "Well, you remenber the storns
you have on your world? Every cycle at a certain time it rains? Night's
simlar to that, only every cycle, at a certain time, the light. . . well...
it disappears.”

"And everything' s dark!" Rega was appall ed.

"Yes, but it's not frightening. It's quite conforting. That's the time when
everyone sleeps. Makes it easy to keep your eyelids shut.”

"I can't sleep in the dark!" Rega shuddered, and glanced at the dwarf, sitting
silently, ignoring themall. "I've tried it. I'mnot sure about this star. I'm
not sure | want to go."

"You'll get used to it." Paithan put his armaround her. "I'lIl be with you."
The two snuggl ed cl ose. Hapl o saw | ooks of disapproval on the faces of the
el ves, who were watching the I oving couple. He saw the sanme expressions
mrrored on the faces of the humans.

"Not in public," Roland said to his sister, jerking her away from Pait han
There was no further conversation anong the nensch about the star

Troubl e, Haplo foresaw, was com ng to paradi se.

The nmensch found that the ship was smaller than it had first appeared. Food
and water supplies disappeared at an alarmng rate. Some of the humans began
to remenber they had been sl aves, sone of the elves recalled that they had
been nmasters.

The convivial get-togethers ended. No one di scussed their destination-at |east
as a group. The elves and humans met to talk over matters, but they met

separately now and kept their voices | ow

Hapl o sensed the growi ng tension and cursed it and his passengers. He didn't
m nd divisiveness. He was, in fact, intent on encouraging it. But not on his



shi p.

Food and water weren't a problem He had laid in stores for hinself and the
dog- maki ng certain he had a variety this time- and he could easily replicate
what he had. But who knew how | ong he woul d have to feed these people and put
up with then? Not without a certain anount of misgiving, he had set his course
based on the old man's instructions. They were flying toward the brightest
star in the heavens. Wio knew how long it would take themto reach it?

Certainly not Zifnab.

"What's for dinner?" asked the old w zard, peering down into the hold, where
Hapl o stood, pondering these questions. The dog, standing at Haplo's side,

| ooked up and wagged his tail. Haplo glanced at it irritably. "Sit down!" he
nut t er ed.

Noting the relatively small anmpunt of supplies remining, Zfnab appeared
slightly crestfallen, also extrenmely hungry.

"Never mind, old man. | can take care of the food!" said Haplo. It would mean
using his magic again, but at this point, he didn't suppose it mattered. Wat
interested himnore was their destination and how long it would be before he
could rid hinself of his refugees. "You know sonethi ng about these stars,
don't you?"

"I do?" Zifnab was wary.

"You claimyou do. Talking to them about"-he jerked a thunb in the direction
of the main part of the ship where the nensch generally gathered-"this 'new
world ..."

"New? | didn't say anything about 'new,' " Zifnab protested. The old nan
scrat ched his head, knocking his hat off. It tunmbled down into the hold,
| anded at Haplo's feet.

"New world . . . being reunited with | ong-dead w ves."
battered hat, toyed with it.

Hapl o pi cked up the

"It's possible!" cried the wizard shrilly. "Anything' s possible." He reached
out a tentative hand for the hat. "M nind you don't crush the brim™

"What brinP Listen, old man, how far are we away fromthis star? How nany days
of travel to get there?"

"Well, er, | suppose."” Zifnab gulped. "It all depends ... on ... on how fast
we're traveling! That's it, how fast we're traveling." He warmed to his
subject. "Say that we're noving at the speed of light. . . . Inpossible, of
course, if you believe physicists. Wich | don't, by the way. Physicists don't
believe in w zards-a fact that |, being a wi zard, find highly insulting. I

have taken my revenge, therefore, by refusing to believe in physicists. \Wat
was the question?"

Hapl o started over again, trying to be patient. "Do you know what these stars
really are?"

"Certainly,"
Pat ryn.

Zifnab replied in lofty tones, staring down his nose at the

"What are they?"



"What are what ?"

"The stars?"

"You want ne to explain then®"
"I'f you wouldn't mnd."

"Well, | think the best way to put this"-sweat broke out on the old man's
forehead-"in layman's terns, to be concise, they're ... er ... stars.”

"Uh huh," said Haplo grimy. "Look, old man, just how cl ose have you actually
been to a star?"

Zi fnab mopped his forehead with the end of his beard, and thought hard. "I
stayed in the same hotel as Clark Gable once,"” he offered hel pfully, after an
i Mmense pause.

Hapl o gave a disgusted snort, sent the hat spinning up and out of the
hat chway. "All right, keep playing your gane, old man."

The Patryn turned back, studying the supplies-a barrel of water, a cask of
salted targ, bread and cheese, and bag of tangfruit. Sighing, scowing, Haplo
stood staring nmoodily at the water barrel

"Mnd if | watch?" asked Zi fnab politely.

"You know, old man, | could end this real quick. Jettison the 'cargo' -if you
take nmy nmeaning. It's a |long way down."

"Yes, you could," said Zifnab, easing hinmself onto the deck, letting his |egs
dangl e over the edge of the hatch. "And you'd do it in a mnute, too. Qur
lives mean nothing to you, do they, Haplo? The only one who has ever nattered
to you is you."

"You're wong, old man. For what it's worth, one person has ny allegiance, ny
loyalty. 1'd lay down nmy life to save his and feel cheated that | couldn't do
nore for him'

"Ah, yes," Zifnab said softly. "Your lord. The one who sent you here."

Hapl o scow ed. How the hell did the old fool know that? He nust have inferred
it fromthings |'ve let drop. It was carel ess, very carel ess. Dam!
Everything's going wong! The Patryn gave the water barrel a vicious kick
splitting the staves, sending a deluge of tepid liquid over his feet.

I"mused to being in control; all ny life, every situation, |1've been in
control. It was how | survived the Labyrinth, how | conpleted ny m ssion
successfully on Arianus. Now |I'mdoing things | never neant to do, saying
things | never meant to say! A bunch of nmutants with the intelligence of your
average rutabaga nearly destroy me. |'mhauling a group of mensch to a star
and putting up with a crazy old man, who's crazy like a fox.

"Why?" Hapl o demanded al oud, shovi ng aside the dog, who was eagerly | apping up
the spill. "Just tell me why?"

"Curiosity," said the old man compl acently. "It's killed nore than a few cats
inits day."



"I's that a threat?" Haplo glanced up from beneath | owered brows.

"No! Heavens, no!" Zifnab said hastily, shaking his head. "Just a warning,
dear boy. Sone people consider curiosity a very dangerous concept. Asking
guestions ofttines leads to the truth. And that can get you into a great dea
of trouble."”

"Yeah, well, it depends on what truth you believe in, doesn't it, old man?"

Haplo lifted a piece of wet wood, traced a sigla on it with his finger, and
tossed it back into the comer. Instantly, the other pieces of broken barre
leapt to join it. Wthin the space of a heartbeat, the barrel stood intact.
The Patryn drew runes on both the barrel and in the enpty air next to it. The
barrel replicated itself, and soon nunerous barrels, all filled with water,
occupi ed the hold. Haplo traced fiery runes in the air, causing tubs of salted
targ meat to join the ranks of water barrels. Wne jars sprang up, clinking
together nusically. Wthin a few short nmonents, the hold was | oaded w th food.

Hapl o clinbed the | adder |eading up out of the hold. Zifnab noved aside to |et
hi m past.

"All in what truth you believe in, old man," the Patryn repeated.

"Yes. Loaves and fishes." Zifnab w nked slyly. "Eh, Savior?"
Food and water |ed, sonewhat indirectly, to the crisis that cane near solving
all of Haplo's problens for him

"What is that stench?" demanded Al eatha. "And are you going to do something
about it?"

It was about a week into their journey; time being estimated by a mechanica
hour fl ower the elves had brought aboard. Al eatha had wandered up to the
bridge, to stand and stare out at the star that was their destination

"The bilge," stated Haplo absently, trying to devise sone nethod of neasuring
t he di stance between thensel ves and their destination. "I told you, you're al
going to have to take turns punmping it out."

The el ves of Arianus, who had built and designed the ship, had devised an

ef fective system of waste nmanagement, utilizing elven machinery and magic.
Water is scarce and extrenely valuable on the air world of Arianus. As the
basis for nonetary exchange, not a drop is wasted. Sone of the first magicks
created on Arianus dealt with the conversion of waste water back into pure
[iquid. Human water wi zards dealt directly with nature's el ements, obtaining
pure water fromfoul. Elven w zards used machines and al cheny to achieve the
same effect, many el ves swearing that their chenmi cal w zardry produced
better-tasting water than the humans' el emental nagic.

On taking over the ship, Haplo had renoved nost of the el ven machinery,

| eaving only the bilge punp in case the ship took on rainwater. The Patryns,

t hrough their rune magic, have their own nethods of dealing with bodily waste,
nmet hods that are highly secret and protected-not out of shane, but out of
sinmple survival. An animal will bury its droppings to keep an eneny from
tracking it.

Hapl o had not, therefore, been overly worried about the problem of sanitation
He' d checked the punp. It worked. The humans and the el ves aboard ship could
take turns at it. Preoccupied with his mathematical cal cul ati ons, he thought
no more of his conversation with Al eatha, other than naking a mental note to



set everyone to wor k.

H's figuring was interrupted by a scream a shout, and the sounds of voices
rai sed in anger. The dog, dozing beside him leapt to its feet with a grow .

"Now what ?" Haplo nuttered, |eaving the bridge, descending to the crew s
guarters bel ow.

"They're not your slaves any |onger, Lady!"

The Patryn entered the cabin, found Rol and-red-faced and shouting-standing in
front of a pale, conposed, and icily cal m Al eatha. The human contingent was
backing up their man. The elves were solidly behind Al eatha. Paithan and Rega,
| ooki ng di straught, stood, hand in hand, in the mddle. The old nan, of
course-when there was troubl e-was nowhere to be found.

"You humans were born to be slaves! You know nothing else!" retorted a young
el f, the cook's nephewa particularly large and strong speci nen of elven
manhood.

Rol and surged forward, fist clenched, other humans behi nd.

The cook's nephew | eaped to the chall enge, his brothers and cousi ns behind
him Paithan junped in, attenpted to keep the elf off Roland, and received a
smart rap on the head froma human who had been a slave of the Quindiniar
famly since he was a child and who had | ong sought an opportunity to vent his
frustrations. Rega, going in to help Paithan, found herself caught in the

m ddl e.

The nel ee becane general, the ship rocked and | urched and Hapl o swore. He'd
been doing that a lot lately, he noticed. Al eatha had w thdrawn to one side,
wat ching with detached interest, keeping her skirt clear of possible blood.

"Stop it!" Haplo roared. Wading into the fight, he grabbed bodies, flung them
apart. The dog dashed after him snapping and grow i ng and nipping painfully
at ankles. "You'll knock us

out of the air!"

Not exactly true, the magic would hold the ship up, but it was certainly a
frighteni ng concept and one that he cal cul ated woul d end the hostilities.

The fight cane to a reluctant halt. Cpponents wi ped blood fromsplit Iips and
br oken noses and gl owered at each ot her

"Now what the hell is going on?" Hapl o demanded.

Everyone started to talk at once. At the Patryn's furious gesture, everyone
fell silent. Haplo fixed his gaze on Roland. "Al'l right, you started it. \at
happened?"

"It's Her Ladyship's turn to punp out the bilge," said Roland, breathing
heavi | y and rubbi ng brui sed abdom nal mnuscles. He pointed at Al eatha. "She
refused to do it. She cane in here and ordered one of us to do it for her."

"Yeah! That's right!" The humans, nale and fenmal e, agreed angrily.

Hapl o had a brief and extrenely satisfying vision of using his magic to part
the ship's staves and send all these wetched and irritating creatures

pl umreti ng down however nmany hundreds of thousands of miles to the world

bel ow.



Why didn't he? Curiosity, the old man had said. Yes, |'mcurious, curious to
see where the old man wants to take these people, curious to see why. But
Hapl o could foresee a tine-and it was rapidly approachi ng-when his curiosity
woul d begin to wane.

Sonet hing of his ire must have been visible on his face. The hunmans hushed and
fell back a pace before him Al eatha, seeing his gaze come to focus on her

pal ed, but held her ground, regarding himw th cold and haughty di sdain. Haplo
sai d not hing. Reaching out, he caught hold of the elf woman's arm and haul ed
her from the cabin.

Al eat ha gasped, screaned, and hel d back. Haplo jerked her forward, dragging
her off her feet. Aleatha fell to the deck. The Patryn yanked her back up, and
kept goi ng.

"Where are you taking her?" Paithan cried, real fear in the elf's voice. From

out of the comer of his eye, Haplo saw Roland's face drain of color. Fromhis

expression, it looked as if he thought Haplo were going to hurl the worman from
the top deck.

Good, he thought grimy, and continued on.

Al eat ha soon had no breath left to scream she had to cease her struggles and
concentrate on keeping on her feet or be pulled along the deck. Haplo
descended a | adder, the elf woman in tow, and stood between decks in the
smal |, smelly, dark part of the ship where the bilge punp stood. Hapl o shoved
Al eatha forward. She stunbl ed headl ong into the apparatus.

"Dog," he said to the animal, who had either foll owed himor materialized
beside him "watch!"

The dog sat obediently, head cocked, eyes on the elf wonan.

Al eatha's face was livid. She glared at Haplo through a mass of dishevel ed
hair. "I won't!" she snarled and took a step away fromthe punp.

The dog growed, lowin its throat.
Al eatha glanced at it, hesitated, took another step
The dog rose to its feet, the grow grew | ouder

Al eatha stared at the animal, her lips tightened. Tossing her ashen hair, she
wal ked past Hapl o, heading for the passage that |ed out.

The dog covered the distance between themin a junp, planted itself in front
of the woman. Its growl runbled through the ship. Its nmouth parted, show ng
sharp, curved, yellowwhite teeth. Al eatha stepped backward hastily, tripped
on her skirt, and nearly fell

"Call himoff!" she screamed at Haplo. "He'll kill nel™

"No, he won't," said the Patryn coolly. He pointed to the punp. "Not so |ong
as you work."

Casting Haplo a | ook that the woman obvi ously wi shed was a dagger, Al eatha
swal | owed her rage, turned her back on the dog and the Patryn. Head held high
she wal ked over to the punp. Grasping the handle in both delicate, white
hands, she lifted it up, shoved it down, lifted it up; shoved it down. Hapl o,
peering out a porthole, saw a spew of foul-smelling water gush out over the



ship's hull, spray into the atnosphere bel ow.
"Dog, stay. Watch," he instructed, and left.
The dog settled down, alert, vigilant, never taking its eyes from Al eat ha.

Emer gi ng from bel ow deck, Haplo found nost of the nmensch gathered at the top
of the | adder, waiting for him He drew hinself up level with them
"Go back about your business," he ordered, and watched them slink off. He left
them returning to the bridge and his attenpts to fix their position

Rol and massaged hi s aching hand, injured when he'd delivered a hard right to
the elf. The human tried to tell hinmself Al eatha got just what she deserved,
it served her right, it wouldn't hurt the bitch to turn her hand to a little
wor k. When he found hinsel f wal ki ng the passageway, headi ng for the punping
room he called hinmself a fool

Pausi ng in the hatchway, Roland stood silently and wat ched.

The dog lay on the deck, nose on paws, eyes on Al eatha. The el f woman paused
in her work, straightened and bent backward, trying to ease the stiffness and
pain in a back unaccustoned to bending to hard | abor. The proud head drooped,
she w ped sweat from her forehead, |ooked at the pal ns of her hands. Rol and
recal l ed-nmore vividly than he'd expected-the delicate softness of the small
pal ms. He could inmagi ne the woman's skin, raw and bl eedi ng. Al eat ha wi ped her
face again, this time brushing away tears.

"Here, let me finish," offered Roland gruffly, stepping over the dog.

Al eatha whirled to face him To his amazenent, she stiff-arnmed himout of the
way and began to work the punmp with as rmuch speed as the weariness of her
aching arns and the smarting of her stinging palnms would allow

Rol and gl ared at her. "Damm it, worman! |I'monly trying to help!"

"I don't want your help!" Al eatha shook the hair out of her face, the tears
out of her eyes.

Rol and intended to turn on his heel, walk out, and | eave her to her task. He
was going to turn and go. He was leaving. He was . . . putting his arm around
her sl ender, waist and kissing her.

The kiss was salty, tasting of sweat and tears. But the woman's |ips were warm
and responsive, her body yielded to him she was softness and fragrant hair
and smooth skin-all tainted faintly by the foul reek of the bilge.

The dog sat up, a slightly puzzled expression in its eyes, and gl anced around
for its master. What was it supposed to do now?

Rol and drew back, rel easing Al eatha, who staggered slightly when his arnms were
wi t hdr awn.

"You are the nmpost pig-headed, selfish, irritating little snot | ever nmet in ny
life! I hope you rot down here!" said Roland coldly. Turning on his heel, he
mar ched out .

Eyes wide in wonder, mouth parted, Aleatha stared after him

The dog, confused, sat down to scratch an itch.



Haplo had finally alnost figured it out. He had devel oped a crude theodolite
that used the stationary position of the four suns and the bright |ight that
was their destination as conmon reference points. By checking daily the
positions of the other stars visible in the sky, the Patryn observed that they
appeared to be changing their position in relationship to Dragon Star

The notion was due to the nmotion of his ship, the consistency of his
nmeasurenents led to a nodel of amazing symmetry. They were nearing the star
no doubt about it. In fact, it appeared

The Patryn checked his calculations. Yes, it nmade sense. He was beginning to
under stand, beginning to understand a lot. If he was correct, his passengers
were going to be in for the shock of their-

"Excuse ne, Hapl o?"

He gl anced around, angry at being interrupted. Paithan and Rega stood in the
doorway, along with the old man. Blast it- Z fnab'd show up now that the
troubl e was settl ed.

"What do you want? And nmake it quick," Haplo nuttered.

"W ... uh ... Regaand | ... we want to be married."

"Congratul ations. "

"We think it will draw the people together, you see-"

"I think it'll nore likely touch off a riot, but that's your problem™

Rega appeared a bit downcast, |ooked at Paithan uncertainly. The elf drew a
deep breath, carried on

"W want you to performthe cerenony."”
Hapl o couldn't believe he'd heard right. "You what?"
"W want you to performthe cerenony."”

"By ancient law, " struck in Zifnab, "a ship's captain can nmarry peopl e when
they're at sea."

"Whose ancient |aw? And we're not at sea.”
"Way ... uh ... | nust admit, |'mrather vague on the precise |legal-"
"You' ve got the old man." The Patryn nodded. "Get himto do it."

"I"'mnot a cleric," protested Zifnab, indignant. "They wanted me to be a
cleric, but I refused. Party needed a healer, they said. Hah! Fighters with
all the brains of a doorknob attack something twenty tines their size, with a
bizillion hit points, and they expect me to pull their heads out of their rib
cages! I'"'ma wizard. |'ve the nost marvel ous spell. If | could just remenber
how it went. Eight ball! No, that's not it. Fire sonething. Fire

ext i ngui sher! Snoke alarm No. But | really think I"'mgetting close."

"Cet himoff the bridge." Haplo turned back to his work.

Pai t han and Rega edged in front of the old nman, the elf put his hand gingerly
on the Patryn's tattooed arm "WII| you do it? WIIl you marry us?"



"1 don't know anythi ng about elven marriage cerenonies."

"I't wouldn't have to be elven. O human, either. In fact it would be better if
it weren't. That way no one would get nad."

"Surely your people have sone kind of cerenony," suggested Rega. "W coul d use
yours. "

Haplo didn't miss the wonan.

Runners in the Labyrinth are a solitary lot, relying on their speed and
strength, their wits and ingenuity to survive, to reach their goal. Squatters
rely on nunbers. Coming together to formnomadic tribes, the squatters nove

t hrough the Labyrinth at a slower pace, often follow ng the routes expl ored by
the runners. Each respects the other, both share what they have: the runners,
know edge; the squatters, a brief noment of security, stability.

Hapl o entered the squatter canp in the evening, three weeks after the wonman
had I eft him The headman was there to greet himon his arrival; the scouts
woul d have sent word of his conming. The headman was old, with grizzled hair
and beard, the tattoos on his gnarled hands were practically indecipherable.
He stood tall, though, w thout stooping. His stomach was taut, the nuscles in
the arns and | egs dean cut and well defined. The headman cl asped his hands
toget her, tattooed backs facing outward, and touched his thunbs to his
forehead. The circle was joined.

"Wel| cone, runner."

Hapl o made the same gesture, forced hinself to keep his gaze fixed on the
squatter's |l eader. To do anything el se woul d be taken for insult, perhaps
woul d even be dangerous. It mght appear that he was counting the squatter's
nunbers.

The Labyrinth was tricky, intelligent. It had been known to send in inposters.
Only by adhering strictly to the forns would Hapl o be allowed to enter the
canp. But he couldn't help darting a furtive glance around the people gathered
to inspect him Particularly, he | ooked at the wonen. Not catching, right off,
a glinpse of chestnut hair, Haplo wrenched his attention back to his host.

"May the gates stand open for you, headnman."” Hands to his forehead, Haplo
bowed.

"And for you, runner." The headman bowed.
"And your people, headman." Hapl o bowed again. The cerenobny was over.

Hapl o was now consi dered a nenber of the tribe. The people continued on about
their business as if he were one of thenselves, though sonetines a woman
paused to stare, give hima smle, and nod toward her hut. At another tine in
his life, this invitation would have sent fire through his veins. A smle back
and he woul d have been taken into the hut, fed and accorded all the privileges
of a husband. But Hapl o's bl ood seenmed to run cold these days. Not seeing the
snmle he wanted to see, he kept his expression carefully guarded, and the
worman wander ed away in di sappoi nt nent.

The headman had waited politely to see if Hapl o accepted any of these
invitations. Noting that he did not, the headnan graciously offered his own
dwel ling place for the evening. Haplo accepted gratefully and, seeing the
surprise and somewhat suspicious glint in the headman's eyes, added, "I amin



a purification cycle."

The headman nodded, understanding, all suspicion gone. Many Patryns believed,
rightly or wongly, that sexual encounters weakened their magic. A runner

pl anning on entering unknown territory often entered a purification cycle,
abstai ning fromthe conpany of the opposite sex several days before venturing
out. A squatter going out on a hunting expedition or facing a battle would do
t he same thing.

Hapl o, personally, didn't happen to believe in such nonsense. H's magi c had
never failed him no matter what pleasures he had enjoyed the night before.
But it nmade a good excuse.

The headman | ed Haplo to a hut that was snug and warm and dry. A fire burned
brightly in the center, snoke trailing up fromthe hole in the top. The

headman settled hinself near it. "A concession to ny old bones. | can run with
t he youngest of them and keep pace. | can westle a karkan to the ground with
nmy bare hands. But | find I like a fire at night. Be seated, runner."

Hapl o chose a place near the hut entryway. The night was warm the hut was
stifling.

"You cone upon us at a good time, runner," said the headman. "W cel ebrate a

bi nding this night."

Hapl o made the polite remark without thinking nuch about it. His nmnd was on
other matters. He could have asked the question at any time now, all the
proper forns had been observed. But it stuck in his throat. The headman asked
about the trails, and they fell into talk about Haplo's journeying, the runner
provi di ng what information he could about the |and through which he'd

travel ed.

When darkness fell, an unusual stir outside the hut rem nded Hapl o of the
cerenony about to take place. A bonfire turned night to day. The tribe nust
feel secure, Haplo thought, follow ng the headman out of the hut. O herw se
t hey woul d never have dared. A blind dragon could see this bl aze.

He joined the throng around the fire.

The tribe was | arge, he saw. No wonder they felt secure. The scouts on the
perimeters would warn themin case of attack. Their numbers were such that
they could fend of f nobst anything, perhaps even a dragon. Children ran about,
getting in everyone's way, watched over by the group

The Patryns of the Labyrinth share everything-food, |overs, children. Binding
vows are vows of friendship, closer akin to a warrior's vows than marriage
vows. A binding may take place between a man and a worman, between two nen, or
bet ween two wonmen. The cerenpny was nore common anpbng squatters than runners,
but occasionally runners bound thenselves to a partner. Haplo's parents had
been bound. He hinsel f had considered binding. If he found her

The headman raised his arns in the air, the signal for silence. The crowd,

i ncl udi ng the youngest baby, hushed inmmediately. Seeing all was in readi ness,
t he headman stretched his hands out and took hold of the hands of those
standing on either side of him The Patryns all did the same, formng a
gigantic circle around the fire. Haplo joined them clasping hands with a

wel | -fornmed man about his age on his left and a young woman barely into her
teens (who bl ushed deeply when Hapl o took her hand) on his right.

"The circle is conplete,"” said the headman, |ooking around at his people, an
expression of pride on the lined and weat hered face. "Toni ght we cone toget her



to witness the vows between two who would formtheir own circle. Step
forward."'

A man and a woman left the circle, that instantly cl osed behind them and cane
to stand in front of the headman. Leaving the circle hinself, the old man

ext ended his hands. The two cl asped them one on either side, then the nan and
t he woman took hold of each other's hands.

"Again, the circle is conplete,” said the old man. H s gaze on the two was
fond, but stern and serious. The peopl e gathered around, watching in solem
si | ence.

Hapl o found that he was enjoying hinself. Mst of the tinme, particularly the

| ast few weeks, he'd felt hollow, enpty, alone. Now he was warm w th a sense
of being filled. The cold wind didn't how through himso dismally anynore. He
found hinmself smling, smiling at everything, everyone.

"I pledge to protect and defend you." The couple was repeating the vows, one
i mediately after the other in an echoing circle. "My life for your life. My
death for your life. My life for your death. My death for your death."

The vows spoken, the couple fell silent. The headnan nodded, satisfied with
the sincerity of the commitment. Taking the hands he held in his, he placed
the two hands together.
"The circle is conplete,"” he said, and stepped back into the circle, |eaving
the couple to formtheir own circle inside the larger comunity. The two
snm |l ed at each other. The outer circle gave a cheer and broke apart,
separating to prepare for the feast.

Hapl o deci ded he coul d ask the question now. He sought out the headman,
standi ng near the roaring blaze.

"I"'m | ooking for sonmeone, a woman," said Hapl o, and described her. "Stands so
tall, chestnut hair. She's a runner. Has she been here."

The headman t hought back. "Yes, she was here. Not nore than a week ago."

Hapl o grinned. He had not meant to follow her, not intentionally. But it

seened that they were keeping to the same trail. "How is she? Did she | ook
wel | ?"
The headman gave Hapl o a keen, searching gaze. "Yes, she | ooked well. But |

didn't see that much of her. You m ght ask Antius, over there. He spent the
night with her."

The warnt h vani shed. The air was chill, the wind cut through him Haplo
turned, saw the well-formed young man wi th whom he had hel d hands wal ki ng
across the conpound.

"She left in the morning. | can show you the direction she traveled."

"That won't be necessary. Thank you, though,"” Haplo added, to ease the
col dness of his reply. He | ooked around, saw the young girl. She was staring
at Hapl o, and blushed up to the roots of her hair when her gaze was returned.

Hapl o returned to the headman's hut, began gathering up his neager bel ongi ngs;
runners traveled light. The headman foll owed, stared at himin astoni shrment.

"Your hospitality has saved ny life," the Patryn gave the ritual farewell.



"Before | leave, | will tell you what | know. Reports say to take the west
trail to the fifty-first Gate. Runor has it that the powerful One, who first
sol ved the secret of the Labyrinth, has returned with his magic to clear
certain parts and make themsafe ... at least tenmporarily. | can't say if this
is true or not, since | have conme fromthe south."

"You're leaving? But it is perilous to travel the Labyrinth after dark!"

"It doesn't matter," said Hapl o. He put his hands together, pressed them

agai nst his forehead, made the ritual gesture of farewell. The headman
returned it, and Haplo left the hut. He paused a nonment in the doorway. The
bonfire's glow lit all around it, but it nmade the darkness beyond that much
darker by contrast. Haplo took a step toward that darkness when he felt a hand
upon his arm

"The Labyrinth kills what it can-if not our bodies, then our spirit,"” said the
headman. "Gieve for your |loss, ny son, and never forget who is responsible.
The ones who inprisoned us, the ones who are undoubtedly watching our struggle
with pleasure."

It's the Sartan. . . . They put us in this hell. They're the ones responsible
for this evil.

The wonman | ooked at him her brown eyes flecked with gold. | wonder. Maybe
it's the evil inside us.

Hapl o wal ked away fromthe squatter's canp, continued his solitary run. No, he
didn't mss the woman. Didn't niss her at all

In the Labyrinth, a certain type of tree, known as the waranth, bears a
particularly luscious and nourishing fruit. Those who pick the fruit, however,
run the risk of being stabbed by the poi soned thorns surrounding it. Attacking
the flesh left necessarily unprotected by the runes, the thorns burrow deep
seeking blood. If allowed to get into the blood stream the poison can kill
Therefore, although the thorns are barbed and rip flesh com ng out, they nust
be extracted i medi atel y-at the cost of considerable pain.

Hapl o had thought he'd extracted the thorn. He was surprised to find it stil
hurt him its poison was still in his system

"I don't think you'd want ny people's cerenpony." Hi s voice grated, the
furrowed brows shadowed his eyes. "Wuld you like to hear our vows? 'My life
for your life. M death for your life. M life for your death. M death for
your death.' Do you really want to take those?"

Rega pal ed. "What-what does it mean? | don't understand."
" "My life for your life.' That means that while we live, we share the joy of
living with each other. 'My death for your life." |I would be willing to lay
down nmy life to save yours. "My life for your death.' | will spend nmy life
avengi ng your death, if | can't prevent it. 'My death for your death.' A part
of me will die, when you do."

"It's not . . . very ronmantic," Paithan admtted.
"Neither's the place | come from'
"I guess I'd like to think about it," said Rega, not |ooking at the elf.

"Yes, | suppose we better," Paithan added, nore soberly.



The two left the bridge, this time they weren't hol ding hands. Zifnab, | ooking
after themfondly, dabbed at his eyes with the end of his beard.

"Love makes the world go round!" he said happily.

"Not this world,"” replied Haplo with a quiet smile. "Does it, old nman?"

CHAPTER 33
DRAGON STAR

"I DON' T KNOW WHAT YOU RE TALKI NG ABQUT," SNORTED ZI FNAB AND STARTED
to wal k of f the bridge.

"Yes, you do." Haplo's hand cl osed over the wizard' s thin, brittle arm "You
see, | know where we're going and |'ve got a pretty clear idea of what we're
going to find when we get there. And you, old man, are in for a hell of a |ot
of trouble."”

A fiery eye peered suddenly in the wi ndow, glaring om nously. "Wat have you
done now?" demanded the dragon

"Not hi ng. Everything's under control!" Zifnab protested.

"Under appears to be the operative word! | just want you to know, |'mgetting
extremely hungry." The dragon's eye cl osed and vani shed. Haplo felt the ship
shudder, the dragon's coils dosing around it om nously.

Zifnab crunmpled, the thin frame caved in on itself. He gave the dragon a
nervous glance. "Did you notice-he didn't say, 'sir.' A bad sign. A very bad
sign."

Hapl o grunted. Al he needed was an enraged dragon. Furious shouting had
erupted from down bel ow, followed by a crash, a thud, and a scream "M guess
is that they've announced the weddi ng plans."

"Ch, dear." Renoving his hat, Zifnab began to twist it between trenbling
fingers and shot Haplo a pleading glance. "What am | going to do?"

"Maybe | can help you. Tell ne who you are, what you are. Tell ne about the
"stars.' Tell nme about the Sartan.”

Zifnab mulled it over, then his eyes narrowed. He lifted a bony finger, jabbed
it in Haplo's chest.

"Mne to know. Yours to find out. So there!" Chin jutting, he smled benignly
at the Patryn and gave a brief, sharp chuckle. Jaming his maltreated hat back
on his head, the old man patted Haplo solicitously on the armand tottered off
t he bridge.

Hapl o stood staring, wondering why he hadn't ripped off the old nman's head- hat
and all. Scowing, the Patryn rubbed the place on his chest where the w zard's
finger had rested, trying to rid hinmself of the touch

"Just wait, old man, until we reach the star."

"Qur weddi ng was supposed to bring everyone together!" said Rega, w ping away
tears of frustration and anger. "I can't think what's gotten into Rol and!"



"Do you want to go through with it?" Paithan asked, massagi ng a bunp on the
br ow.

Both stared dismally around the crew s quarters. Blood spattered the floor.
Hapl o had not appeared to break this one up, and nunerous humans and el ves had
been carried feet first fromthe cabin. In a corner, Lenthan Quindiniar stood
staring out a porthole at the brightly shining star that seened to grow | arger
every cycle. The elf had never appeared to notice the altercation raging
around hi m

Rega thought a noment, then sighed. "If we could just get our people to join
t oget her again! Like they were after the tytans attacked!"

"I"'mnot sure that's possible. Hatred and nistrust has been building for
t housands of years. The two of us aren't likely to have any effect on that."

"You mean you don't want to get married?" Rega's dusky skin flushed, the dark
eyes glinted through her tears.

"Yes, of course, | do! But | was thinking about those vows. Maybe now s not
the tinme-"

"And maybe what Rol and said about you was right! You're a spoiled brat who's
never done an honest cycle's work in your life! And on top of that you're a
coward and- Ch, Paithan! I'msorry!" Rega threw her arms around him nestled
her head on his chest.

"I know." Paithan ran his hand through the long, shimering hair. "I said a
few things to your brother |I'mnot exactly proud of."

"The words just came out, fromsone ugly part inside nme! It's like you said,
the hate's been there for so long!"

"We'| | have to be patient with each other. And with them" Paithan gl anced out
the porthole. The star shone serenely, with a pure, cold light. "Maybe in this
new world we'll find everyone living together in peace. Maybe then the others
will see and understand. But I'mstill not certain getting married' s the right
thing to do now. What do you think, Father?"

Paithan turned to Lenthan Quindiniar, staring raptly out the porthole at the
star.

" Fat her ?"

Eyes vacant, shining with the star's light, Lenthan gl anced around vaguel y at
his son. "What, ny boy?"

"Do you think we should be married?"

"I think ... | think we should wait and ask your nother." Lenthan sighed
happi |l y, and gazed back out the porthole. "We'll see her, when we reach the
star."

Drugar had not been involved in the fight. He was not involved in anything on
board the ship. The others, inmersed in their own troubles, ignored the dwarf.
Huddl ed in his corner, terrified by the idea that they were higher than the

cl ouds above his bel oved ground, the dwarf tried to use his lust for vengeance
to burn away the fear. But the fire of his hate had dwi ndl ed to coals.



They saved your life. The enemy you swore to kill saved your life at the risk
of their own.

"I swore an oath, on the bodies of my people, to kill those who were
responsi ble for their deaths." Feeling the flames die, feeling hinself cold
wi thout their conforting blaze, the dwarf stoked the furnace of his rage.
"These three knew the tytans were com ng to destroy us! They knew And they
conspi red together, took our money, and then deliberately kept their weapons
fromreachi ng ny people! They wanted us to be destroyed! | should have killed
them when | had the chance."

It had been a nistake, not nurdering themin the tunnels. The fire had burned
bright within him But they would have died w thout the know edge of their own
terrible | osses, they would have di ed peacefully. No, he shoul dn't
second-guess hinmself. It was better this way. They would arrive on this star
of theirs, they would think that all was going to end happily.

Instead, it would end.

"They saved ny life. So what? It only proves what fools they are! | saved
their lives first. W' re even now. | owe them nothing, nothing! Drakar is

wi se, the god watches over ne. He has held back ny hand, prevented ne from
striking until the time is right." The dwarf's fingers clenched over the bone
handl e of his knife. "Wen we reach the star."

"So, are you going to go through with this farce? Are you going to marry the
el f?"

"No," said Rega.

Rol and smiled grimy. "Good. You thought over what | said. | knew you'd cone
to your senses!"

"We're only postponing the wedding! Until we reach the star. Maybe by then
you'll have cone to your senses!"

"We' |l see," muttered Roland, trying clumsily to wap a bandage around his
split and bl eedi ng knuckles. "W'Ill see.™

"Here, let me do that." Hi s sister took over. "Wat do you nean? | don't I|ike
the way you | ook."

"No, you'd prefer it if | had slanted eyes and soft little hands and skin the
color of mlk!" Roland snatched his hand away. "Get out of here. You stink of
them Elves! They trick you into |oving them wanting them And all the tine
they' re laughing at you!"

"What are you tal king about?" Rega stared at her brother, amazed. "Tricking
us? If anything | tricked Paithan into |loving nme, not the other way around!
And, Thillia knows, no one's |laughing on this ship-"

"Ch, yeah?" Rol and kept his eyes averted fromhis sister. He spoke the next
words below his breath, to her back. "We'lIl deal with the elves. Just wait
until we reach the star."

Al eat ha wi ped her hand across her nmouth, for the twentieth tinme. The kiss was
like the stench of the bilge that seened to cling to everything-her clothes,
her hair, her skin. She couldn't get the taste and the touch of the human off
her 1ips.



"Let me see your hands," said Paithan

"Why shoul d you care?" Al eatha demanded, but allow ng her brother to exam ne
her cracked, bleeding and blistered palnms. "You didn't defend ne. You took
their part, all because of that little whore! You let that man drag ne off to
that hellhole!™

"I don't think I could have stopped Haplo fromtaking you," said Paithan
quietly. "Fromthe |l ook on his face, | think you were lucky he didn't throw
you of f the ship."

"I wish he had. It would be better to be dead! Like My Lord and . . . and
Callie ..." Al eatha hung her head, tears choked her. "What kind of life is
this!" She clutched at the skirt of her tattered and torn, dirty and stained
dress, shook it, sobbing. "We're living in filth |like humans! No wonder we're
sinking to their level! Aninmals!"

"Thea, don't say that. You don't understand them" Paithan sought to confort
her. Al eatha shoved hi m away.

"What do you know? You're blinded by lust!" Al eatha w ped her hand across her
lips. "Ugh! Savages! | hate them | hate all of theml No, don't cone near ne.
You're no better than they are now, Paithan."

"You better get used to it, Thea," said her brother, irritated. "One of thens
going to be your sister."

"Hah!" Rai sing her head, Aleatha fixed himwith a cold stare, her nouth
pursed-primand tight. Her resenblance to her ol der sister was suddenly
frightening. "Not me! If you marry that whore, | have no brother. I wll never
see you or speak to you again!"

"You can't nmean that, Thea. We're all each of us has left. Father. You've seen
Father. He's . . . he's not well."

"He's insane. And it's going to get worse when we reach this 'star' you' ve
dragged us off to and Mdther's not there to greet him It will kill him nost
likely. And whatever happens to himw Il be all your fault!"

"I did what | thought was best." The elf's face was pale, his voice, in spite
of hinself, trenbled and broke.

Al eat ha gave him a renorseful |ook, reached up and snmpothed back his hair with
gentle fingers. She drew near him "You're right. All we have now is each
other, Pait. Let's keep it that way. Stay with ne. Don't go back to that

human. She's just toying with you. You know how human nen are. | nean"-she
flushed-"1 nean, you know how their wonen are. \When we reach the star, we'll
start our lives all over again.

"We' || take care of Papa and we'll live happily. Maybe there'll be other elves
there. Rich elves, richer than any in Equilan. And they'll have magnificent
houses and they' Il welcone us to their homes. And the nasty, savage humans can

craw back into their jungle." She rested her head on her brother's chest.
Drying her tears, she drew her hand, once again, across her nouth.

Pai t han said nothing, but let his sister dream Wen we reach the star, he
t hought. What will happen to us when we reach the star?

The nensch took Hapl o's threat about the ship falling out of the skies
seriously. An uneasy peace descended on the ship-a peace differing from war



only in that it was | ess noisy and no bl ood was shed. If |ooks and w shes had
been weapons, however, hardly anyone aboard woul d have been left alive.

Humans and el ves pointedly ignored each other's existence. Rega and Paithan
kept apart, either acting wi sely, out of nmutual consent, or because the
barriers being erected by their people were beconing too thick and too high
for themto surmount. The occasional fight broke out anmong the nore hot headed
of the youth and was halted quickly by their elders. But the pronise was in
the eyes, if not on the lips, that it would be only a matter of tine.

"When we reach the star

There was no nore tal k of a wedding.

CHAPTER 34
THE STAR

A SHARP BARK, WARNI NG OF AN | NTRUDER, BROUGHT HAPLO TO HI S FEET,

waki ng himout of a deep sleep. H s body and instincts were fully awake, if
his mnd wasn't. Haplo slamed the visitor against the hull, pinned him across
the chest with one arm damped his fingers on the man's jaw

"One twist of my wist and | break your neck!"

A gasp of breath, the body beneath Haplo's went rigid as a corpse.

Hapl o blinked the sleep fromhis eyes, saw who his captive was. Slowy, he

rel eased his grip. "Don't try slipping up on ne again, elf. It's not conducive

to a long and healthy life."

"I ... 1 didn't mean to!" Paithan massaged his bruised jaw, darting wary
gl ances at Haplo and the growling, bristling dog.

"Hush." Haplo stroked the animal. "It's all right."

The dog's grow s | essened, but it continued to keep an eye on the elf. Haplo
stretched to ease the kinks in his nuscles and wal ked over to | ook out the
wi ndow. He paused, staring, and whistled softly.

"That's . . . that's what | came up here to ask you about." The shaken elf
left the hull, detoured warily around the watchful dog, and cautiously
approached the w ndow.

Qut si de, everything had di sappeared, swallowed up in what appeared to be a

bl anket of thick, noist wool pressed against the glass. Beads of water rolled
down the panes and glistened on the scal es of the dragon, whose body hugged

t he ship.

"What is it?" Paithan tried hard to keep his voice calm "Wat's happened to
the star?"

"It's still there. In fact, we're close. Very close. This is a rain cloud,
that's all."

The elf exhaled in relief. "Rain clouds! Just |ike our old world!"

"Yeah," said Haplo. "Just like your old world."



The ship descended, the clouds flew past in wi spy shreds, the rain streaked
across the windowin long rivulets. Then the cloud cover drifted past. Dragon
Star plunged into sunlight once again. Land could be seen clearly bel ow.

The runes on the hull that had been glowi ng, nmonitoring air and pressure and
gravity, slowy faded out. The nensch pressed close to the portholes, their
gazes fixed eagerly on the ground rolling beneath them

The old man was nowhere to be found.

Haplo listened to the conversations being carried around him he watched the
expression on the faces of the nensch

First-joy. The voyage was over, they had reached the star safely.
Second-relief. Lush green forests, |akes, seas, simlar to hone.

The ship sailed nearer. A trenor of confusion passed anong the mensch-brows
contracted, |lips parted. They | eaned closer, pressing their faces flat against
t he panes. Eyes w dened.

At last-realization, understanding.

Paithan returned to the bridge. Delicate crinmson stained the elf's pale
cheeks. He pointed out the wi ndow.

"What's going on? This is our world!"
"And there," said Haplo, "is your star."

Li ght welled up fromout the variegated greens of noss and jungle. Brilliant,
bright, white, pulsating, the light hurt the eyes-it was truly like staring
into a sun. But it wasn't a sun, it wasn't a star. The light slowy began to
di mand fade, even as they watched. A shadow noved across its surface and they
could see, at last, when the shadow had nearly covered it, the light's source.

"Acity!" Haplo murrmured in astoni shnent, in his own | anguage. Not only that,
but there was sonething famliar about it!

The Iight winked out, the city di sappeared into darkness.
"What is it?" Paithan denanded, hoarsely.

Hapl o shrugged, irritated at the interruption. He needed to think, he needed
to get a closer look at that city. "I"'mjust the pilot. Wiy don't you go ask
the old man."

The elf shot the Patryn a suspicious glance. Haplo ignored him concentrated
on his flying. "I'Il look for a clear place to land."

"Maybe we shouldn't |and. Maybe there's tytans-"

A possibility. Haplo would have to deal with that when the time cane. "W're
| andi ng, " he stat ed.

Pai t han si ghed, stared back out the window. "Qur own world!" he said bitterly.
Putting his hands agai nst the glass, he | eaned agai nst the panes and gazed out
at the trees and nossy | andscape that seened to be |eaping up to grab hi mand
pul I himdown. "How could this have happened? We've traveled all this tine!
Maybe we veered off course? Flewin a circle?"



"You saw the star shining in the sky. W flew straight as an arrow, right to
it. Go ask Zifnab what happened.”

"Yes." The elf's face was strained, grim resolute. "You're right. I'll go ask
the old man."

Hapl o saw the dragon's body, visible outside the window, contract. A shudder
passed through the ship. Afiery red eye peered for a brief instant in the
wi ndow, then suddenly the body uncoil ed.

The frame shook, the ship listed precariously. Haplo clung to the steering
stone for support. The ship righted itself, sailed gracefully downward, a
heavy weight lifted. The dragon was gone.

Staring down, watching for a |l anding site, Haplo thought He caught a glinpse
of a mmssive green body plunging into the jungle, he was too preoccupied with
his own problens at the nonent to notice where. The trees were thick and

tangl ed; the patches of noss were few. Haplo scanned the area below, trying to
see through the strange darkness that appeared to emanate fromthe city, as if
it had cast a gigantic shadow over the |and.

That was inpossi bl e, however. To create night, the suns would have had to have
di sappeared. And the suns were right above them their position fixed,
unchangi ng. Light shone on Dragon Star, glistened off the wi ngs, beaned in the
wi ndow. Directly below the ship, all was dark.

Angry accusations, a shrill protest, and a cry of pain-the old man. Haplo
sm | ed, shrugged again. He'd found a clear spot, |arge enough for the ship,
close to the city, but not too close.

Hapl o brought Dragon Star down. Tree branches reached out for them snapped
of f. Leaves whi pped past the wi ndow. The ship | anded belly first on the noss.
The inpact, fromthe sounds of it, knocked everyone bel ow of f their feet.

The Patryn | ooked out into pitch darkness.
They had reached the star.

Hapl o had marked the location of the city in his nmnd before the ship set

down, determining the direction he would need to travel to reach it. Wrking
as swiftly as possible in the darkness, not daring to risk a light, he wapped
up a bite of food and filled a skin with water. Scrip packed, Haplo gave a | ow
whi stle. The dog leapt to its feet, padded over to stand near its master

The Patryn noved stealthily to the hatchway | eading off the bridge and
listened. The only sounds he heard were pani cked voices comng fromthe
mensch's quarters. No one breathing softly in the passageway, no one spying.
Not that he expected it. Darkness had swall owed the ship whole, sending nost
of the passengers-who had never viewed such a phenomenon-fromrage into
terror. Right now they were venting their fear and fury by yelling at the old
man. But it wouldn't be I ong before the mensch cane traipsing up to Hapl o,
demandi ng expl anati ons, answers, sol utions.

Sal vati on.

Moving silently, Haplo crossed over to the ship's hull. Resting the scrip on
the floor, he laid his hands upon the wooden pl anks. The runes on his skin
began to glow red and blue, the flame running along his fingers, extending to
t he wood. The pl anks shi mered and slowy began to dissolve. A large hole,

wi de enough for a man, opened up.



Hapl o shoul dered the supplies, stepped onto the noss enbanknent on which he

| anded. The dog junped out after him tagging along at its master's heels.

Behi nd them the red-blue gl ow envel oping the hull faded, the wood returned to
its original form

The Patryn crossed the open npssy area swiftly, losing hinself in the
dar kness. He heard enraged shouts in two | anguages, human and el ven. The words
were different, but their meaning was the same-death for the w zard.

Hapl o grinned. The nensch seenmed to have found sonething to unite them at
| ast.

"Hapl o, we- Hapl o?" Paithan groped his way onto the bridge into the darkness,
cane to a dead stop. The runes' glow faded slowy; by its light, he could see
t he bridge was vacant.

Rol and burst through the hatch, shoving the elf aside. "Haplo, we've decided
to dunp the old man, then | eave this- Haplo? Wiere is he?" he demanded,
glaring at Paithan accusingly.

"I haven't made off with him if that's what you're thinking. He's gone
and the dog, too."

"I knew it! Haplo and Zifnab are in on this together! They tricked us into
coming to this awful place! And you fell for it!"

"You were wel cone to stay back in Equilan. |1'msure the tytans woul d have been
pl eased to entertain you."

Frustrated, angry, feeling an unaccountable guilt that sonehow this was his
fault, Paithan stared gloomly at the runes glinmering on the wooden pl anks.
"That's how he did it, obviously. More of his magic. | wish | knew who or what
he was."

"We'| | get answers out of him™

Blue light flickered on Roland' s clenched fists and scow ing features. Paithan
| ooked at the human, and |aughed. "If we ever see himagain. If we ever see
anyt hing again! This is worse than being down in the dwarven tunnels."

"Pai than?" Rega's voice called. "Roland?"

"Here, Sis."

Rega crept onto the bridge, clutched at her brother's outstretched hand. "D d
you tell hin? Are we going to | eave?"

"He's not here. He's gone."

"And left us here ... in the dark!"

" Shhh, cal m down."

The light of the sigla was fading. The three could see each other only by a
faint blue glow that grew dim flickered briefly to fife, dinmed again. The
magi cal light glittered in sunken, fearful eyes and enphasi zed drawn,

f ear - strai ned nout hs.

Pai t han and Rol and each avoided the other's direct gaze, darted suspicious



gl ances when the other wasn't | ooking.

"The old man says this darkness will pass in half a cycle," Paithan nuttered
at last, defiant, defensive.

"He al so said we were going to a new world!" Roland retorted. "C non, Rega,
| et me take you back-"

"Paithan!" Aleatha's frantic voice tore through the darkness. Lunging onto the
bri dge, she grasped at her brother just as the sigla's light failed, |eaving
t hem bl i nd.

"Pai than! Father's gone! And the old man!"

The four stood outside the ship, staring into the jungle. It was |ight again,
t he strange darkness had lifted, and it was easy to see the path
someone- Lent han, Zifnab, Haplo, or maybe all three-had taken. Vines had been
severed by the sharp bl ade of a bl adewood sword, huge dumau | eaves, cut from
their stalks, lay linply on the nossy ground.

Al eat ha wung her hands. "It's all ny fault! W landed in this horrible place
and Papa began babbling about Mbdther being here and where was she and what was
taking so long and on and on. | ... | shouted at him Paithan. | coul dn't
stand it anynore! | |left himalonel™

"Don't cry, Thea. It's not your fault. | should have been with him | should
have known. 1'Il go after him"

"I"'mgoing with you."

Paithan started to refuse, looked into his sister's tear-streaked, pale face
and changed his mind. He nodded wearily. "All right. Don't worry, Thea. He
can't have gone very far. You better fetch sone water."

Al eat ha hast ened back onto the ship. Paithan wal ked over to Rol and, who was
carefully scrutinizing the ground near the fringes of the jungle, searching
for tracks. Rega, tense and sorrowful, stood near her brother. Her eyes sought
Paithan's, but the elf refused to nmeet her gaze.

"You find anythi ng?"
"Not a trace."
"Hapl o and Zi fnab nust have |eft together. But why take ny father?"

Rol and strai ghtened, glanced around. "I don't know But | don't like it.
Sonething's wong with this place. | thought the land near Thurn was wld! It
was a king's garden conpared to this!"

Tangl ed vines and tree linbs were so thickly massed and intertw ned that they
m ght have formed the thatched roof of a gigantic hut. A gray, sullen |ight
struggl ed through the vegetation. The air was oppressive and hunmid, tainted
with the smell of rot and decay. The heat was intense. And though the jungle
must be teeming with life, Roland, listening closely, couldn't hear a sound.
The silence nmight be anmazenent at the sight of the ship, it nmight be sonething
far nore om nous.

"I don't know about you, elf, but | don't want to stay around here any |onger
t han necessary."

"I think we can all agree on that," said Paithan quietly.



Rol and cast hima narrow eyed gl ance. "Wat about the dragon?"
"I't's gone.
"You hope!"

Pai t han shook his head. "I don't know what we can do about it if it isn't." He
was bitter, tired.

"We're coming with you." Rega's face was wet with sweat, her danp hair clung
to her skin. She was shivering.

"That's not necessary."

"Yes, it is!" Roland said coldly. "For all | know you and the old nman and the
tattooed wonder are in this together. I don't want you flying off, |eaving us
stranded. "

Paithan's face paled with anger, his eyes flashed. He opened his nouth, caught
Rega' s pl eadi ng gaze, and snapped his lips shut on the words. Shruggi ng, he
muttered, "Suit yourself,"” and wal ked over to the ship to wait for his sister

Al eat ha emerged fromthe ship, lugging a waterskin. Her once gaily billow ng
skirts hung tattered and |inp around her lithe figure. She had tied the cook's
shawl around her shoul ders, her arnms were bare. Roland | ooked down at the
white feet covered by thin, worn slippers.

"You can't go into the jungle dressed like that!"

He saw the woman's eyes go to the shadows thickening around the trees, to the
vines that twi sted |ike snakes over the ground. Her hands tw sted over the

| eat her handl e of the waterskin. She clutched it tightly, her chin lifted.

"I don't recall asking your opinion, human."

"Fool bitch!" Roland snarl ed.

She had guts, he had to give her that. Drawing his bl ade, he charged into the
undergrowt h, hacking furiously at the vines and heart-shaped | eaves t hat
seened the very enbodi nent of his adnmiration and desire for this naddening
fenal e.

"Rega, are you com ng?"

Rega hesitated, |ooked behind her at Paithan. The elf shook his head. Can't
you understand? Qur |ove has been a mstake. All, a terrible mstake.

Shoul ders sl unping, Rega followed her brother.

Pai t han sighed, turned to his sister.

"The human's right, you know. It could be dangerous and-"

"I"'mgoing after Father," said Al eatha, and by the tilt of her head and the
glint in her eye, her brother knew it was useless to argue. He took the

wat erskin fromher, slung it over his shoulder. The two hurried into the

jungle, noving swiftly, as if to outwal k their fear

Drugar stood in the hatchway, whetting his knife against the wood. The



heavy-footed dwarves are clunmsy when it cones to stal king prey. Drugar knew it
was i npossible for himto sneak up on anything. He would let his victins get a
I ong head start before he went in after them

CHAPTER 35
SOVEWHERE ON PRYAN
"I' WAS RIGHT. | T'S THE SAME! WHAT DCES | T MEAN? WHAT DCES | T ALL MEAN?"

Before himstood a city crafted of starlight. At least, that's how it appeared
until Haplo drew closer. Its radiant beauty was incredible. He m ght not have
believed in it, nmight have feared it was a trick of a mind gone stir-crazy
from bei ng cooped up with the nensch for |lord knew how | ong. Except that he
had seen it all before.

Only not here. In the Nexus.

But there was a difference, a difference that Haplo found grimy ironic. The
city in the Nexus was dark-a star, perhaps, whose light had died. O had never
been born.

"What do you think, dog?" he said, patting the animal's head. "It's the sane,
isn't it? Same exactly."

The city was built up off the jungle floor, rising from behind an enornous
wall, rising taller than the tallest trees. Atowering, pillared, crystal
spire bal anced on a done forned of marble arches stood in the city's center
The top of the spire nmust be one of the highest points in this world, thought
Hapl o, gazing up. It was fromthis center spire that the Iight beanmed nost
brightly. The Patryn could barely look at it for the dazzling gleam Here, in
the spire, the light had been deliberately concentrated, sent beanm ng out into
t he sky.

"Like the light of a guide fire," he said to the dog. "Only who or what is it
supposed to be guidi ng?"

The ani mal gl anced about uneasily, not interested. The skin of its neck

twi tched, causing the dog to lift its hind leg and start to scratch, only to
deci de that nmaybe the itch wasn't the problem The dog didn't know what the
problemwas. It knew only that there was one. It whined, and Haplo petted it
to keep it still. The center spire was framed by four other spires, duplicates
of the first, and stood on the platform holding the dome. On a | evel beneath
that, stood eight nore identical spires. Ggantic marble steppes lifted up
from behind these spires. Sinmilar to |land steppes that had undoubtedly been
their nodels, they supported buildings and dwelling places. And finally, at
each end of the guard wall stood another pillar. If this city was built on the
same plan as the city in the Nexus-and Hapl o had no reason to think

ot herwi se-there would be four such pillars, located at the cardinal direction
poi nts.

Hapl o continued on through the jungle, the dog trotting along at his heels.
Both noved easily and silently am d the tangl ed undergrowth, |eaving no trace
of their passage except the faint, swiftly fading gl ow of runes on the | eaves.

And then the jungle ended, abruptly, as if someone had plowed it under. Ahead,
drenched in bright sunlight, a path cut into jagged rock. Keeping to the
shadows of the trees, Haplo | eaned out, put his hand on the stone. It was
real, hard, gritty, warmfromthe sun, not an illusion as he had first



suspect ed.

"A nmountain. They built the city on the top of a nountain." He gazed upward,
saw t he path snake across the rock

The trail was smooth, clearly marked, and anyone wal king it would be highly
visible to eyes watching fromthe city walls.

Hapl o took a swig of water fromthe skin, shared it with the dog, and gazed
thoughtfully, intently, at the city. The Patryn thought back to the crude
hones of the nensch, nmade of wood, perched in trees.

"There's no question. The Sartan built this. And they may be up there now. W
may be wal king into a couple of thousand of them™

He bent down, exam ned the path, though he knew it was a futile gesture. Wnd
whi stling mournfully through the boul ders would bl ow away any trace he m ght
have found of people passing.

Hapl o t ook out the bandages he had stuffed into a pocket and began to w nd
themslowy and deliberately around his hands. "Not that this disguise will do
us much good," he advised the dog, who appeared disturbed at the thought.
"Back on Arianus, that Sartan who called hinself Alfred caught onto us quickly
enough. But we were careless, weren't we, boy?"

The dog didn't seemto think so, but decided not to argue.
"Here, we'll be nore alert.”

Hapl o hefted the waterskin, stepped out of the jungle and onto the rock-strewn
path that wound anong boul ders and a few scrubby pine trees clinging

tenaciously to the sides. He blinked in the brilliant sunlight, then started
f or war d.
"Just a couple of travelers, aren't we, boy? A couple of travelers . . . who

saw their light."
"It's quite kind of you to come with nme," said Lenthan Quindiniar
"Tut, tut. Think nothing of it," answered Zifnab

"I don't believe I could have made it alone. You have a really remarkabl e way
of moving through the jungle. It's alnmost as if the trees step aside when they
see you coning.'

"More like they run when they see himcom ng," booned a voice fromfar bel ow

t he noss.

"That'l|l be enough fromyou!" grow ed Z fnab, glaring down, stonping at the
ground with his foot.

"I"'mgetting extrenely hungry."
"Not now. Conme back in an hour."

"Hunmpf." Something |large slithered through the undergrow h.

"Was that the dragon?" Lenthan asked, |ooking slightly worried. "He won't harm
her, will he? If they should happen to neet?"



"No, no," said Zifnab, peering about. "He's under ny control. Nothing to fear
Absol utely nothing. You didn't happen to notice which way he went? Not that it
matters." The old man nodded, beard waggi ng. "Under ny control. Yes.
Absolutely." He glanced nervously over his shoul der

The two men sat, resting, on the branches of an ancient tree, overgrown wth
noss, that stood in a cool, shady clearing, sheltered fromthe sweltering sun
"And thank you for bringing ne to this star. | truly appreciate it," continued
Lent han. He | ooked about himin quiet satisfaction, hands resting on his
knees, gazing at the twisted trees and clinging vines and flitting shadows.
"Do you think she's far fromhere? I'mfeeling rather tired."

Zi fnab observed Lenthan, smiled gently. H s voice softened. "No, not far, ny
friend." The old nan patted Lenthan's pale, wasted hand. "Not far. In fact,
don't think we need travel any farther. | think she will come to us."

"How wonderful!" A flush of color crept into the elf's pallid cheeks. He stood
up, searching eagerly, but alnost imredi ately sank back down. The color in the
cheeks faded, |eaving themgray and waxy. He gasped for air. Zifnab put his
armaround the elf's shoulders, held himconfortingly.

Lent han drew a shivering breath, attenpted a snile. "I shouldn't have stood up
so fast. Made ne extrenely dizzy." He paused, then added, "I do believe |I'm
dyi ng. "

Zifnab patted Lenthan's hand. "There, there, old chap. No need to junp to
concl usi ons. Just one of your bad spells, that's all. It will pass . "

"No, please. Don't lie to ne." Lenthan smled wanly. "lI'mready. |'ve been

| onely, you see. Very lonely."

The old man dabbed at his eyes with the tip of his beard. "You won't be lonely
again, ny friend. Not ever again."

Lent han nodded, then sighed.

"It's just that 1'mso weak. 1'll need ny strength to travel with her when she
cones. Wuld . . . would you mind terribly if | |eaned up agai nst your
shoul der? Just for a little while? Until everything stops spinning around?"

"I know just how you feel," said Z fnab. "Confounded ground won't stay put
like it did when we were young. | blame a lot of it on nodern technol ogy.
Nucl ear reactors.”

The old man settl ed back against the tree's broad trunk, the elf |eaned his
head on the wi zard's shoulder. Zifnab prattled on, sonething about quarks.
Lenthan |iked the sound of the old nan's voice, though he wasn't listening to
the words. A snmile on his |lips, he watched the shadows patiently and waited
for his wfe.

*

"Now what do we do?" Rol and demanded, glaring at Aleatha in anger. He gestured
ahead of them at the nmurky water that bl ocked that path. "I told you she
shoul dn't have cone, elf. W'I|l have to | eave her behind."

"No one's |l eaving nme behind!" returned Al eatha, but she hung back behind the
others, taking care not to get too near the dark, stagnant pool. She spoke her
own tongue, but she understood the humans. The el ves and humans ni ght have



spent their tine on board ship fighting, but at least they'd learned to insult
each other in each other's |anguage.

"Maybe there's a way around it," said Paithan.

"If there is"-Rega wi ped sweat fromher face-"it'll take us days to cut
through the jungle to find it! I don't know how those old men are making it
through this tangle so swiftly."

"Magic," nmuttered Roland. "And it was probably nagic got themover this filthy
water. It's not going to help us, though. W'Ill have to wade it or swmit."

"Swim" Aleatha recoiled, shuddering.

Rol and sai d not hing, but he flashed her a gl ance-and that glance said it all
Panper ed, spoil ed brat

Tossing her hair, Al eatha ran forward and, before Paithan could stop her
waded into the pond.

She sank to her shins. The water spread out in sullen, oily ripples-ripples
suddenly parted by a sinuous shape sliding rapidly on top of the water toward
the el f woman.

"Snake!" Roland cried, plunging into the water in front of Al eatha, slashing
wildly with his raztar.

Pai t han dragged Al eatha back onto the bank. Rol and fought furiously, churning
up the water. Losing sight of his prey, he stopped, staring around.

"Where did it go? Do you see it?"

"I think it went over there, into the reeds." Rega pointed.

Rol and cl anored out, keeping a sharp watch, his raztar ready. "You idiot!" He
could barely speak for rage. "It could have been poi sonous! You nearly got
yoursel f killed!"

Al eat ha stood shivering in her wet clothes, her face deathly pale, gaze
defiant. "You're not . . . leaving me behind," she said, barely able to talk
for her chattering teeth. "If you can cross ... so can I!"

"We're wearing | eather boots, |eather clothes! W have a chance- Ch, what's
the use!" Grabbing hold of Aleatha, Roland lifted her-gaspi ng and
spluttering-in his armns.

"Put me down!" Al eatha squirned, kicked. She spoke human inadvertently,
wi t hout t hi nki ng.

"Not yet. I'll wait until | reach the nmddle," nuttered Rol and, wading into
the water.

Al eatha stared into the water, remenbering, and shuddered. Her hands stole
around his neck, clasping himclosely. "You won't, will you?" she said,
clinging to him

Rol and gl anced at the face so near his. The purple eyes, wide with terror
were dark as wine and far nore intoxicating. Her hair floated around him
tickling his skin. Her body was light in his arnms, warmand trenbling. Love
flashed through him surging in his blood, nmore painful than any poison the



snake m ght have inflicted.

"No," he said, his voice harsh frombeing forced past the ache of desire
constricting his throat. His grip on her tightened.

Pai t han and Rega waded in after them
"What was that?" Rega gasped and whirl ed around.

"Fish, | think," said Paithan, noving swiftly to her. He took her arm and Rega
smled up at him hopeful

The elf's face was grave, solemm, offering her protection, nothing nore.
Rega's sm |l e waned. They continued the crossing in silence, both keeping their
gaze fixed on the water. The pond, fortunately, wasn't deep, com ng no higher
than their knees at the mddle point. Reaching the opposite bank, Roland
clinmbed out, deposited Al eatha on the ground.

He had started to continue down the path, when he felt a timd touch on his
arm

"Thank you," said Al eat ha.

The words were difficult for her to say. Not because they were in human, but
because she found it hard to talk around this man, who roused such pl easing
and such confusing enotions in her. Her gaze went to his sweetly curved |ips,
she recalled his kiss and the fire that swept through her body. She wondered
if it would happen a second time. He was standing quite near her now She had
only to nove closer, not even half a step. .
Then she renenbered. He hated her, despised her. She heard his words: | hope
you rot here . . . fool bitch . . . little idiot. H s kiss had been an insult,
nockery.

Rol and | ooked into the pale face turned up to his, saw it freeze in disdain.
H s own desire changed to ice in his bowels. "Don't nmention it, elf. After
all, what are we humans but your sl aves?"

He strode off, plunging into the jungle. Al eatha cane after. Her brother and
Rega wal ked apart, separate and al one, behind. Each one of the four was
unhappy. Each was di sappoi nted. Each had the resentful, angry idea that if
only the other would say sonething- anything-then everything would be put
right. Each had determ ned, however, that it was not his or her place to speak
first.

The silence between themgrew until it seemed to beconme a living entity,
keepi ng conpany at their side. Its presence was so powerful that, when Paithan
t hought he heard a sound behind thema sound as of heavy boots wadi ng through
wat er - he kept quiet, refusing to nention it to the others.

CHAPTER 36

SOVEWHERE, PRYAN

HAPLO AND THE DOG WALKED UP THE PATH. THE PATRYN KEPT CLOSE WATCH

on the city walls, but saw no one. He listened carefully, and heard not hing
except the sighing of the wind through the rocks, Iike a whispering breath. He

was al one upon the sun-baked nount ai nsi de.

The path led himstraight to a large nmetal door formed in the shape of a



hexagon and inscribed with runes-the city's gate. Snooth white marble walls
towered high above him Ten of his people could have stood on each other's
shoul ders and the topnost person would not have been able to see over the

wal I's edge. He put his hand on it. The marble was slick, polished to a high
finish. A spider would have difficulty clinmbing up the side. The city's gate
was seal ed shut. The magic guarding it and the walls made the sigla on Haplo's
body crawl and itch. The Sartan were in absolute control. No one could enter
their city without their perm ssion and know edge.

"Hail the guard!" shouted Hapl o, craning his neck, peering up to the top of
the walls.

H s own words cane back to him

The dog, disturbed by the eerie sound of its master's echo, threw back its
head and how ed. The nournful wail reverberated fromthe walls, disconcerting
even Haplo, who laid a quieting hand on the dog's head. He listened when the
echoes di ed, but heard not hing.

He had little doubt now The city was enpty, abandoned.

Hapl o t hought about a world where the sun shone constantly ~ and the inpact of
this new world on those accustonmed to regul ar periods of day and night. He

t hought about the el ves and hunmans, perched in trees like birds, and the
dwarves, burrowing into the noss, desperate for a rem nder of their

subt erranean homes. He thought about the tytans and their horrible, pathetic
sear ch.

He | ooked back at the slick and gleam ng walls, resting his hand agai nst the
marble wall. It was oddly cool, beneath the glaring sun. Cool and hard and

i npenetrable, like the past to those who had been shut out of paradise. He
didn't understand conpletely. The light, for exanple. It was nuch |like the

Ki cksey-Wnsey on Arianus. Wat was its purpose? Wiy was it there? He had
solved that nystery-or rather, it had been solved for him He felt certain he
woul d sol ve the nystery of the stars of Pryan. He was, after all, about to
enter one.

Hapl o gl anced back at the hexagonal gate. He recognized the rune structure
enbossed on its shining silver frontage. One rune was m ssing. Supply that
sigil, and the gate would swing open. It was a sinple construct, elenentary
Sartan nmagi c. They had not gone to a lot of trouble. Wiy should they? No one
but the Sartan knew the rune-magic.

Vel |, alnost no one.

Hapl o ran his hand up and down the smoot h-sided wall. He knew Sartan magi c, he
could open the gate. He preferred not to, however. Using their rune structures
made himfeel clunmsy and inept, like a child tracing sigla in the dust.

Besides, it would give himgreat satisfaction to break through these
supposedl y inpenetrable walls using his own magic. Patryn magic. The magi c of
the Sartan's bitter enemi es.

Lifting his hands, placing his fingers on the nmarble, Haplo began to draw the
runes.

*

"Hush."

"I wasn't saying anything."



"No, | nean hold still. I think |I hear sonething."

The four ceased all novenment, freezing in place, ceasing to breathe. The
jungle, too, held still. No breeze stirred the | eaves, no aninmal slithered
past, no bird called. At first they heard nothing. The silence was heavy,
oppressive as the heat. The shadows of the thick trees gathered around them
nore than one shivered, w ped cold sweat fromtheir foreheads.

And then they heard a voi ce.

"And so | said to George, 'Ceorge!' | said, 'the third novie was a bunmer.
Cute little furry things. Those of us with any sense had a wild desire to have
themall stuffed-' "

"Wait," canme another voice, rather tinmd and weak. "Did you hear sonethi ng?"
The voice grew nore excited. "Yes, | think I did. | think she's com ng!"

"Father!" cried Al eatha, and dashed headl ong down the path.

The others followed and burst into the clearing; the elf and the two humans
wi th weapons drawn and ready. They came to a halt, |ooking and feeling rather
foolish at finding nothing nmore dangerous than the old human and the

nm ddl e- aged el f.

"Father!" Al eatha made a dart toward Lenthan, only to find her way bl ocked by
the ol d man.

Zifnab had risen fromhis seat against the tree and stood before them his
face grave and sol emm. Behind him Lenthan Qui ndiniar stood with arms
outstretched, his face illum nated by a radi ance that was not of the flesh,
but of the soul

"My dear Elithenia!" he breathed, taking a step forward. "How |l ovely you | ook
Just as | renenber!”

The four followed the line of his gaze and saw nothing but dark and shifting
shadows.

"Who's he tal king to?" asked Rol and, in an awed undertone.

Paithan's eyes filled with tears, he bowed his head. Rega, stealing near, took
the elf's hand in hers and held on fast.

"Let me past!" cried Aleatha angrily. "He needs ne!"

Zifnab put out his arm grasped her in a firmgrip, startling in the seem ngly
frail old arns.

"No, child. Not anynore."

Al eatha stared at him wordless, then at her father. Lenthan's arns were open
wi de, he reached out, as if to grasp the hands of some dear one approachi ng
hi m

"It was my rockets, Elithenia," he said with shy pride. "W traveled all this
way because of ny rockets. | knew you would be here, you see. | could | ook up

into the sky and see you shining above nme, pure and bright and steadfast."

"Fat her, " whi spered Al eat ha.



He didn't hear her, didn't notice her. H's hands cl osed, grasping
convul sively. Joy filled his face, tears of pleasure streaned down his cheeks.

Lent han drew his enpty arnms to his chest, clasped the still air, and fel
forward onto the noss.

Al eat ha broke past Zifnab. Kneeling beside her father, she lifted himin her
arms. "l'msorry. Papa," she said, weeping over him "lI'msorry!"

Lenthan sniled up at her. "My rockets."

H s eyes cl osed, he sighed, relaxed in his daughter's arms. It seened to those
wat ching that he had just fallen into a restful sleep

"Papa, please! | was lonely, too. | didn't know. Papa. | didn't know But now
we'll be together, we'll have each other!"
Pait han gently drew away from Rega, knelt down, lifted Lenthan's |inp hand,

pressed his fingers over the wist. He let the hand drop to the ground.
Putting his armaround his sister, he held her close.

"It's too late. He can't hear you, Thea." The elf eased the body of his father
fromhis sister's grasp, rested the corpse gently upon the ground. "Poor nan.
Crazy to the end."

"Crazy?" Zifnab glowered at the elf. "What do you nean crazy? He found his
wi fe anbng the stars, just as | prom sed himhe would. That's why | brought
hi m here."

"l don't know who's crazier," Paithan nuttered.

Al eat ha kept her gaze fixed upon her father. She had ceased crying with sudden
abrupt ness, drawn a deep, quivering breath. Wping her hands across her eyes
and nose, she rose to her feet.

"It doesn't matter. Look at him He's happy, now. He was never happy before,
none of us were." Her voice grew bitter. "W shoul d have stayed and di ed-"

"I amglad you feel that way," said a deep voice. "It will make the end
easier."”

Drugar stood on the path, his left hand grasping Rega tightly by the arm The
dwarf's right hand held his dagger to the woman's stonach.

"You bastard! Let her go-" Roland took a step forward.

The dwarf thrust the knife's point deeper, making a dark indentation in the
worman' s soft | eather clothing.

"Have you ever seen anyone with a belly wound?" Drugar gl owered round at them
"It's a slow, painful way to die. Especially here, in the jungle, with the
insects and the animals . "

Rega nmpoaned, trenbling in her captor's grip.

"Al'l right." Paithan raised his hands. "Wat do you want?"

"Put your weapons on the ground.”



Rol and and the elf did as they were told, tossing the raztar and a bl adewood
sword onto the path at Drugar's feet. Reaching out with a thick boot, he
ki cked at the weapons, knocked them back behi nd him

"You, old man, no nmagic," growl ed the dwarf.

"Me? | wouldn't dreamof it," said Z fnab neekly. The ground shook slightly
beneath his feet, a worried expression crossed the wizard' s face. "Ch, dear.
| don't suppose any of you . . . have seen ny dragon?"

"Shut up!" Drugar snarled. Jerking Rega al ongside, he entered the clearing. He
kept the knife pressed against her, his eyes watching every nove. "Over
there." He notioned with his head to the tree. "All of you. Now"

Rol and, hands in the air, backed up until he was halted by the trunk. Al eatha
found hersel f pressed up against the human's strong body. Rol and took a step
forward, noving his body between the dwarf and Al eatha. Paithan joined him

al so shielding his sister.

Zifnab stared down at the ground, shaking his head, nmuttering, "Ch, dear. Onh,
dear."

"You, too, old nman!" Drugar shout ed.

"What ?" Zifnab raised his head and blinked. "I say, mght | have a word with
you?" The wizard tottered forward, head bent confidentially. "I think we're in
for a bit of a problem It's the dragon-"

The knife slashed across Rega's |eather pants, slitting them open, revealing
her flesh beneath. She gasped and shuddered. The dwarf pressed the dagger's
bl ade agai nst bare skin.

"Cet back, old nman!" Paithan shouted, panic cracking his voice.

Zi fnab regarded Drugar sadly. "Perhaps you're right. I'Il just join the
others, there, by the tree . " The old man shuffled over. Rol and grabbed
him nearly hauling himoff his feet.

"Now what ?" Pai t han asked.

"You are all going to die," said Drugar, speaking with an inpassive cal mthat
was terrible to hear.

"But why? \Wat did we do?"

"You killed ny people.™

"You can't blame us!" Rega cried desperately. "It wasn't our fault!"

"Wth the weapons, we could have stopped them" said Drugar. Froth formed on
his lips, his eyes bulged frombeneath the black brows. "W could have fought!
You kept them fromus! You wanted us to die!"

Drugar paused, listening. Something stirred inside, whispering to him They
kept faith. They brought the weapons. They arrived late, but that wasn't their
fault. They didn't know the dire need.

The dwarf swall owed the saliva that seenmed to be choking him "No!" he cried
wildly. "That's wong! It was done on purpose! They nust pay!"



If wouldn't have mattered. It wouldn't have made any difference. Qur people
wer e dooned, nothing could have saved them

"Drakar!" cried the dwarf, raising his head to heaven. The knife shook in his
hand. "Don't you see? Wthout this, | have nothing left!"

"Now " Rol and | unged forward, Paithan noved swiftly behind. G abbing hold of
Rega, the human wenched his sister free fromthe dwarfs grip and tossed her
across the clearing. Aleatha held the stunbling, shaken Rega in her arnmns.
Pai t han caught hold of Drugar's knife hand, twi sted the wist. Roland snatched
t he dagger fromthe clutching fingers, turned it point first, and held the
sharp edge agai nst the vein beneath the dwarf's ear

"I"ll see you in hell-"

The ground beneath their feet heaved and shook, tossing them about like the
dolls of an irate child. A gigantic head crashed up through the nmpbss, rending
trees, ripping vines. Flaring red eyes glared down, gleanmng teeth parted,

bl ack tongue flicked.

"I was afraid of this!" gasped Zifnab. "The spell's broken. Run! Run for your
[ives!™

"W can . . . fight!" Paithan groped for his sword, but it was all he could do
to try to keep his bal ance on the quaki ng noss.

"You can't fight a dragon! Besides, I'mthe one he truly wants. Isn't that
right?" The old man turned slowy, faced the creature.

"Yes!" hissed the dragon, hatred dripping Iike venomfromits fanged tongue.
"Yes, you, old nan! Keeping ne prisoner, binding me with magi c. But not now,
not anynore. You're weak, old man. You shoul d never have summoned that elf
worman's spirit. And all for what? To tease a dying man."

Desperately, keeping his eyes averted fromthe terror of the dragon, Zifnab's
voi ce rose in song

Inall the times |'d wander

For runors | grew fonder

O the nman who didn't squander

H s good ale or his good cheer

Says Earl, he is no thinker

But no wi sdom there be deeper,

"There's nothing so great in this whole world
Li ke drinkin' addl ed [29] beer."

The dragon's head inched nearer. The old wi zard gl anced up involuntarily, saw
the fiery eyes, and faltered.

|'ve been roamn' five and ... er

Let's see. |I've seen war and king and ... uh ..



Da-de-dum. . . dum
who've yet to . . . er . . . do sonmething with a girl.
I get no kick from chanpagne

"Those aren't the words!" cried Roland. "Look at the dragon! The spell's not
wor ki ng! We've got to run while we've got the chance!"

"We can't leave himto fight alone,"” said Paithan

He whi pped around. The old nan's brows bristled in anger. "I brought you
peopl e here for a reason! Don't throw your lives away, or you'll undo all that
| have worked for! Find the city!" he shouted, waving his arms. "Find the
city!”

He began to run. The dragon's head darted out, caught hold of the old nan by
the skirt of his robes, sending himcrashing onto the ground. Zi fnab's hands
scrabbled in the dirt in a desperate effort to pull hinself free.

"Fly, you fools!" he cried, and the dragon's jaws cl osed over him

CHAPTER 37
SOVEWHERE, PRYAN

HAPLO EXPLORED THE DESERTED CI TY AT H S LEI SURE, TAKING HI S TI ME

studying it carefully to nake a clear and accurate report back to his lord.
Cccasional ly he wondered what was transpiring with the nensch outside the
wal |'s, but disnissed the matter fromhis mnd for |ack of interest. Wat he
found-or failed to find- inside the city walls was of far nore inportance.

Wthin the walls, the city was different fromits sibling | ocated in the
Nexus. The differences explained nmuch, but left some questions stil
unanswer ed.

Just inside the city gate stood a wi de, paved, circular plaza. Haplo traced a
bl ue, glowi ng series of runes in the air with his hand and stood back to

wat ch. | nages, nmenories of the past held fast within the stone, cane to a
senbl ance of life, populating the area with ghosts. The plaza was suddenly
crowmded with faint reflections of people, shopping, bartering, exchanging the
news of the day. Elves, humans, and dwarves jostled between the rows of

stal I's. Wl king anong them Haplo could distinguish the occasiona
white-robed, saintly figure of a Sartan.

It was market day in the plaza-market days would be a nore proper term for
Hapl o wi tnessed the passage of tinme, flowing like a swift stream before his
eyes. Al was not peaceful and serene within the white walls. Elves and hunans
cl ashed, blood was spilled in the bazaar. Dwarves rioted, tearing down the
stalls, wecking the wares. The Sartan were too few and helpless with their
magic, to find an antidote for the poison of racial hatred and prejudice.

And then there canme novi ng anong the people gigantic creatures - taller than
nost buil di ngs, eyel ess, wordl ess, strong, and powerful. They restored order,
guarded the streets. The nensch lived in peace, but it was enforced peace -

t enuous, unhappy.

As tinme passed, the i mages becane |ess clear to Haplo. He strained his eyes,



but couldn't see what was happening and he realized that it wasn't his magic
failing him but the magic of the Sartan that had held the city together. It

dwi ndl ed - fading and turning, like colors in a rain-soaked painting. At
| ength, Haplo could see nothing at all in the square. It was enpty, the people
gone.

"And so," he said to the dog, waking it; the bored animal having dozed off
during the picture show, "the Sartan destroyed our world, divided it up into
its four elements. They brought the nmensch to this world, traveling through
Death's Gate, as they brought the nmensch to Arianus. But here, as in Arianus,
they ran into problenms. In Arianus - the Air Wirld - the floating continents
had everythi ng needed for the mensch to survive except water. The Sartan
constructed the great Kicksey-Wnsey, planning to align the islands and punp
water up into themfromthe perpetual stormthat rages bel ow

"But sonet hi ng happened. The Sartan, for some nysterious reason, abandoned
their project and abandoned the mensch at the sanme time. On this world, on
Pryan, the Sartan arrived and di scovered that the world was practically - from
t heir vi ewpoi nt uni nhabitable. Overgrown with jungle life, it had no stone
readily available, no netal easily forged, a sun that shone constantly. They
built these cities and kindly brought the nensch to live within their
protective walls, even providing themartificial, magical time cycles of day
and night, to renind them of hone."

The dog licked its paws, coated with the soft white dust that covered the
city, letting its master ranble, sonetines cocking an ear to indicate it was
payi ng attention

"But the nensch didn't react with the proper gratitude." Haplo whistled to the
dog. Leaving the ghostly square, he wal ked the city streets. "Look, signs in
el ven. Buildings done in elvish style - minarets, arches, delicate filigree.
And here, human dwel | ings-solid, massive, substantial. Built to lend a false
feeling of permanence to their brief lives. And somewhere, probably bel ow us,

I would guess we would find the dwelling places of the dwarves. Al neant to
live together in perfect harnony.

"Unfortunately, the nenbers of the trio weren't given the sane nusical score.
Each sang his own tune in opposition to the rest."

Hapl o paused, staring around intently. "This place is different fromthe city
in the Nexus. The city the Sartan | eft us-for what reason they al one knowis
not divided. The signs are in the | anguage of the Sartan. Cbviously they

i ntended to come back and occupy the city in the Nexus. But why? And why put
anot her al nost identical city on Pryan? Wiy did the Sartan | eave? Were did

t hey go? What caused the nensch to flee the cities? And what do the "What
about the dwarf?"

Rol and gl anced back at Drugar. The dwarf crouched defensively in the center of
the gl ade. Hi s eyes, shadowed by the overhangi ng brows, gave no hint of what
he m ght be feeling or thinking.

"We bring him" said Roland grimy. "I don't want hi m sneaki ng around behi nd
us and | don't have time to kill him G ab our weapons!"

Rol and caught hold of the dwarf's thick arm jerked himto his feet and
propelled himtoward the path. Rega gathered up the weapons, cast a final
fearful glance down the hole into which the dragon had di sappeared, then ran
after the others.

The path, though overhung with vines and plants, was w de and clear and easy



to follow They could still see, as they ran along it, the stunps of giant
trees that had been | evel ed and gashes-now covered over by bark-where huge

i nbs had been hacked off to forma clear, broad trail. Each thought to

hi nsel f of the i nmense force expended to fell such nighty trees, each thought
of the powerful tytans. They didn't speak their fear out |oud, but al

wondered if they mght be running fromthe jaws of one dreadful death into the
arnms of anot her.

Their fear lent themunnatural strength. \Wenever they grewtired, they felt
the ground runbl e beneath their feet and stunbled on. But soon the heat and
t he heavy, stagnant air sapped even adrenaline-punped will. Aleatha tripped
over a vine, fell, and did not get back up. Paithan started to try to lift
her. Shaking his head, he sank down onto the ground hinself.

Rol and stood above the two elves, staring down at them unable to speak for
hi s heavy breathing. He had dragged the dwarf the entire distance. Wi ghted
down by his thick boots and heavy | eather arnor, Drugar toppled over onto the
ground and lay like a dead thing. Rega tottered up behind her brother. Tossing
the weapons to the trail, she slunped onto a tree stunp and | aid her head
across her arms, al nost sobbing for breath.

"W have to rest,"” said Paithan in response to Roland's mute, accusing glare
that urged themto keep on running. "If the dragon catches us ... it catches
us." He helped his sister to a sitting position. Al eatha | eaned agai nst him
eyes cl osed.

Rol and flung hinself down on the nbss. "She all right?"

Pai t han nodded, too weary to reply. For |long nmonments they sat where they had
fallen, sucking in air, trying to cal mthe pounding of their hearts. They kept
gl ancing fearfully behind them expecting to see the gigantic scal ed head and
sharp teeth diving dowmn at them But the dragon didn't appear and, eventually,
they no longer felt the runbling of the ground.

"I guess what it really wanted was the old man," said Rega softly, the first
words any of them had spoken in a long tine.

"Yeah, but when it gets hungry, it'll be looking for fresh neat," said Rol and
"What did that old fool mean about a city, anyway? If there really is one, and
it wasn't another of his crazy jabberings, it would mean shelter."

"This path has to | ead somewhere,"” Paithan pointed out. He licked dry lips.
"I"'mthirsty! The air snells peculiar, tastes like blood." He | ooked back at
Rol and, his gaze going fromthe human to the dwarf who lay at his feet. "How s
Bl ackbear d?"

Rol and reached out a hand, prodded the dwarf's arm Drugar rolled over, sat
up. Hunchi ng back against a tree, he glared at them from beneath the shaggy,
shadow ng br ows.

"He's fine. What do we do wi th hin"

"Kill me now," -said Drugar gruffly. "Go on. It is your right. | would have
killed you."

Paithan stared at the dwarf, but the elf wasn't seeing Drugar. He was seeing
humans, trapped between the river and the tytans. Elves shooting them down
with arrows. His sister, |ocking herself in her room H s house, burning.

"I"'msick of killing! Hasn't there been death enough wi thout us nmeting it out?



Besi des, | know how he feels. W all do. We all saw our peopl e butchered."

"I't wasn't our fault!" Rega reached out a tentative hand, touched the dwarf on
the thick arm Drugar gl owered at her suspiciously, drew away from her touch
"Can't you understand, it wasn't our fault!"

"Maybe it was," said Paithan, suddenly very, very weary. "The humans let the
dwarves fight alone, then turned on each other. W elves turned our arrows on
t he humans. Maybe, if we had all joined together, we could have defeated the
tytans. W didn't, and so we were destroyed. It was our fault. And it's
starting to happen all over again."

Rol and flushed guiltily, and averted his eyes.

"I used to think |ove woul d be enough,"” continued Paithan softly, "that it was
some type of magical elixir we could sprinkle over the world and end all the
hatred. | know now, it's not true. Love's water is clear and pure and sweet,
but it isn't magic. It won't change anything." He rose to his feet. "W better
get going."

Rol and came after him One by one, the others followed, all except Drugar. He
had understood the words of the conversation, but the meaning rattled around
in the enpty shell that had becone his soul

"You are not going to kill nme?" he demanded, standing alone in the clearing.
The ot hers paused, gl anced at each ot her.
"No," said Paithan, shaking his head.

Drugar was baffled. How could you tal k of |oving soneone who was not of your
race? How could a dwarf | ove someone who was not a dwarf? He was a dwarf, they
were elves and humans. And they had risked their lives to save his. That,
first, was inexplicable. Next, they were not going to take his life after he
had al most taken theirs. That was inconprehensi bl e.

"Why not?" Drugar was angry, frustrated.
"I think," said Paithan slowy, considering, "we're just too tired."
"What am | going to do?" Drugar demanded.

Al eat ha smoot hed back her straggling hair, dragging it out of her eyes. "Cone
with us. You don't want to be ... left alone.”

The dwarf hesitated. He had held onto his hate for so long, his hands woul d
feel enpty without it. Perhaps it would be better to find sonething other than
death to fill them Perhaps that was what Drakar was trying to prove to him

Drugar clunped al ong down the path after the others.

*

Silver, arched spans, graceful and strong, stood ranged round the bottom of
the spire. Atop those arches were nmore arches, extendi ng upward-silver |ayer
upon silver layer-until they came together at a sparkling point. Between the
arches, white marble walls and clear crystal wi ndows were alternately placed
to provide both support and interior lighting. A silver hexagonal door, marked
with the sane runes as the gate, allowed entrance. As before, though he knew
the rune that was the key, Haplo forged his own way, noving swiftly and



silently through the marble walls. The dog crept al ong behi nd.

The Patryn entered a vast circular chanber-the base of the spire. The marble
fl oor echoed his booted footsteps, shattering the silence that had |lasted for
who knew how many generations. The vast room contai ned nothing but a round
tabl e, surrounded by chairs.

In the center of the table hung, suspended-its magic continuing to support
it-a small, round, crystal globe, lit fromwithin by four tiny balls of fire.

Hapl o drew near. H s hand traced a rune, disrupting the magical field. The

gl obe crashed to the table and rolled toward the Patryn. Haplo caught it,
lifted it in his hands. The gl obe was a three di nensional representation of
the world, simlar to the one he'd seen in the hone of Lenthan Qui ndiniar
simlar to the drawing in the Nexus. But now, holding it, having traveled it,
Hapl o under st ood.

H s lord had been m staken. The nensch didn't |ive on the outside of the
pl anet, as they'd lived on the old world. They lived on the inside.

The gl obe was smooth on the outside-solid crystal, solid stone. It was hol | ow
within. In the center, gleaned four suns. Wthin the center of the suns stood
Death's Gate.

No ot her planets, no other stars could be visible because one didn't | ook up
in the heavens at night. One | ooked up at the ground. Wich nmeant that the
other stars couldn't be stars but . . . cities. Cties like this one. Cities
meant to house refugees froma shattered world.

Unfortunately their new world was a world that would have been frightening to
the nmensch. It was a world that was, perhaps, no less frightening to the
Sartan. Life-giving light produced too nuch life. Trees grew to enornous

hei ghts, oceans of vegetation covered the surface. The Sartan had never
figured on this. They were appalled at what they had created. They lied to the
mensch, lied to thenmselves. Instead of submitting, trying to adapt to the new
worl d they had created, they fought it, tried to force it to submt to them

Carefully, Haplo replaced the globe, hanging it above the table's center. He
renoved his magical spell, allow ng the globe's ancient support to catch hold
of it again. Once nore, Pryan hung suspended over the table of its vani shed
creators.

It was an entertaining spectacle. The Lord of the Nexus woul d appreciate the
i rony.

Hapl o gl anced around, there was nothing else in the chanmber. He | ooked up
over the table. A curved ceiling vaulted high above him sealing the chanber
shut, blotting out any sight of the crystal spire that soared directly above
it. While holding the globe, he'd become aware of a strange sound. He put his
hands upon the table.

He had been right. The wood thrumed and vi brated. He was reni nded, oddly, of
the great machine on Arianus-the Kicksey-Wnsey. But he had seen no signs of
such a machi ne anywhere outside

"Come to think of it," he said to the dog, "I didn't hear this sound outside
either. It nmust be comng fromin here. Maybe someone will tell us where."

Hapl o rai sed his hands over the table, began tracing runes in the air. The dog
sighed, laid dowmn. Placing its head between its paws, the aninmal kept a sol emm



and unhappy wat ch.

Vaguely seen inmages floated to life around the table, dimy heard voices
spoke. OF necessity, since he was eavesdroppi ng on not one neeting, but on
many, the conversation that Haplo coul d distinguish was confused, fragmented.

"This constant warring anmong the races is too much for us to handle. It's
sappi ng our strength, when we shoul d be concentrating our magi c on achieving
our goal . "

"We' ve degenerated into parents, forced to waste our tinme separating
quarrel some children. Qur grand vision suffers for |lack of attention

"And we are not alone. Qur brothers and sisters in the other citadels in Pryan
face the sanme difficulties! | wonder, sonetines, if we did the right thing in
bri ngi ng them here. "

The sadness, the sense of helpless frustration was pal pable. Haplo saw it
etched in the dimy seen faces, saw it take shape in the gestures of hands
seeki ng desperately to grab hold of events that were slipping through their
fingers. The Patryn was put in nmnd of Alfred, the Sartan he had encountered
on Arianus. He'd seen in Alfred the sanme sense of sadness, of regret, of

hel pl essness. Haplo fed his hatred on the suffering he saw, and enjoyed the
war m ng gl ow.

The i mages ebbed and flowed, time passed. The Sartan shrank, aged before his
eyes. An odd phenonenon-for dem gods.

"The council has devised a solution to our problenms. As you said, we have
become parents when we were neant to be nentors. W rnust turn the care of
these 'children' over to others. It is essential that the citadels be put into
operation! Arianus suffers fromlack of water. They need our power to assist
in the functioning of their machine. Abarrach exists in eternal darkness-
somet hing far worse than eternal light. The Wrld of Stone needs our energy.
The citadel s nmust be nmade operational and soon, or we face tragic
consequences!

"Therefore, the council has given us perm ssion to take the tytans fromthe
citadel core where they have been tending the starlight. The tytans will watch
over the nensch and protect themfromthensel ves. W endowed these giants with
incredi ble strength, in order that they could assist us in our physical

| abors. We gave themthe rune-magic for the same reason. They will be able to
deal with the people.”

"I's that wise? | protest! W gave themthe magi c on the understanding that
t hey woul d never |eave the citadel!™

"Brethren, please cal myourselves. The council has given consi derabl e thought

to the matter. The tytans will be under our constant control and supervision
They are blind-a necessity so that they could work in the starlight. And,
after all, what coul d possibly happen to us? . "

Time drifted on. The Sartan seated around the tabl e di sappeared, replaced by
ot hers, young, strong, but fewer in number.

"The citadels are working, their lights fill the heavens-"
"Not heavens, quit lying to yourself."

"It was merely a figure of speech. Don't be so touchy."



"I hate waiting. Wiy don't we hear from Arianus? O Abarrach? Wat do you
suppose has happened?”

"Perhaps the sane thing that is happening to us. So much to do, too fewto do
it. Atiny crack opens in the roof and the rain seeps through. W put a bucket
beneath it and start to go out to nend the crack but then another opens. W
put a bucket beneath that one. Now we have two cracks to mend and we are about
to do so when a third opens up. W have now run out of buckets. W find

anot her bucket, but by this time, the | eaks have grown | arger. The buckets
will not hold the water. We run after |arger buckets to give us tinme to
contain the water so that we can go up to the roof to fix the |eak

"But by now," the speaker's voice softened, "the roof is on the verge of
col | apse. "

Time swirled and eddi ed around the Sartan seated at the table, aging them
rapidly, as it had aged their parents. Their numbers grew fewer still.

"The tytans! The tytans were the m stake!"

"It worked well in the beginning. How coul d anyone have foreseen?"

"It's the dragons. W shoul d have done sonething about themfromthe start."
"The dragons did not bother us, until the tytans began to escape our control."
"W could use the tytans still, if we were stronger-"

"I'f there were nore of us, you nean. Perhaps. |'mnot certain."”

"OfF course, we could. Their magic is crude; no nore than-we teach a child-"

"But we made the m stake of endowing the child with the strength of
nount ai ns. "

"I say that maybe it's the work of our ancient enenies. How do any of us know
that the Patryns are still inprisoned in the Labyrinth? W've |lost all contact
with their jailers."

"We've lost contact with everyone! The citadels work, gathering energy,
storing it, ready to transmit it through the Death's Gate. But is there anyone
left to receive it? Perhaps we are the last, perhaps the others dw ndl ed as
have we ..."

The flame of hatred burning in Hapl o was no | onger warm and conforting, but a
devouring fire. The casual mention of the prison into which he'd been born
the prison that had been the death of so nany of his people, sent himinto a
fury that dinmed his sight, his hearing, his wits. It was all he could do to
keep fromhurling hinself at the shadowy figures and throttling themwth his
bare hands.

The dog sat up, worried, and licked his master's hand. Haplo grew cal mer. He
had m ssed much of the conversation, seenmingly. Discipline. Hs lord would be
angered. Haplo forced his attention back to the round table.

A single formsat there, shoul ders bowed beneath an unseen burden. The Sartan
was | ooki ng, astonishingly, at Haplo.

"You of our brethren who may one day cone into this chanber are undoubtedly



| ost in amazenent at what you have found-or failed to find. You see a city,
but no people living within its walls. You see the light"-the figure gestured
to the ceiling, to the spire above them"but its energy is wasted. O perhaps
you will not see the light. Wio knows what will happen when we are no | onger
here to guard the citadel s? W knows but that the light will dimand fade,
even as we ourselves have done.

"You have, through your magic, viewed our history. W have recorded it in the

books, as well, so that you may study it at your leisure. W have added to it
the histories kept by the wi se ones anong the nensch, witten in their own
| anguages. Unfortunately, since the citadel will be sealed, none of themw I

be able to return to discover their past.

"You now know the terrible mstakes we nade. | will add only what has occurred
in these last days. W were forced to send the nensch fromthe citadel. The
fighting among the races had escal ated to such a point that we feared they
woul d destroy each other. W sent theminto the jungle, where they will, we
hope, be forced to expend their energy on survival

"W had pl anned, those of the few of us who remain, to live in the citadels in
peace. W hoped to find sone neans to regain control over the tytans, find
some way to conmunicate with the other worlds. But that is not to be.

"We, ourselves, are being nade to | eave the citadels. The force that opposes
us is ancient and powerful. It cannot be fought, cannot be placated. Tears do
not move it, nor do all the weapons we have at our conmand. Too | ate, we have
cone to admit its existence. We bow before it, and take our |eave."

The i mage faded. Haplo tried, but the rune-magi c woul d sunmon no one el se. The
Patryn stood for a long time in the chanber, staring in silence at the crysta
gl obe and its feebly burning suns surrounding the Death's Gate.

Seated at his feet, the dog turned its head this way and that, searching for
something it couldn't identify, not quite heard, not quite seen, not quite
felt.

But t here.
CHAPTER 38
THE Cl TADEL

THEY STOOD AT THE EDGE OF THE JUNGLE, ALONG THE PATH ON WHI CH THE OLD man had
sent them and stared up at the shining city on the nountain. The beauty, the
imensity awed them it seenmed outl andi sh, other worldly. They coul d al nost
have believed that they had actually traveled to a star.

A runbling, a tremor of the noss beneath their feet recalled the dragon.
O herwi se, they m ght never have left the jungle, never wal ked forward upon
t he nount ai nsi de, never dared approach the white-walled, crystal-spired sun

Frightened as they were by what |urked behind them they were al nost as
frightened of the unknown that stood ahead. Their thoughts ran simlar to
Hapl o' s. They imagi ned guards standing on the towering walls, surveying the
craggy, rock-strewn paths. They wasted precious tine-considering the dragon
m ght be surging after them arguing about whether they should advance with
weapons drawn or sheathed. Should they approach neekly, as supplicants, or
with pride, as equal s?

They resolved at last to keep their weapons out and clearly visible. As Rega



counseled, it made sense to do so, in case the dragon canme upon them from
behi nd. Cautiously, they stepped out of the shadows of the jungle, shadows
t hat suddenly seened friendly and sheltering, and wal ked out into the open

Heads swi vel ed, keepi ng nervous watch before and behind. The ground no | onge
trenbl ed and they argued over whether this was because the dragon had ceased
to pursue them or because they stood on solid rock. They continued on up the

r

path, each tensed to hear a hail or answer a challenge or perhaps fend off an

at t ack.

Not hi ng. Hapl o had heard the wind. The five didn't even hear that for it had
ceased to blowwith the coning of the twilight. At length, they reached the
top and stood before the hexagonal gate with its strange, carved inscription
They straggled to a stop. Froma distance, the citadel had filled themw th
awe. Up close, it filled themw th despair. Wapons dangl ed from hands gone
listless.

"The gods nust live here," said Rega in a hushed voice.
"No," came the dry, laconic answer. "Once, you did."

A portion of the wall began to shimer blue. Haplo, followed by the dog,

stepped out. The dog appeared glad to see themsafe. It wagged its tail and

woul d have dashed over to greet thembut for a sharp reprimand fromits
nast er.

"How di d you get inside there?" Paithan denanded, his hand fl exing over the
handl e of his blade wood sword.

Hapl o did not bother to answer the question, and the elf nust have realized
interrogating the man with the bandaged hands was futile. Paithan did not
repeat it.

Al eat ha, however, approached Hapl o boldly. "Wat do you nean, once we |ived
behi nd those wal |l s? That's ridicul ous."

"Not you. Your ancestors. All your ancestors." Haplo's gaze took in the elves

and the two humans who stood before him regarding himw th dark suspicion
The Patryn's eyes shifted to the dwarf.

Drugar ignored him ignored themall. His trenbling hands touched the stone,
t he bones of the world, that had been little nore than nenory anong his
peopl e.

"Al'l your ancestors," Haplo repeated.

"Then we can go back in," said Aleatha. "W would be safe in there. Nothing
could harmus!"

"Except what you take in with you," said Haplo, with his quiet smle. He
gl anced at the weapons each held, then at the elves standing apart fromthe
humans, the dwarf keeping apart fromthe rest. Rega paled and bit her |ip,

Rol and' s face darkened in anger. Paithan said nothing. Drugar |eaned his head

agai nst the stone, tears coursed down his cheeks and vani shed into his beard

Whistling to the dog, Haplo turned, and began to wal k back down the
nmount ai nsi de toward the jungle.

"Wait! You can't |leave us!" Aleatha called after him "You could take us
inside the walls! Wth your magic or ... or in your ship!"



"I'f you don't"-Rol and began swinging the raztar, its lethal blades flashed in
the twilight-"we'll..."

"You'll what?" Haplo turned to face them traced a sigil before him between
hi nsel f and the threatening human.

Faster than the eye could see, the rune sizzled through the air and snote

Rol and on his chest, exploding, propelling himbackward. He | anded hard on the
ground, his raztar flew fromhis hand. Aleatha knelt beside him cradled the
man's brui sed and bl eedi ng body in her arns.

"How typical!" Haplo spoke softly, not raising his voice. " 'Save ne!' you
cry. 'Save me or else!' Being a savior's a thankless job with you nensch. Not
worth the pay, because you never want to do any of the work. Those fool s"-he
jerked his head in the direction of the crystal spire-"risked everything to
save you fromus, then tried to save you fromyourselves-with results that are
pl ai nly obvious. But just wait, nensch. One day, one will come who will save
you. You may not thank himfor it, but you will achieve salvation." Haplo
paused, smled. "O else."

The Patryn started off, turned again. "By the way, what happened to the old
man?"
None of them answered, all avoided his eyes.

Noddi ng, satisfied, Haplo continued down the mountain, the dog trotting al ong
at his heels.

The Patryn travel ed safely through the jungle. Arriving at the Dragon Star
Hapl o found the elves and humans roam ng the jungle, enbroiled in a bitter
battle. Each side called on himto cone to its aid. He paid no attention to
any of them and clinbed aboard his enpty ship. By the time the conbatants
realized they were being abandoned, it was too late. Haplo listened in grim
anusenment to the terrified, pleading wails spoken together in two different
| anguages, reaching his ears as one voice.

The ship lifted slowy into the air. Standing at the w ndow, he stared down at
the frantic figures.

" '"He it is, who, conming after ne, is preferred before ne!' " Haplo tossed
them the quote, watching themdw ndle away to nothing as his ship carried him
into the heavens. The dog crouched at his feet and how ed, upset by the
pitying cries.

Bel ow, the elves and humans watched in bitter, hel pless inpotence. They could
see the ship shining in the sky a long tine after its departure; the sigla
enbl azoned on its hull blazing fiery red in the fal se darkness created by the
Sartan to renmind their children of hone.

CHAPTER 39
THE Cl TADEL

THE DRAGON CAME UP ON THE FI VE, CATCH NG THEM MASSED | N FRONT OF THE

gate of the citadel, trying vainly to get inside. The marble walls were slick
and smooth, wi thout a handhold or foothold in sight. They banged upon the gate
with their fists and, in desperation, hurled thensel ves against it. The gate
didn't so nuch as quiver



One of the five suggested battering rams, another magic, but the talk was
hal f - hearted and desultory. Each knew that if elven or human nagi ¢ had been
effective, the citadel would have been occupi ed.

And then the strange and terrible darkness once again began to flow fromthe
city walls, creeping over the mountain and the jungle like slowy rising flood
waters. Yet though it was dark below, it was |light above, the crystal spire
casting its radiant white call out into a world that had forgotten how to
answer. The bright |ight caused every object to be either seen or

unseen-illum nated brilliantly by its glow or lost in inpenetrable shadow.

The darkness was terrifying, nore so because they could still see the sun
shining in the sky. Because of the darkness, they heard the dragon com ng
before they saw it. The rock shook beneath their feet, the city walls trenbl ed
under the dwarf's hand. They started to flee to the jungle, but the sight of

t he darkness subnerging the trees was appalling. For all they knew, the dragon
woul d cone fromthat very direction. They clung to the city walls, unwilling
to leave its shelter, though they knew it couldn't protect them

The dragon appeared, out of the darkness, breath hissing. The star-like |ight
glittered off the scaled head, reflected red in the gl eam ng eyes. The
dragon's nouth parted, the teeth were stained with blood that was black in the
white light. A bit of npuse-colored cloth fluttered horribly, inpaled upon a
sharp, glistening fang.

The five stood together; Roland protectively in front of Al eatha, Paithan and
Rega besi de each other, hand in hand. They hel d desperately onto their
weapons, though they knew they were usel ess.

Drugar's back was to the danger. The dwarf paid no attention to the dragon. He
was gazing, fascinated, at the hexagonal gate, its runes thrown into sharp
relief by the star-like l|ight.

"I recogni ze each one," he said, reaching out his hand, running the fingers
I ovingly over the strange substance that gl eaned brightly, reflecting the
light, reflecting the i mage of approachi ng deat h.

"I know each sigil," he repeated, and he nanmed them as a child who knows the
al phabet but does not yet know how to read will nane the individual letters it
sees upon the sign hanging fromthe inn

The others heard the dwarf muttering to hinmself in his own | anguage.

"Drugar!" Roland called urgently, keeping his gaze fixed on the dragon, not
daring to turn around and | ook behind him "W need you!"

The dwarf did not answer. He stared, nesnerized, at the gate. In the very
center of the hexagon, the surface was bl ank. Runes surrounded it in a circle
on all sides, the strokes of the tops and bottons of the sigla nerging

t oget her, breaking apart, |eaving broad gaps in an ot herw se continuous fl ow.
Drugar saw, in his nmind, Haplo drawing the runes. The dwarf's hand sli pped
into the tunic of his blouse, chilled fingers wapped around the obsidian
nmedal | i on he wore on his chest. He drewit forth, held it up before the gate
so that it was level with the blank spot, and slowy began to rotate it.

"Leave him al one," said Paithan, as Roland began to curse the dwarf. "What can
he do anyway?"

"True enough, | guess," Roland nuttered. Sweat nmingled with the bl ood caked on



his face. He felt Aleatha's cool fingers on his arm Her body pressed cl oser
to his, her hair brushed against his skin. H's curses hadn't really been ained
at the dwarf at ail, but hurled bitterly against fate. "Wy doesn't the damm
thing attack and get it over with!"

The dragon looned in front of them its w ngless, footless body coiling
upward, its head alnpost level with the top of the snmboth city walls. It seened
to be enjoying the sight of their torment, savoring their fear, a sweet arons,
tempting to the pal ate.

"Why has it taken death to bring us together?" whispered Rega, holding fast to
Pai t han' s hand.

"Because, |ike our 'savior' said, we never |earn."

Rega gl anced behind her, wistfully, at the gleamng white walls, the seal ed
gate. "I think we nmight have, this tinme. | think it mght have been
different.”

The dragon's head | owered; the four facing it could see thensel ves reflected
in the eyes. Its foul breath, snelling of blood, was warm agai nst their
chilling bodies. They braced for the attack. Roland felt a soft kiss on his
shoul der, the wetness of a tear touch his skin. He gl anced back over his
shoul der at Al eatha, saw her smle. Roland closed his eyes, praying for that
smle to be his |ast sight.

Drugar did not turn around. He held the nedallion superinposed over the blank
spot on the gate. Dinmly, he began to understand. As had happened when he was a
child, the letters C...A .. T were no longer letters to be recited individually
by rote but were transformed before his eyes into a snall, furbearing animal.

El ated, transfixed by excitement, he broke the |eather thong that held the
nmedal | i on around his neck and | unged at the gate.

"l have it! Follow ne!"
The others hardly dared hope, but they turned and ran after him

Junpi ng as high as he could, barely able to reach the bottom of the |arge
round bl ank in the center, Drugar slamred the nedal lion against the surface of
the gate.

The single sigil, the crude and sinple rune that had been hung around the
dwarf child' s neck, a charmto protect himfromharm came into contact with
the tops of the runes carved upon the bottom of the gate. The nedal lion was
smal |, barely larger than the dwarf's hand, the sigil carved upon it smaller
still.

The dragon struck at last. Roaring, it dove upon its victins.

The sigil beneath the dwarfs hand began to glow blue, light welled up between
stubby fingers. The light brightened, flared. The single rune increased in
size, becoming as large as the dwarf, then as broad as a human, taller than
the elf.

The sigil's fire spread across the gate, and wherever the light of the rune
touched anot her rune, that rune burst into flane. The flanes expanded, the
gate bl azed with magical fire. Drugar gave a mighty shout and ran straight at
it, shoving with his hands.



The gates to the citadel shivered, and opened.

CHAPTER 40

SOVEWHERE PRYAN

" THOUGHT THEY' D NEVER FIGURE | T QUT!" STATED THE DRAGON I N

exasperation. "I took nmy time getting up there, then they nade ne wait and
wait. There's only so nuch slavering and how i ng one can do, you know, before
it loses its effectiveness.”

"Conpl ain, complain. That's all you' ve done," snapped Zifnab. "You haven't
said a word about ny performance. 'Fly, you fools!' | thought | played that
rather well."

"Gandal f said it better'?"

"Gandal f!" Zifnab cried in high dudgeon. "Wat do you nmean, he said it
"better'?"

"He gave the phrase nore depth of neaning, nore enotive power."

"Well, of course he had enotive power! He had a bal rog hanging onto his
skivvies! I'd enpte, too!"
"A balrog!" The dragon flicked its huge tail. "And | suppose |'m not hi ng!

Chopped liver!"
"Chopped lizard, if | had ny way!"

"What did you say?" the dragon demanded, gl owering. "Renenber, w zard, that
you're 'only ny famliar. You can be replaced.”

"Chi cken gizzard! | was discussing food. |'mextrenely hungry," said Zfnab
hastily. "By the way, what happened to all the rest of 'en®"

"The rest of who? Chi ckens?"

"Humans! El ves, you ninny."

"Don't blame me. You should be nore precise with your pronouns.” The dragon
began to carefully inspect its glittering body. "I chased the nerry little
band up into the citadel where they were welcomed with open arns by their
fellows. It wasn't an easy task, mnd you. Blundering through the jungle. Look
at this, | broke a scale.”

"No one ever said it would be easy," said Zifnab, with a sigh

"You're right there," agreed the dragon. His fiery-eyed gaze lifted, went to
the citadel, shining on the horizon. "It won't be for them either."

"Do you think there's a chance?" The old man | ooked anxi ous.

"There has to be," answered the dragon

EPI LOGUE

MY LORD,



My ship is currently in flight above . . . below. . . through ... (I hardly
know how to describe it) the world of Pryan. The flight back to the four suns
is long and tedious, and | have decided to take the time to record my thoughts
and i mpressions of the so-called stars while they are still fresh in nmy mnd.

From ny research gleaned in the Hall of the Sartan, | am able to reconstruct
the history of Pryan. \What the Sartan may have had in mnd when they created
this world (one wonders if they had anything on their mnds!) is unknown. It
is obvious to me that they arrived on this world expecting sonething other
than what they found. They did their best to conpensate, by building

magni ficent cities, shutting the mensch and thensel ves up inside, shutting the
rest of the world out, and lying to thensel ves about the true nature of Pryan.

Al went well for a tinme, apparently. | would guess that the mensch-reeling
fromthe shock of the disintegration of their world and the nove to this
one-had neither the inclination nor the energy to cause trouble- This state of
peace passed rapidly, however. Cenerations of mensch came al ong who knew
not hi ng about the terrible suffering of their parents. The citadels, no natter
how big, would inevitably be too small to contain their greed and anbition
They fell to squabbling and feudi ng anmong t hensel ves.

The Sartan, during this period, were interested solely in their own wondrous
projects and did their best to ignore the nensch. Intensely curious about this
project, | traveled into the heart of the crystal spire fromwhich beanmed the
"star" light. | found there a huge machine, somewhat simlar in design to the
Ki cksey-Wnsey that | discovered on the world of Arianus. This machi ne was
much smaller and its function, as far as | was able to deternmine, is extrenely
different.

To describe it, | first put forth a theory. Having visited two of the four
worlds built by the Sartan, | have di scovered that each was inmperfect. | also
di scovered that the Sartan were apparently trying to nake up for the

i nperfections. Arianus's floating continents need water. Abarrach's Stone
Wrld (which | plan to visit next) needs light. The Sartan planned to supply

t hese deficiencies by using energy drawn from Pryan-which has it in abundance.

The four suns of Pryan are surrounded by stone that conpletely encases their

energy. This energy is beaned down constantly onto the world surrounding the

suns. The plants absorb the energy and transfer it down deep into the bedrock
that supports them | would estimate that the heat built up at this | ower

| evel nust be incredible.

The Sartan constructed the citadels to absorb this heat. They dug deep shafts
down through the vegetation into the rock. These shafts act as vents, draw ng
the heat off and expelling it back into the atnosphere. The energy is
collected in a place known as the sanctuary, located in the center of the
conpl ex. A machine, running off the energy, transfers the power to the centra
spire, which in turn beanms it out to the sky. The Sartan did not do this by

t hensel ves, but used their magic to create a race of powerful giants, who
could work in the citadel. They called themtytans and gave them crude
rune-nmagic, to help themin their physical |abors.

| admit that | have no proof, but | submit to you, My Lord, that the other
"stars" visible on Pryan are |ight-and-energy-gathering machi nes such as this
one. It was the intention of the Sartan, as clearly explained in the witings
left behind in the citadel, to use these nachines to transmt the abundance of
light and energy to the other three worlds. | read their descriptions of
precisely how this feat was to be acconplished, but rnust confess to you, M
Lord, that | can make little sense of what they propose. | brought the plans



with me and I will turn themover to you so that you may study them at your
| ei sure.

The transference of energy was, | amcertain, the primary purpose of the
"stars" of Pryan. However, | believe, although | was not able to test ny
theory, that the "stars" could be used to conmunicate with each other. The
Sartan nentioned being in contact with their brethren on this world and, not
only that, but were apparently awaiting to hear fromother Sartan |ocated on
other worlds. The ability to establish inter-world comruni cati on coul d be of
i nestimable value to us in our drive to reestablish ourselves as the rightful
rulers of our universe.

One can see why the Sartan were eager to conplete their work, but the grow ng
turnmoil anong the mensch in the citadels nade it difficult, if not inpossible.
The Sartan were constantly being called fromtheir tasks to quell the battles.
They were frustrated, desperate-for all they knew, their brethren in other
worl ds were dying for lack of the energy they alone could provide. The Sartan
set the tytans to | ook after "the children."

As long as the Sartan were around to control the tytans, the giants were
undoubt edly highly useful and beneficial. They were extrenmely effective at
policing the nensch. They took over all the hard physical tabor and the
mundane, day-to-day chores of running a city. Free at |last, the Sartan were
able to concentrate all their efforts on building the "stars."

Up to this point, ny account of the history of Pryan has been clear and
concise. Now, it will of necessity becone somewhat vague, in that | was
conpl etely unable to discover the answer to the nmystery of Pryan, a nystery
that is shared by the world of Arianus: What happened to the Sartan?

It was obvious to me, in nmy research, that the Sartan were becomn ng
increasingly few in nunber and that those few were having an increasingly
difficult tine dealing with the rapidly deteriorating situation anong the
mensch. The Sartan cane to realize their mistake in creating the tytans and in
giving themrudimentary rune-magi c. As Sartan control over the giants
decreased, the tytans' ability to use the rune-nagic increased.

Li ke the | egendary golens of old, did the tytans turn on their creators?

Havi ng fought their magic nyself, | can report that it is crude but

exceedi ngly powerful. | amnot yet certain why, not having finished anal yzi ng
the attacks. The nearest analogy | can furnish at the noment is to say that
they hit the complex, delicate structure of our runes with one single, sinple,
unconplicated sigil that has the force of a nountain behind it.

Now the citadels stand enpty, but their light still shines. The nensch lie
hi dden in the jungle and fight anong thensel ves. The tytans wander the world
in a hopel ess, deadly quest.

Where do the dragons enter in, if at all? And what is the "force" the Sartan
spoke of in his last statement to me? "The force that opposes us is ancient
and powerful." The force that "cannot be fought, cannot be placated." And
finally, what happened to the Sartan? Were did they go?

It is possible, of course, that they didn't go anywhere, that they are stil
living on the other "stars" of Pryan. But | don't believe that is the case, My
Lord. Just as their grand project on Arianus failed, so their grand project on
Pryan cane to nothing. The "stars" shine for a decade or so, then their power
supply becones depleted and their |ight grows di mer and di mer and fades out
al t oget her. Some, perhaps, never recover. Others, after a period of years,



slowy gather nore energy, and gradually the "star" is reborn, sparkling in a
"heaven" that is in reality nothing but ground. Mght this not, My Lord, be an
anal ogy for the Sartan?

O course, there exist two other worlds left for us to explore. And we know
that one Sartan-at least-still lives. Alfred, too, seeks his people. | begin
to wonder if our quest may be simlar to that of the tytans. Perhaps we are
searching for an answer that doesn't exist to a question that no one
remenbers.

| have just now reread what | have witten. Forgive these ranmblings, My Lord.
The tinme hangs heavily on nmy hands. But, speaking of the tytans, | venture to
add one inportant observation before | close.

If a way can be discovered to control these creatures-and | amcertain. M
Lord, that you with your vast power and skill could easily do just that-then
you will have an arny that is powerful, effective, and conpletely anoral. In
ot her words, invincible. No force, not even one that is "ancient and powerful"
coul d oppose you

| see only one danger to our plans, My Lord. The possibility of this danger is
so mnuscule that | hesitate to mention it. | am m ndful, however, of your
desire to be conpletely informed on the situation in Pryan, and so | present
the following for consideration: |f the nensch could ever find their way back
inside the citadels, they m ght-by working together-be able to learn to
operate the "stars." If you will remenber, My Lord, the Gegs on Arianus were
quite adept at running the Kicksey-Wnsey. The human chil d named Bane was
intelligent enough to figure out the machine's true purpose.

The Sartan, in their infinite wisdom have |left |ying about innumerable books
witten in human, dwarven, and elven. The books | saw dealt mainly with the
history of the races, going far back to the ancient world before the
Sundering. There were, however, too many to peruse closely and so it may be,
anong the tones, that the Sartan left information relevant to the "stars,"” to
their true purpose, and to the fact that other worlds besides Pryan exist. It
is not beyond the real mof possibility that the nensch m ght even find

i nformation regardi ng Death's Gate.

However, from what | observed, the |ikelihood of the mensch di scovering such
information and using it appears extrenmely renote. The gates of the citade
are cl osed and, unless the nmensch cone up with some sort of "savior" | predict
that these gates will remain sealed shut to them forever.

| remain. My Lord, respectfully devoted to your service.

- HAPLO
Hapl o, Pryan, Wrld of fire, vol.2 of Death Gate journals.

APPENDI X

PATRYN RUNES AND THE VARI ABI LI TY OF MAG C

A Basic Overview for Patryn Aspirants

Transcription Note: The Sartan have always found the Patryn approach to rune
magi c far too dry and clinical for their liking. The Patryn, on the other

hand, have always sniffed at the Sartan's rather mystical and phil osophica
approach to what they see as a m xture of art and power. This passage on magic



was certainly scribed by a Patryn. It may yet be considered abrasive to many
who read it. For exanple, the use of the termobject, or objects, in this text
isnot limted to inanimate things but is applied to people as easily as to a
chair. The Patryns, who consider it their destiny to order all creation under
their rule, make no distinction between the two.

To mani pul ate an obj ect you nmust understand it. This basic principle is at the
heart of all Patryn rune magic. It is the key to our destiny of order

W who see and understand an object for what it truly is-in all its

aspect s-have control over it. That quality and power that we use as magic is
actually the mani pul ati on of the power of existence. W are but mi nds that
observe the full truth of the world around us. Magic is the recognition of the
fire burning behind us when all else see only their own shadow on the wall.
Rune magi c defines in synbols the true quality of all things that m ght exist.

PATRYN RUNE MAG C. THEORY AND PRACTI CE

Patryns altering any part of the world about them first attenpt to "name" an
object fully. An object's true nane is far nore than a conveni ent description
In Patryn magi c, an object's name defines precisely the state of the object
relative to the underlying Wave of Possibility. Nam ng an object conmpletely is
critical to the level of success that the Patryn will have in later "renam ng"
the object into an alternate state or form

Runes provide a set of symbols by which we can nane (understand) and renane
(change) any object. The student of Patryn magic is a student of the rune, for
it is only through the runes that an object can be nost fully naned.

Theory and Concept

Runes give formal structure to our nmagic. Qur runes generally formnmagic in
the foll owi ng ways:

1. Naming of the object. Any rune of power first identifies the object being
changed to its true extent-in other words, nanes the original object fully.

2. Calling on the Synpathetic Name. In this, we build (1) the power runes
required to alter the state of the present object and (2) state-of-being runes
that define the position on the Wave of Probability where such a state would
be expressed. These two conbi ned-power and position-formthe Synpathetic Nane.

3. The object is renamed. By applying the Synpathetic Name to the object, the
object's state changes and the object is renaned. This new nane becones the
object's nanme for as long as the magic dictates. Powerful Synpathetic Names
can be permanent, while those that are not so powerful nmay last only a nonent.

The Laws of Rethis

VWhile the principles of rune magi c had been known many epochs before the
Sundering of Worlds, abnormalities and inconsistencies still existed in the
shapi ng of magic. One of the great thrusts in magical research was the
defining of these abnormalities.

However, in our Year of Exile 1391, Sage Rethis of the Vortex [30] structured
several basic |aws of rune magic, which endeavored to encompass the anonmalies
t hat had been experienced since time began. Although his works were initially
greeted with such skepticismas to result in his eventual death at the decree
of the Lords in Exile, they were | ater accepted by that supreme body and are
now t he standard foundation of our understandi ng of magic.



THE BALANCE I N ALL NATURE. Rethis began with the understanding that all things
nmust have bal ance to exist. The full name of an object has bal ance for it
defines the state of harnoni ous existence in the Wave of Possibility. Wile
this principle was well known anpbng rune nmgicians, Rethis placed it as the
foundati on of his reasoning-and thus the First Law of Rethis:

An (bj ect's Nane Has Bal ance

EQUI LI BRI UM FACTOR. One of the greatest puzzles in nagic was its tendency to
occasionally go awy. The precise intent of the wizard's rune structure would
work to specifications on any nunber of similar objects only to suddenly, and
for no obvious reason, behave differently on an object that was for al

i ntents and purposes identical to those previously renaned.

This effect, noted Rethis, is simlar to those seen constantly in apprentices
who are first learning to master the runes and often structure runes that are

not bal anced. Such unbal anced runes still functioned but often with bizarre
results.
Ret hi s reasoned that such poor structures still functioned because the magic

itself sought its own bal ance when the rune did not supply it. This becane the
Second Law of Rethis:

An Unbal anced Nane WI| Tend to Bal ance Itself

RUNI C | MBALANCE. Havi ng established his first two rules, Rethis addressed
directly the problemof the naster w zards who still, on rare occasion, found
their spells going awy.

Since the apprentices' spells obviously had odd results due to inbal ance and
since the master wi zards' spells showed similar failures (although far |ess

often), Rethis reasoned that they nust sonehow be rel ated. He asked hi nmsel f,
What coul d account for inmbalance in a master wi zard's spells?

GRAIN OF MAG C AND VARI ABI LI TY. As Rethis worked on these problens, he cane
across an obscure nonograph subnmitted to the Lyceum where he studied. It had
been witten by Sendric Kl austen, a Nexus runner of great reputation in the
Labyrinth but little known in the Vortex itself. It had apparently been penned
on a rare return through the First Gate based on the runner's experience in

t he Labyrinth.

Nexus runners were attenpting to break through the Labyrinth to the | egendary
Nexus on the far side. In those early days, the effort was still inits

i nfancy and many centuries woul d pass before the runners would prove
successful .

There was no greater testing ground for runes than the Labyrinth because it
required greater conplexity and finesse than did comon use in the Vortex.

Kl austen, in his adventures in the Labyrinth, discovered that there was an
actual linmt to the detail to which a rune could be constructed.

Bal ance in the magic and ultimate definition of the probability being woven
are crucial to the user of rune magic. Unless the weave of magic is infinitely
precise, the effect will be different in detail fromthat originally
envi si oned by the magician. Al rune theory seeks to define the bal ance of the
rune as a Synpathetic Nane to the object that exists.

Rune structures may, as you know, contain other rune structures. This
seem ngly endl ess progression of smaller and snaller |evels of detail attenpts



to redefine the balanced and ordered state of objects into another state. Each
| evel of detail nore intimately defines the object until-in theory-the object
is fully defined and, therefore, stable.

Kl aust en di scovered, however, that as the rune grew nore and nore detail ed,
the presence of the rune itself affected the state of the object. A rune could
be crafted into such detail that its own detail in turn affected the object
the magician intended to affect. Thus the object's name would be subtly
changed. The rune-bal anced for the object before the change-would then be
unbal anced. Further bal ancing of the rune would then continue to change the
object, again forcing the rune to be unbal anced. Thus, Kl austen expl ai ned,
there was a limt to how detailed a rune could be created toward its effect.

Kl austen called this the Barrier of Uncertainty.

The Barrier of Uncertainty is a level of definition beyond which the runes
cannot penetrate. This |imt to a rune's detail is apparently related to the
ancient Enpirical Constant (6.547E27 or h)-although why this is so remains a

nystery.

Beyond the Barrier of Uncertainty, rune structures fail to have their
anticipated effects. No further rebal ancing seens evident in nagics that
attenpt such artful subtlety.

This bottom |l evel of detail in rune structures (which has been proven to hold
true in both Sartan and Patryn magic) is referred to as the Grain of Runes. It
is the nost detailed structure that can be constructed fromrunes without the
presence of the runes thensel ves changi ng the magi ¢ bei ng attenpted.

THIRD LAWOF RETH S. Rethis found in Klausten's witings the key to why even
the npost detailed magic occasionally fails. Rethis theorized that if the

obj ect bei ng renaned was bal anced beyond the Barrier of Uncertainty, then no
rune coul d produce a Synpathetic Nanme with sufficient detail to rename the
object with balance. H's own Second Law woul d then take effect with
occasionally randomresults for even the nost advanced w zard.

So it was that Rethis penned this third-and nost controversial- |aw
No Rune Has Infinite Bal ance

When a rune structure approximates a new state, the Wave of Probability
produces a phenonenon called Stasis Reflex. This, basically, is nature's way
of correcting for the small inbalances in all magic rune structures that may
evi dence thensel ves through the Barrier of Uncertainty.

The Third Law of Rethis has al so been occasionally rephrased as "no rune is
perfect," The Barrier of Uncertainty seens to condenn rune structures to a
nost el enental inperfection when dealing with magic at its nost delicate base.

VWhile this may prove to be rather disturbing froma phil osophical standpoint,
in everyday use it is of little value. Because the Second Law of Rethis tells
us that even an unbal anced object will tend to seek its own bal ance, rune
magi ¢ continues to operate as the great force in our destiny.

It was, however, the philosophical ramfications that caught up with Rethis.

The Lords in Exile successfully prosecuted him for anarchistic heresy and his
life was forfeit. Today, songs are sung in his praise, although he never had
t he opportunity to hear them

Di mensi onal Magi ¢ and Future Devel opnent



Al'l our current rune structures are based around patterns in two di nensions.
New research by the Master Cryptographers of the Vortex woul d suggest that
stabl e rune structures m ght be assenbl ed al ong three-di mensional |ines as
wel I . Such runes mght be crudely thought of as boxes, spheres, multihedrons,
and a variety of linking conduits for power transference and effect
definition.

Whi |l e such structures mght introduce a revolution in rune structures and
power, such structures have not yet been developed that retain stability as
wel |l as our traditional structures. D nensional structures also appear to be
subject to the sane Barrier of Uncertainty as standard runes. Perhaps, in
time, such runes will be a part of our society and our purpose.

A WORD ABOQUT SARTAN RUNE MAG C

Fromtime to time, you may find yourself intrigued by the nystic and backward
approach of the Sartan runes. These runes-after one cuts away all of the
pseudo-religious and sinple-mnded claptrap-function in ways simlar to our
own runic structures.

There is, however, a nost fundanental -and dangerous- difference between the
Sartan approach to nmagic and our own: Qur inductive reasoning as opposed to
t he deduction of the Sartan.

In Patryn rune nmagi c we seek out the essence of the individual object and from
it induce and effect the nore general principles of the universe that
surrounds us. Thus we alter the balance in an individual object and then all ow
that rebal ancing to inpact the general principles that originally supported

t he object.

The Sartan, on the other hand, attenpt to alter the general principles of
exi stence to achieve specific results. This dangerous thinking m ght be
likened to altering the universal |aws of genetics to obtain a better |unch
for yourself on a particul ar day.

Qur magic works fromthe specific case out toward the nore general (induction)
whil e Sartan magi ¢ works fromthe general principles of existence inward
toward a specific solution (deduction). Both approaches are powerful. The \War
of Adm gon-the | ast great war before the Captivity of Beybon and the Sundering
of Time-was fought between the Sartan and ourselves with bitter results. The
Labyrinth that surrounds us and inprisoned our people at the time of the
Sundering is the prine exanple of both the power of the Sartan and their

i rresponsi bl e and reckl ess use of it. Al creation now seeks a state that will
agai n bring balance and harnony to all

The tine for the New Bal ance-our order-has cone.
1 Made from a conpound of cal cium deposits taken fromthe bones of dead
ani mal s and processed with other organic elenments to forma pliable paste.

2 Elven society in Equilan regulates tine as follows: one hundred nminutes to
an hour, twenty-one hours in a cycle, fifty cycles to a season, and five
seasons to a year. Tinme measurenment varies fromplace to place on Pryan,
according to the local weather conditions. Unlike the planet Arianus, where
there is day and night, the sun never sets on Pryan

3 A winged fow of the segrouse fanmly used for |ong-distance comruni cation. A
faultless, once properly trained, will fly unerringly between two points.

4 The nedi um of exchange of Equilan. It is a paper equival ent of stones, which
t hensel ves are extrenely rare, being found generally only at the very bottom
of the world.



5 Lodestone. An ancestor of Lenthan, Quindiniar was the first to discover and
recogni ze its properties, which-for the first tine-nade overland travel
possi bl e. Before the discovery of ornite, people had no way of telling
direction and woul d beconme hopelessly lost in the jungle. The location of the
nmother lode is a closely guarded fanmily secret.

6 The thickness of nbss used to cover elven dead.

7 Darktime is not truly dark in ternms of night falling. It refers to the tine
during the cycle when shades are drawn and proper people go to sleep. It is
al so the time, however, when the |lower, "darker" levels of the city come to
life, and so has devel oped a rather sinister connotation

8 Seasons on Pryan are named according to the cycle of the crops: Rebirth,
Sowi ng, Vounglife, Harvest, Fallow Rotation of crops is a human concept. The
humans, with their skill in elenmental magic as opposed to the elven skill in
nmechani cal magi c, are much better farners than the el ves.

9 A plant whose perpetually flowering petals curl each cycle in rhythmwth
the weather cycle. Al races use the plant to determ ne the hours of the day,
t hough each race knows them by a different nanme. Humans use the actual plant
itself, whereas elves have devel oped nagi cal nechanical devices to nmimc its
noti on.

10 "Originally a child's toy known as a bandal ore, the raztar was made into a
weapon by the elves. A round case that fits snugly in the pal mholds seven
wooden bl ades attached to a magical spindle. A coiled | ength of cutvine,

wr apped around the spindle, is |ooped around the niddle finger. A quick flick
of the wrist sends the spindle | ashing out, blades magically extended. Another
flick pulls the weapon, blades shut, back into the hand. Those skilled in the
art can send the weapon out as far as ten feet, the flashing blades ripping

t hrough fl esh before the opponent knows what's hit him

11 Moss beds that grow in the very tops of the gigantic jungle trees.

12 The eleven arny is divided into three branches, the Queen's Quard, the
Shadowguard, and the City Guard. The Shadowguard keep to the | ower regions of
the city and are presunably adept at dealing with the various nonsters that
dwel | beneath the nobss plains.

13 Anciently, in the Labyrinth, a person's age was cal cul ated by how many
Cites he or she had passed in the attenpt to escape. This systemwas |ater
standardi zed by the Lord of the Nexus to enable himto keep accurate records
regarding the Patryn's popul ati on. A person energing fromthe Nexus is
guesti oned extensively and, fromwhat details he or she provides, an age is
det erm ned and assigned to themby their |ord.

14 A gigantic spider with a shelled body, the tyro has eight legs. Six are
used for tree and web clinbing, the two front | egs each end in a clawed "hand"
that is used for lifting and mani pul ation. Cargo is nounted on the back of the
t horax between the leg joints.

15 I ce does not occur naturally in any of the known | ands of Pryan. It cane
into common use after its discovery through human magi cal experinents on
weat her. lce is one of the few products nmade by humans that is in demand in
el ven | ands.

16 Peytin, Matriarch of Heaven. The el ves believe that Peytin created a world
for her nortal children. She appointed her eldest twin sons, Onand Obi, to
rule over it. Their younger brother, San, becone jeal ous and, gathering

toget her the greedy, warlike humans, waged war against his brothers. This war



sundered the ancient world. San was bani shed bel ow. The humans were cast out
of the ancient world and sent to this one. Peytin created a race known as elf
and sent themto restore the world's purity.

17 El ven word, meaning "boss."

18 candy, the elven expression for soneone passing fiction off as the truth,
is a human concoction much | oved by el ves, who are extrenely fond of sweets.
The candy tastes quite delicious but eating too much can have dire
consequences on el ven di gestive systens.

19 Human neasure of time, equal to a fortnight

20 Drugar was the product of marriage late in life. H s nmother, though she

mai nt ai ned nmost cordial relations with Drugar's father, kept her own house, as
was the custom of dwarven wormen when their children had reached maturity.)

21 Firebrand-a | ength of wood soaked in resin that flames quickly when the
proper rune is spoken.

22 A word used by both Sartan and Patryn to designate those of the "l ower"
races-human, elf, and dwarf. Applies to all equally.

23 A navi gational device devel oped by the Quindiniars. A sliver of ornite is
suspended in a tiny gl obe of magically enhanced gl ass. Because ornite al ways
points a certain direction (believed by elven astrol ogers to be a nmagnetic
pole), this direction is |labeled norinth. The other directions are deternined
fromthat point.

24 An extrenely large, squirrellike aninmal that can bound sw ftly over fl at
plains on all fours or can glide fromtreetop to treetop, utilizing a winglike
flap of skin, connecting its front and hind | egs.

25 Wthout any neans to navigate, exploration was extrenely hazardous because
the odds were slimthat a person | eaving one place would ever find his way
back to it.

26 The Labyrinth takes its toll on those inprisoned there. Those Patryns who
are driven insane by the hardships are known as "gatecrashers" due to the
peculiar formthe nadness took, leading all its victins to run blindly into
the wi | derness, inmgining that they have reached the Last Gate.

27 The elves are a matriarchal society; by elven law, |and hol di ngs,

resi dence, and househol d goods pass from nother to el dest daughter. Businesses
remain in the hands of the elven males. The house, therefore, belongs to

Cal andra. Al the Quindiniars-including Lenthan, her father-live there by her

sufferance. El ves have great respect for their elders, however, and therefore

Cal andra woul d politely termthe house "her father's."

28 Elven for "I don't understand."

29 Stout beer

30 The Fifth Real moften called Linbo or sinply the Nexus by those who are
unfam liar with its structure-is divided into three concentric regions. The
outermpst region is called the Nexus and is the place where the Deat hgates of
all realnms converge. Four of the Deathgates lead to the Elemental Real ns while
the fifth gate leads into the Labyrinth. Beyond the Labyrinth lies the Vortex.
It was in this place that the Sartan originally inprisoned the Patryns. After
three mllennia, the Patryns managed to escape the Vortex through the
Labyrinth and gain control over the Nexus and all of its Deathgates.






