PROLOGUE

I'VE TRAVELED THROUGH DEATH S GATE FOUR TIMES, YET | DON T renenber anything
about the journey. Each tine |'ve entered the Gate/ |'ve been unconscious. The
first trip | nmade was to the world of Arianus, there and back—a trip that was
nearly ny last. [1]

On ny return trip, | acquired a dragonship, built by the elves of Arianus.
It's far stronger and nuch nore suitable than ny first ship. | enhanced its
magi ¢ and brought this ship back with me to the Nexus, where My Lord and
worked diligently to further increase the magic protecting the ship. Runes of
power cover alnmpbst every inch of its surface

| flewthis ship to my next assignment, the world of Pryan. Once again/|
sail ed through Death's Gate. Once again, | |ost consciousness. | awakened to
find nyself in a real mwhere there is no darkness, only endless |ight.

| perforned my task satisfactorily on Pryan, at least as far as My |l ord was
concerned. He was pleased with nmy work.

| was not. [2]

On leaving Pryan, | endeavored to remain conscious, to see the Gate and
experience it. The magic of ny ship protects it and ne to the extent that we
both arrive at our destination conpletely safe and undamaged. Wy, then, was |
bl acking out? My Lord hinted that it nust be a weakness in ne, a | ack of
mental discipline. | resolved not to give way. To ny chagrin, | renmenbered
not hi ng.

One norent | was awake, |ooking forward to entering the small dark hol e that
seened far too tiny to contain nmy ship. The next noment | was safely in the
Nexus.

It is inmportant that we | earn as much as possi bl e about the journey through
Death's Gate. W will be transporting arm es of Patryns, who rmust arrive on
these worl ds prepared to fight and conquer. My Lord has given the matter
consi derabl e study, poring over the texts of the Sartan, our ancient eneny,
who built Death's Gate and the worlds to which it |eads. He has just now
informed me, on the eve of nmy journey to the world of Abarrach, that he has
made a di scovery.

*

| have this monent returned frommeeting with My Lord. | confess that | am

di sappointed. | mean this as no detriment to My Lord—a nman | revere above al
others in this universe—but his explanation of Death's Gate makes little
sense. How can a place exist and yet not exist? How can it have substance and
be epheneral ? How does it neasure time marchi ng ahead goi ng backward? How can
its light be so bright that I am plunged into darkness?

My Lord suggests that the Death's Gate was never neant to be traversed! He
can't tell what its function is—er was. |Its purpose may have been nothing nore
than to provide an escape route froma dying universe. | disagree. | have

di scovered that the Sartan intended there to be sone type of conmmunication

bet ween worlds. This conmmuni cation was, for sone reason, not established. And
the only connection | have found between worlds is Death's Gate.

Al the nore reason that | nust remain conscious on my next journey. My Lord
has suggested to nme how to discipline myself to achieve ny goal. He warns ne,
however, that the risk is extrenely great.



I won't lose ny life; ny ship's magic protects nme from harm
But | could lose ny nmind. [3]

CHAPTER

KAI RN TELEST, ABARRACH

"FATHER, WE HAVE NO CHO CE. YESTERDAY, ANOTHER CHI LD DI ED. The day before, his
grandmot her. The cold grows nore bitter, every day. Yet," his son pauses, "I'm
not certain it is the cold, so nuch, as the darkness, Father. The cold is
killing their bodies, but it is the darkness that is killing their spirit.
Baltazar is right. W nust |eave now, while we still have strength enough to
make the journey."

Standi ng outside in the dark hallway, | listen, observe, and wait for the
king's reply.

But the old man does not i mediately respond. He sits on a throne of gold,
decorated with dianonds large as a man's fist, raised up on a dais overl ooking
a huge hall nade of polished marble. He can see very little of the hall. Mbst
of it is lost in shadow. A gas |anp, sputtering and hissing on the floor at
his feet, gives off only a dimand feeble light.

Shivering, the old king hunches his shoul ders deeper into the fur robes he has
pil ed over and around him He slides hinmself nearer the fam edge of the
throne, nearer the gas |anp, although he knows he wffl extract no warnmth from
the flickering flame. | believe it is the Confort of the |light he seeks. H's
son is right. The darkness is killing us.

"Once there was a tine," the old king says, "when the lights in the pal ace
burned all night long. W danced all night Iong. W'd grow too hot, with the
dancing, and we'd run outside the palace walls, run out into the streets
beneath the cavern ceiling where it was cool, and we'd throw ourselves into
the soft grass and | augh and | augh." He paused. "Your nother |oved to dance.

"Yes, Father, | renmenber."” H's son's voice is soft and patient.

Edmund knows his father is not rambling. He knows the king has nade a
decision, the only one he can make. He knows that his father is now saying
good- bye.

"The orchestra was over there." The old king lifts a gnarled finger, points to
a corner of the hall shrouded in deep darkness. "They'd play all during the

sl eep-hal f of the cycle, drinking parfruit wine to keep the fire in their

bl ood. O course, they all got drunk. By the end of the cycle, half of them
weren't playing the sane nmusic as the other half. But that didn't matter to
us. It only made us |augh nore. W | aughed a lot, then."

The old man huns to hinself, a nmelody of his youth. | have been standing in

t he shadows of the hall, all this tine, watching the scene through a crack in
the nearly closed door. | decide that it is tine to nmake ny presence known, if
only to Ednmund. It is beneath ny dignity to snoop. | sunmon a servant, send it
to the king with an irrel evant nessage. The door creaks open, a draught of
chill air wafts through the hall, nearly dousing the flanme of the gas |anp.
The servant shambles into the hall, its shuffling footfalls |eaving behind

whi spering echoes in the all-but-enpty pal ace.

Edmund rai ses a wardi ng hand, notions the servant to withdraw. But he gl ances



out the door, acknow edges ny presence with a slight nod, and silently bids ne
wait for him He does not need to speak or do nore than that nod of the head.
He and | know each other so well, we can conmuni cate w t hout words.

The servant withdraws, its anbling footsteps taking it back out. It starts to
shut the door, but | quietly stop it, send it away. The old king has noticed
the servant's entrance and exit, although he pretends that he doesn't. A d age
has few prerogatives, few |luxuries. Indulging oneself in eccentricities is one
of them |Indul gi ng oneself in menory—anot her

The ol d man sighs, |ooks down at the golden throne on which he sits. H s gaze
shifts to a throne that stands next to his, a throne done on a snaller scale,
meant for a woman's snaller frame, a throne that has | ong been enpty. Perhaps
he sees hinself, his youthful body strong and tall, |eaning over to whisper in
her ear, their hands reaching out to each other. Their hands were cl asped

t oget her al ways, whenever they were near

He hol ds her hand sonetimes now, but that hand is chill, colder than the cold
pervadi ng our world. The chill hand destroys the past for him He doesn't go
to her much, now He prefers nenory.

The gold glearmed in the light, then," he tells his son. "The di anonds sparkl ed
sometines until we couldn't ook at them They were so brilliant they'd make
the eyes water. W were rich, rich beyond belief. We reveled in our wealth.

"Al'l in innocence, | think," the old king adds, after some thought. "W were
not greedy, not covetous. 'How they'll stare, when they cone to us. How
they' Il stare when they first set eyes on such gold, such jewels!' we'd say to

oursel ves. The gold and dianonds in this throne al one woul d have bought a
nati on back in their world, according to the ancient texts. And our world is
filled with such treasures, |ying untouched, untapped in the stone.

"I remenber the mines. Ah, that was |ong ago. Long before you were born, M

Son. The Little People were still anmong us, then. They were the last, the
toughest, the strongest. The last to survive. My father took me anong them
when | was very young. | don't remenber nuch about them except their fierce

eyes and thick beards that hid their faces and their short, quick fingers.
was frightened of them but my father said they were really a gentle people,
nmerely rude and inpatient with outsiders."

The old king sighs heavily. His hand rubs the cold metal armof the throne, as
if he could bring the light back to it. "I understand now, | think. They were
fierce and rude because they were frightened. They saw their doom M father
must have seen it, too. He fought against it, but there was nothing he could
do. Qur mmgic wasn't strong enough to save them It hasn't even been strong
enough to save oursel ves.

" "look, look at this!" The old king beconmes querul ous, beats a knotted fi st
on the gold. "Wealth! Walth to buy a nation. And ny peopl e starving.

Wrthl ess, worthless.”

He stares at the gold. It looks dull and sullen, alnost ugly, '~fleeting back
the feeble fire that burns at the old nman's feet. The di anobnds no | onger
sparkle. They, too, look cold and dead. Their

ejtertheir life—+s dependent on man's fire, man's life. \Wen that

*** js gone, the dianonds will be black as the world around them

"They're not com ng, are they, Son?" the old king asks.



"No, Father," his son tells him Edmund's hand, strong and warm cl oses over
the old man's gnarled, shivering fingers. "I think, if they were going to
cone, they woul d have cone by now. "

"I want to go outside," the old king says suddenly.

"Are you sure, Father?" Ednund | ooks at him concerned.

"Yes, I'msure!" The old king returns testily. Another luxury of old
age—ndul ging i n whi ns.

W apping hinself tighter in the fur robes, he rises fromthe throne, descends
the dais. H s son stands by to aid his steps, if necessary, but it isn't. The
king is old, even by the standards of our race, who are long-lived. But he is
i n good physical condition, his magic is strong and supports himbetter than
nost. He has grown stoop-shoul dered, but that is fromthe weight of the nmany
burdens he's been forced to bear during his long life. His hair is pure white,
it whitened when he was in his mddle years, whitened during the tine of his
wife's brief illness that took her from him

Edmund lifts the gas lanp, carries it with themto light the way. The gas is
preci ous, now, nore precious than gold. The king | ooks at the gas | anps
hanging fromthe ceiling, |lanps that are dark and cold. Watching him | can
guess his thoughts. He knows he shouldn't be wasting the gas like this. But it
isn't wasting, not really. He is king and soneday, soneday soon perhaps, his
son will be king. He rmust show him nust tell him nust make himsee what it
was |i ke before. Because, who knows? The chance m ght come when his son will
return and make it what it once had been

They | eave the throne room walk out into the dark and drafty corridor. |
stand where they nay be certain to see ne. The light of the gas |lanp
illuminates me. | see nyself reflected in a mrror hanging on a wall across
fromthem A pale and eager face, emerging fromthe darkness, its white skin
and glittering eyes catching the light, |oom ng suddenly out of the shadows.
My body, dad in black robes, is one with the eternal sleep that has settled on
this realm M/ head appears to be di senbodi ed, hangi ng suspended in the

dar kness. The sight is frightening. | startle myself.

The old king sees nme, pretends not to. Ednund nakes a swi ft, negating gesture,

shakes his own head ever so slightly. | bow and withdraw, returning to the
shadows.

"Let Baltazar wait," | hear the old king nmutter to hinmself. "He'll get what he
wants eventually. Let himwait now. The necromancer has time. | do not."

They wal k the halls of the palace, two sets of footfalls echoing |oudly

t hrough the enpty corridors. But the old man is lost in the past, listening to
t he sounds of gaiety and nusic, recalling the shrill giggle of a child playing
tag with his father and nother through the halls of the pal ace.

I, too, remenber that tine. | was twenty when Prince Edmund was born. The

pal ace teened with life: aunts and uncles, cousins by birth and by marri age,
courtiers —always agreeable and sniling and ready to | augh —council nenbers
bustling in and out with business, citizens presenting petitions or requesting
judgrments. | lived in the pal ace, serving ny apprenticeship to the king's
necromancer, A studious youth, | spent far nore tine in the library than | did
on the dance floor. But | nust have absorbed nore than | thought. Sonetines,
in the sleep-half, | imagine |I can still hear the nusic.



"Order," the old king was saying. "It was all orderly, back then. O der was
our heritage, order and peace. | don't understand what happened. Wy did it
change? What brought the chaos, what brought the darkness?"

"We did, Father," replies Ednund steadily. "W nust have."

He knows differently, of course. |'ve taught himbetter than that. But he will
al ways go out of his way to avoid an argument with his father. Still, after
all these years, striving desperately for |ove

| followthem ny black slippers nmake no noi se on the cold stone floors.
Edmund knows | amwith them He gl ances back occasionally, as if relying on ny
strength. | gaze at himwith fond pride, the pride |I mght have felt for ny
own son. Edmund and | are close, closer than many fathers and sons, closer
than he is to his own father, although he won't admit it. H's parents were so
deeply involved with each other, they had little time for the child their Iove
created. | was the boy's tutor and, over time, became the |lonely youth's
friend, companion, adviser

Now he is in his twenties, strong and handsome and virile. He will nmake a good
king, | tell nyself, and | repeat the words several tines over, as if they
were a talisman and woul d bani sh the shadow that |ies over ny heart.

At the end of the hallway stand giant, double doors, marked with synbol s whose
nmeani ngs have been forgotten, synbols that have, with tine and progress, been
partially obliterated. The old man waits, holding the Ianp while his son
muscul ar shoul ders straining, shoves aside the heavy netal bar that keeps the
pal ace doors shut and | ocked.

The bar is a new addition. The old king frows at it. Perhaps he is
renmenbering a tinme, before Ednund was born, when there was no need for a

physi cal barrier. Mgic kept the doors shut then. Over the years, however, the
magi ¢ was needed for other, nore inportant tasks—such as survival.

H s son pushes on the doors and they swing open. A blast of cold air blows out
the gas lanmp. The cold is bitter, fierce, penetrates the fur robes. It rem nds
the old king that, chill as is the palace, its walls and their magic offer
some protection fromthe bl ood-freezing, bone-nunmbi ng darkness out side.

"Father, are you certain you're up to this?" Ednmund asks worriedly.
"Yes," the old man snaps, although ny guess is that he wouldn't have gone if
he'd been alone. "Don't worry about me. |If Baltazar has his way, we'll all be
out in this before long."

Yes, he knows |'mnear, knows |I'mlistening. He's jeal ous of mny influence over
Edmund. Al | can say is, Od nman, you had your chance.

"Bal tazar has found a route that takes us down through the tunnels, Father. |
expl ained that to you before. The air will grow wanner, the deeper into the
worl d we penetrate."

"Found such a fool notion in a book, | suppose. No use lighting the dam
thing," the old king remarks, referring to the lanp. "Don't waste your magic.
| don't need a light. Many and many are the tines |'ve stood on this

col onnade. | could walk it blindfolded."

| can hear them noving through the darkness. | can al nost see the king thrust
asi de Edmund's proffered arm+the prince is dutiful and loving to a father who
little deserves it—and stal k unhesitatingly through the doors. | stand in the



hal I way and try to ignore the cold biting at ny face and hands, nunbi ng ny
feet.

"I don't hold with books," the king remarks bitterly to his son, whose
footfalls | can hear, wal king at his side. "Baltazar spends far too nuch tinme
anong the books."

Per haps anger feels good inside the old man, warm and bright, like the fire of
t he | anp.

"It was the books told us that they were going to return to us and | ook what
cane of that! Books." The old king snorts. "I don't trust them!| don't think
we should trust theml Maybe they were accurate centuries ago, but the world's
changed since then. The routes that brought our ancestors to this realmare
pr obably gone, destroyed."

"Bal tazar has explored the tunnels, as far as he dared go, and he found them
safe, the maps accurate. Renmenber, Father, that the tunnels are protected by
magi ¢, by the powerful, ancient magic that built them that built this world."

"Ancient magic!" The old king's anger comes fully to the surface, burns in his
voi ce. "The ancient magic has failed. It was the failure of the ancient magic
that brought us to this! Ruin where there was once prosperity. Desol ation
where there was once plenty. Ice where there was once water. Death where there
was once life!"

He stands on the portico of the palace and | ooks before him Hi s physical eyes
see the darkness that has closed over them sees it broken only by tiny dots
of light burning sporadically here and there about the city. Those dots of
light represent his people and there are too few of them far too few. The
vast majority of the houses in the real mof Kairn Tel est are dark and col d.

Li ke the queen, those who now remain in the houses can do very well wi thout
light and warnth; it isn't wasted on them

H s physical eyes see the darkness, just as his physical body feels the pain
of the cold, and he rejects it. He looks at his city through the eyes of
menory, a gift he tries to share with his son. Nowthat it is too late.

"In the ancient world, during the tinme before the Sundering, they say there
was an orb of blazing fire they called a sun. | read this in a book," the old
king adds drily. "Baltazar isn't the only one who can read. Wen the world was
sundered into four parts, the sun's fire was di vided anong the four new

worl ds. The fire was placed in the center of our world. That fire is
Abarrach's heart, and like the heart, it has tributaries that carry the life's
bl ood of warmth and energy to the body's |inbs."

| hear a rustling sound, a head noving anong many |ayers of clothing. | can

i magi ne the king shifting his gaze fromthe dying city, huddl ed in darkness,
to stare far beyond the city's walls. He can see nothing, the darkness is
conplete. But, perhaps, in his nmind s eye, he sees a land of light and warnth
a land of green and growi ng things beneath a high cavern ceiling frescoed with
glittering stalactites, a | and where children played and | aughed.

"Qur sun was out there." Another rustling. The old king lifts his hand, points
into the eternal darkness.

"The col ossus,"” Ednund says softly.

He is patient with his father. There is much, so nuch to be done, and he
stands with the old man and listens to his nmenories.



"Someday his son will do the sane for him" | whisper hopefully, but the
shadow that lies over our future will not Iift fromny heart.

For ebodi ng? Prenonition? | do not believe in such things, for they inply a

hi gher power, an imortal hand and nmind neddling in the affairs of nmen. But |
know, as surely as | know that he will have to leave this land of his birth
and his father's birth and of the many fathers before him that Ednund will be
the last king of the Kairn Tel est.

I am thankful, then, for the darkness. It hides ny tears.

The king is silent, as well; our thoughts running al ong the sane dark course.
He knows. Perhaps he loves himnow. Now that it is too |late.

"I remenber the col ossus, Father," says his son hastily, mstaking the old
man's silence for irritation. "I remenber the day you and Bal tazar first
realized it was failing," he adds, nore sonberly.

My tears have frozen on ny cheeks, saving ne the need to w pe them away. And
now |, too, walk the paths of menory. | walk themin the light... the failing
light..

CHAPTER * 2
KAI RN TELEST, ABARRACH

,.. THE COUNCI L CHAMBER OF THE KI NG OF THE REALM OF KAIRN Tel est is thronged
wi th people. The king is nmeeting with the council, nade up of promn nent
citizens whose heads of household served in this capacity when the people
first came to Kairn Telest, centuries before. A though matters of an extrenely
serious nature are under discussion, the neeting is orderly and formal. Each
nmenber of the council listens to his fellow nmenbers with attention and
respect. This includes H s Mjesty.

The king will issue no royal edicts, set forth no royal commands, make no
royal proclamations. All matters are voted on by the council. The king acts as
gui de and counsel or, gives his advice, casts the deciding vote only when the

i ssue is equally divided.

Why have a ruler at all? The people of Kairn Telest have a distinct need for
propriety and order. W determ ned, centuries before, that we needed sone type
of governnental structure. W considered Qurselves, our situation. W knew
ourselves to be nore a family than a community, and we decided that a

nmonar chy, which provides a parent-figure, conbined with a voting council would
be the wisest, nost appropriate form of governnent.

W have never had reason to regret the decision of our ancestors. The first
gueen chosen to rule produced a daughter capable of carrying on her nother's
wor k. That daughter produced a son, and thus has the reign of Kairn Tel est
been handed down through generation after generation. The people of Kairn

Tel est are well satisfied and content. In a world that seens to be constantly
changi ng around us—hange over which we apparently have no control —eur
nmonarchy is a strong and stabl e influence.

"And so the level of the river is no higher?" the king asks, his gaze going
from one concerned face to another

The council nenbers sit around a central neeting table. The king's chair
stands at the head. His chair is nore elaborate than the other chairs, but



remains on a level equal with theirs.

"If anything, Your Majesty, the river has dropped farther. O so it was

yest erday, when | checked." The head of the Fanner's Guild speaks in
frightened, gloomladen tones. "I didn't go by to see today, because | had to
| eave early to arrive at the palace on tinme. But I've little hope that it
woul d have risen in the night."

"And the crops?"

"Unl ess we get water to the fields in the next five cycles' time, we' ve |ost
the bread-grain, for certain. Fortunately, the kairn grass is doing well—t
seens to be able to thrive under al nost inpossible conditions. As for the
veget abl es, we've set the field hands to hauling water to the gardens, but
that's not working. Hauling water is a new task for them They don't
understand it, and you know how difficult they can be when they're given
somet hi ng new. "

Heads nod around the table. The king frowns, scratches his bearded chin. The
farmer continues, seenming to feel the need to explain, perhaps to offer a
def ense.

"The hands keep forgetting what they' re supposed to be doi ng and wander off.
W find them back at work on their old jobs, water buckets left to lie on the
ground. By ny cal cul ations, we've wasted nore water this way than we've used
on the vegetables."

" And your recommendation?"

"My recommendation.” The farner gl ances around the table, seeking support. He

sighs. "I reconmrend that we harvest what we can, while we can. It will be
better to save the little we have than to let it all shrivel up and die in the
fields. | brought this parfruit to show you. As you see, it's undersize, not
yet ripe. It shouldn't be picked for another sixteen cycles, at least. But if
we don't gather it now, it'll wither and die on the vine. After the harvest,
we can do another planting and perhaps, by that time, the river will have

returned to its normal —

"No," calls a voice, a voice newto the roomand to the nmeeting. | have been
kept waiting in the antechanber |ong enough. It is obvious that the king isn't
going to send for nme. | nust take matters into ny own hands. "The river wll

not return, at |east not anytime goon, and then only if sone drastic change
occurs that | do not foresee. The Henp is reduced to a nuddy trickle and,

unl ess we are indeed fortunate, Your Mjesty, | believe it may dry up
altogether." The king turns, scowms in irritation as | enter. He knows that |
amfor nore intelligent than he is and, therefore, he doesn't trust ne. But he
has come to rely on me. He's been forced to. Those few times he did not, when
he went his own way, he cane to regret it. That is why | am now necronmancer to
t he ki ng.

"I was planning to send for you when the tinme was right, Bal-tazar. But," the
ki ng adds, his frown growi ng deeper, "it seenms you can't wait to inpart bad
news. Pl ease be seated and give the council your report."” Fromthe tone of his
voi ce, he would like to blane the bad news on ne personally.

| sit down at a chair at the far end of the rectangul ar neeting table, a table
carved of stone. The eyes of those gathered around the table turn slowy,
reluctant to look directly at me. | am | nust admit, an unusual sight.

Those who live inside the gigantic caverns of the stone world of Abarrach are



naturally pale conplected. But ny skin is a dead white, a white so pallid it
appears to be alnost translucent and has a faint bluish cast given by the
bl ood veins that lay close beneath the skin's thin surface.

The unnatural pallor conmes fromthe fact that | spend | ong hours shut up in
the library, reading ancient texts. My jet black hair—extrenely rare anong ny
peopl e, whose hair is al nbst always white, dark brown at the tips—and the

bl ack robes of ny calling make nmy conpl exi on appear to be even whiter by
contrast.

Few see ne on a daily basis, for | keep to the pal ace, near ny bel oved
library, rarely venturing into town or into the royal court. M appearance at
a council neeting is an alarm ng event. | ama presence to be feared. My

com ng casts a pall over the hearts of those in attendance, much as if I'd
spread ny bl ack robes over them

| begin by standing up. Extending nmy hands flat on the table, |I |lean on them
slightly so that | seemto | oomover those staring back at me in rapt
fasci nation.

"I suggested to His Majesty that | undertake to explore the Heno, track it
back to its source, and see if | could discover what was causing the water to
drop so severely. His Majesty agreed that this suggestion was a good one, and
| set out."

I notice several council menbers exchange gl ances with each other, their brows
dar keni ng. This exploration had not been discussed or sanctioned by the
council, which neans that they are, of course, imrediately against it.

The king sees their concern, stirs in his chair, seens about to come to his
own defense. | slide into the breach before he can say a word.

"Hi s Majesty proposed that we informthe council and receive their

approbation, but | opposed such a nove. Not out of any |ack of respect for the
nmenbers of the council,"” | hasten to assure them "but out of the need to

mai ntai n cal m anong the popul ace. H's Majesty and | were then of the opinion
that the drop in the river level was a freak of nature. Perhaps a seismc

di sturbance had caused a section of the cavern to collapse and bl ock the
river's flow Perhaps a colony of aninmals had danmed it up. Wy needl essly
upset people? Alas"—+ amunable to prevent a sigh—such is not the case."

The council nenbers regard me with growi ng concern. They have becone
accustoned to the strangeness of ny appearance, and now they begin to discern

changes in me. | amaware that | do not |ook good, even worse than usual. MW
bl ack eyes are sunken, ringed by purple shadows. The eyelids are heavy and red
rimmed. The journey was long and fatiguing. | have not slept in many cycles.

My shoul ders slunmp with exhaustion.

The council nenbers forget their irritation at the king acting on his own,
wi t hout consulting them They wait, grimfaced and unhappy, to hear ny report.

"I traveled up the Henp, following the river's banks. | journeyed beyond
civilized lands, through the forests of |aze trees that stand on our borders,
and cane to the end of the wall that forns our kairn. But | did not find the
river's source there. A tunnel cuts through the cavern wall and, according to
the ancient maps, the Henmo flows into this tunnel. The maps, | discovered,
proved accurate. The Henmp has either cut its own path through the cavern wall
or the river runs along a path forned for it by those who nade our world in

t he begi nning. O perhaps a conbi nation of both."



The ki ng shakes his head at ne, disliking nmy |earned digressions. | see his
expression of annoyance and, slightly inclining my head to acknow edge it,
return to the subject at hand.

"I followed the tunnel a great distance and discovered a snall |ake set in a
box canyon, at the bottom of what once nmust have been a nagnificent waterfall
There, the Heno plunges over a sheer rock cliff, falling hundreds of

f oot spans, froma height equal to the height of cavern ceiling above our
heads. "

The citizens of Kairn Tel est appear inpressed. | shake ny head, warning them
not to get their hopes up.

"I could tell, fromthe vast dinensions of the smooth plane of the wall's rock
surface and fromthe depth of the | ake bed below, that the river's flow had
once been strong and powerful. Once, | judge, a man standi ng beneath it m ght

have been crushed by the sheer force of the water falling on him Now, a child
could bathe safely in the trickle that flows down the cliff's side."

My tone is bitter. The king and council nenbers watch ne warily, uneasily.

"I traveled on, still seeking the river's source. | clinbed up the sides of
the canyon wall. And | noticed a strange phenonenon: the higher | clinbed, the
cooler grew the tenperature of the air around nme. When | arrived at the top of
the falls, near the ceiling of the cavern, | discovered the reason why. | was
no | onger surrounded by the rock walls of the cavern." My voice grows tense,
dar k, om nous.

"I found nyself surrounded by walls of solid ice."

The council nenbers appear startled, they feel the awe and fear | nean to
convey. But | can tell fromtheir confused expressions that they do not yet
conprehend t he danger.

"My friends," | tell them speaking softly, ny eyes noving around the table,
gat hering themup, and holding themfast, "the ceiling of the cavern, through
which the Hemo flows, is rined with ice. It didn't used to be that way,"

add, noting that they still do not understand. My fingers curl slightly. "This
is a change, a dire change. But, listen, | will explain further.

"Appal l ed by my discovery, | continued traveling along the banks of the Heno.

The way was dark and treacherous, the cold was bitter. | marveled at this, for
| had not yet passed beyond the range of |ight and warnth shed by the
col ossus. Wy weren't the col ossus working, | wondered?"

"If it was as cold as you claim how could you go on?" the king denands.
"Fortunately, Your Majesty, ny nmagic is strong and it sustained me," | reply.
He doesn't like to hear that, but he was the one who chal | enged

**>f£. | amreputed to be extrenely powerful in magic, nore powerful than nost
in the realmof Kairn Telest. He thinks that | am show ng off.

"I arrived eventually, after much difficulty, at the opening in the cavern

wal I through which the Hemp flows," | continue. 'According to the ancient
maps, when | | ooked out of this opening, | should have seen the Cel estial Sea,
the freshwater ocean created by the ancients for our use. Wat | | ooked out

on, ny friends"—+ pause, making certain | have their undivided attenti on—was
a vast sea of ice!"



| hiss the final word. The council nenbers shiver, as if 1'd brought the cold
back in a cage and set it loose in the Council Chanber. They stare at me in

sil ence, astounded, appalled, the full understanding of what | amtelling them
slowy working its way, like an arrow tip |l odged in an old wound, into their

m nds.

"How i s such a thing possible?" The king is the first to break the silence.
"How can it happen?"

| pass a hand over ny brow. | amweary, drained. My magi c may have been strong
enough to sustain nme, but its use has taken its toll. "I have spent |ong hours
studying the matter, Your Majesty. | plan to continue ny research to confirm

my theory, but | believe | have determi ned the answer. If | may nake use of
this parfruit?"

| lean further over the table, grab a piece of parfruit fromthe bow. | hold
up the round, hard-shelled fruit, whose neat is nuch prized for the making of
parfruit wine, and—wth a twi st of nmy hands—break the fruit in half.

"This," | tell them pointing to the fruit's large red seed, "represents the
center of our world, the magma core. These"—+ trace red veins that extend
outward fromthe seed through the yell owi sh neat to the shell ~are the

col ossus that, by the wisdomand skill and magic of the ancients, carry the
energy obtained fromthe magna core throughout the world, bringing warnmth and
life to what woul d otherw se be cold and barren stone. The surface of Abarrach
is solid rock, simlar to this hard shell."

| take a bite of the fruit, tearing through the shell with ny teeth, |leaving a
hol | owed out portion that | exhibit.

"This, we will say, represents the Celestial Sea, the ocean of fresh water
above us. The space around here"—+ wave nmy hand around the parfruit—is the
Voi d, dark and col d.

"Now, if the colossus do their duty, the cold of the Void is driven back, the
ocean is kept well heated, the water flows freely down through the tunnel and
brings life to our land. But if the colossus fail..."

My voice trails off om nously. | shrug and toss the parfruit back onto the
table. It rolls and wobbl es along, eventually falls over the edge. The counci
menbers watch it in a horrible kind of fascination, making no nmove to touch
it. One wonman junps when the fruit hits the floor

"You're saying that is what's happeni ng? The col ossus are failing?"
"I believe so, Your Mgjesty."

"But, then, shouldn't we see sone sign of it? Qur colossus still radiate
light, heat—=

"May | rem nd king and council that | comrented on the fact that it was the
top of the cavern only that is rined in ice. Not the cavern wall. | believe
our colossus are, if not failing utterly, at |east grow ng weaker. W do not
yet notice the change, although I have begun to register a consistent and
previously inexplicable drop in the average daily tenperature. W nmay not

noti ce the change for sone tine. But, if nmy theory holds true ..." | hesitate,
reluctant to speak.

"Well, go ahead,"” the king orders ne. "Better to see the hole that lies in the



path and wal k around it than fall into it blindly, as the saying goes."

"I do not think we will be able to avoid this hole," | say quietly. "First, as
the ice grows thicker on the Celestial Sea, the Hemb will continue to dwi ndle
and eventually dry up conpletely.™

Excl amati ons of horrified shock interrupt me. | wait until these die down.

"The tenperature in the cavern will drop steadily. The light radiated by the
col ossus will grow di mer and soon cease altogether. W will find ourselves in
a |l and of darkness, a land of bitter cold, a land with no water, a |and where
no food will grownot even by means of magic. W will find ourselves in the
land that is dead, Your Majesty. And if we stay here, we, too, will perish."”

| hear a gasp, catch a glinmpse of novenent near the door. Edmund-he is only
fourteen—stands listening. No one el se breathes a word. Several of the counci
menbers | ook stricken. Then someone nmutters that none of this is proved, it is
nmerely the gl oomand-doom theory of a necromancer who has spent too rnuch tine
anmong hi s books.

"How | ong?" the king asks harshly.

"Ch, it will not happen tonorrow, Your Mjesty. Nor yet many tonorrows from
now. But," | continue, ny fond gaze going sadly to the door, "the prince, your
son, will never rule over the land of Kairn Telest."

The king follows ny glance, sees the young man, and frowns. "Ednund, you know
better than this! What are you doi ng here?"

The prince flushes. "Forgive nme, Father. | didn't mean to—to interrupt. | cane
| ooking for you. Mdther is ill. The physician thinks you should cone. But when
| arrived, | didn't want to disturb the council and so | waited, and then |
heard ... | heard what Baltazar said! Is it true, Father? WIl we have to

| eave—

"That will do, Edmund. Wait for me. | will be with you presently."

The boy gul ps, bows, and fades back, silent and unobtrusive, to stand in the

shadows near the doorway. My heart aches for him | long to confort him to
explain. | nmeant to frighten them not him
"Forgive me, | nust go to ny wife."

The king rises to his feet. The council menbers do |likew se; the neeting is
obvi ously at an end.

"I need not tell you to keep this quiet until we have nmore information," the

ki ng continues. "Your own comon sense will point out to you the w sdom of
such an action. W will neet together again in five cycles' tine. However," he
adds, his brows knotting together, "I advise that we take the reconmendati on

of the Farner's @uild and nake an early harvest."

The nmenbers vote. The recomrendati on passes. They file out, nmany casting dark
and unhappy gl ances back at ne. They would dearly love to blame this on
someone. | neet each gaze with unruffled aplonb, secure in ny position. Wen
the I ast one has left, | glide forward and lay a hand on the arm of the king,
who i s eager to be gone.

"What is it?" the king demands, obviously irritated at ny interruption. He is
much concerned about his wfe.



"Your Majesty, forgive ne for delaying you, but I wanted to nention somnething
to you in private."

The king draws back, away frommy touch. "We do nothing in secret on Kairn
Tel est. Whatever you want to say to ne should have been said in the council.”

"I would have said it in the council, if | were certain of ny facts. | prefer
to leave it to the wisdomand discretion of H's Majesty to bring up the matter
if he thinks it proper that the people should know "

He glares at nme. "What is it, Baltazar? Another theory?"
"Yes, Sire. Another theory ... about the col ossus. According to ny studies,
the magic in the col ossus was intended by the ancients to be eternal. The

magi ¢ in the col ossus, Your Myjesty, could not possibly fail."

The king regards ne in exasperation. "I don't have time for ganes,
Necr omancer. You were the one who said the col ossus were failing—=

"Yes, Your Majesty. | did. And |I believe that they are. But perhaps | chose
the wong word to describe what is happening to our col ossus. The word may not
be failure, Sire, but destruction. Deliberate destruction.”

The king stares at nme, then shakes his head. "Come, Edmund," he says,
noti oning perenptorily to his son. "W will go see your nother."

The young man runs to join his father. The two start to wal k away.

"Sire," | call out, the urgency in ny voice bringing the king again to a halt.
"l believe that sonmewhere, in realns that exist below Kairn Tel est, sonmeone
wages a nost insidious war on us. And they will defeat us utterly, unless we

do something to stop them Defeat us w thout so much as letting fly an arrow
or tossing a spear. Soneone, Sire, is stealing away the warnmth and |ight that
give us life!"

"For what purpose, Baltazar? Wat is the notive for this nefarious schene?"

| ignore the king's sarcasm "To use it for thenselves, Sire. | thought |ong
and hard on this problemduring my journey hone to Kairn Telest. What if
Abarrach itself is dying? What if the magma heart is shrinking? A kingdom

m ght consider it necessary to steal fromits neighbors to protect its own."

"You're mad, Baltazar," says the king. He has his hand on his son's thin
shoul der, steering himaway fromne. But Edmund | ooks over his shoul der, his
eyes large and frightened. | smle at him reassuringly, and he seens
relieved. My smile vanishes, the nonent he can no | onger see ne.

"No, Sire, | amnot mad," | say to the shadows. "I wish | were. It would be
easier." | rub ny eyes, which burn fromlack of sleep. "It would be far
easi er. "

CHAPTER * 3
KAI RN TELEST, ABARRACH

EDMUND APPEARS ALONE, AT THE DOOR TO THE LI BRARY, WHERE | SIT recording in ny
journal the conversation that recently took place between father and son, as
well as ny nenories of a tine now long past. | lay down the pen and rise
respectfully frommy desk



"Your Hi ghness. Please, enter and wel cone.”

"I"'mnot interrupting your work?" He stands fidgeting nervously in the
doorway. He is unhappy and wants to talk, yet the basis for his unhappiness is
his refusal to listen to what he knows | am going to say.

"I have just this nonment concl uded."”
"My father's lying down," Ednund says abruptly "I amafraid he'll catch a
chill, standing outdoors like that. | ordered his servant to prepare a hot
posset. "

"And what has your father decided?" | ask.

Edmund' s troubl ed face glimers ghostly in the light of a gas lanp that, for
the nonent, drives away the darkness of Kairn Tel est.

"What can he decide?" he returns in bitter resignation. "There is no decision
to be nade. W will |eave."

W are inmy world, in nmy library. The prince glances around, notes that the
books have been given a | oving good-bye. The ol der and nore fragile vol unes
have been packed away in sturdy boxes of woven kairn grass. O her, newer
texts, many penned by nyself and ny apprentices, are neatly |abeled, stored
away in the deep recesses of dry rock shel ves.

Seei ng Edmund' s gl ance and reading his thoughts, | smle shanefacedly "Foolish
of me, isn't it?" My hand caresses the | eat her-bound cover of the vol une that
rests before ne. It is one of the fewthat | will take with me: ny description

of the last days of Kairn Telest. "But |I could not bear to |l eave themin
di sorder."

"It isn't foolish. Wio knows but that someday you will return?' Ednund tries
to speak cheerfully. He has become accustonmed to speaking cheerfully
accustoned to doing what he can to lift the spirits of his people.

"Who knows? | know, My Prince." | shake my head ruefully. ''You forget to whom
you talk. I amnot one of the council nenbers.”

"But there is a chance," he persists.

It hurts me to shatter his dream Yet—for the good of all of us—he nust be
made to face the truth

"No, Your Highness, there is not a chance. The fate that | described to your
father ten years earlier is upon us. Al ny calculations point to one
concl usion: our world, Abarrach, is dying."

"Then what is the use of going on?" Edmund demands inpatiently. "Wy not just
stay here? Why endure the hardship and suffering of this trek into unknown
regions if we go only to neet death at the end?"

"I do not counsel that you abandon hope and plunge into despair, Edmund. |
suggest now, as | have done before, that you turn your hope in another
direction.”

The prince's face darkens, he is upset and noves slightly away fromne. "M
father has forbidden you to discuss that subject."



"Your father is a man who lives in the past, not the present,"” | say bluntly.
"Forgive nme, Your Highness, but it has always been my practice to speak the
truth, no matter how unpl easant. Wen your nother died, something in your
father died, too. He | ooks backward. It is up to you to | ook forward!"

"My father is still king," Ednund says sternly.
"Yes," | reply. And I cannot help feeling that this is a fact to be deeply
regretted.

Edmund faces ne, chin high. 'And while he is king we will do as he and the
council command. We will travel to the old real mof Kairn Necros, seek out our
brethren there, and ask them for help. You were the one who proposed this
undertaking, after all."

"I proposed that we travel to Kairn Necros," | correct him "According to ny
studies, Kairn Necros is the one place left on this world where we m ght
reasonably expect to find life. It is located on the Fire Sea, and, although
the great magma ocean has undoubtedly shrunk, it nust still be | arge enough to
provide warnmth and energy for the people of its realm | did not counsel that
we go to them as beggars!"”

Edmund' s handsone face flushes, his eyes flash. He is young and proud.

| see the fire in himand do what | can to stoke it.

"Beggars to those who brought about our ruin!™ I rem nd him

"You don't know that for certain—=

"Bah! Al the evidence points one way—to Kairn Necros. Yes, | think we wil
find the people of that realmalive and well. Why? Because they have stol en

our lives fromus!"

"Then why did you suggest that we go to then?" Edmund is |osing patience. "Do
you want war? Is that it?"

"You know what | want, Edrmund," | say softly.

The prince sees, too late, that he's been | ed down the forbidden path. "W

| eave after we have broken our sleep's fasting," he tells ne coldly. "I have
certain matters to which I nust attend, as do you, Necromancer. Qur dead mnust
be prepared for the journey."

He turns to |l eave. | reach out, catch hold of his fur-cl oaked arm

"Death's Gate!" | tell him "Think about it, My Prince. That is all | ask.
Think about it!"

Di squi eted, he pauses, although he does not turn around. | increase the
pressure of my hand on the young man's arm squeezing through the |ayers of
fur and cloth to feel the flesh and bone and nuscle, hard and strong beneat h.
| feel himtrenble.

"Remenber the words of the prophecy. Death's Gate is our hope, Edmund," | say
quietly. "Qur only hope."

The prince shakes his head, shakes off my hand, and | eaves the library to its
flickering flane, its entonbed books.



| return to ny witing.

+

The people of Kairn Tel est gather in the darkness near the gate of their city
wal | . The gate has stood open for as |long as anyone can renenber, for as long
as records have been kept, which is fromthe tine of the city's founding. The
wal s were erected to protect the people fromranpagi ng, predatory ani nals.
These wal |l s were never intended to protect people fromone another. Such a
concept is unthinkable to us. Travelers, strangers, are always wel cone, and so
t he gates stand open

But then cane the day when it occurred to the people of Kairn Tel est that
there had been no travelers for a long, long while. It occurred to us that
there woul d be no travelers. There hadn't even been any animals. And so the
gates remai n open, because to shut themwould be a waste of time and a bot her
And now t he peopl e stand before the open gates, thenselves travelers, and wait
in silence for their journey to comence.

Their king and prince arrive, accomnpani ed by the army, the sol diers bearing
kai rn grass torches. Msel f—ecromancer to the | ong—and ny fell ow necronmancers
and apprentices wal k behind. After us trail the pal ace servants bearing heavy
bundl es cont ai ni ng cl othes and food. One, shanbling close behind nme, carries a
box filled w th books.

The king cones to a halt near the open gates. Taking one of the torches froma
soldier, Hs Majesty holds it high. Its light illum nates a small portion of
the dark city. He | ooks out across it. The people turn and | ook out across it.
[ turn.

W see wi de streets w nding anong buil dings created out of the stone of
Abarrach. The gl eami ng white marbl e exteriors, decorated with runes whose
nmeani ngs no one now remenbers, reflect back to us the light of our torches. W
| ook upward, to a rise in the cavern floor, to the palace. W can't see it

now. It is shrouded in darkness. But we can see a light, a tiny light, burning
in one of the w ndows.

"I left the lanp," the king announces, his voice |oud and unusually strong,
"to light the way for our return.”

The peopl e cheer, because they know he wants themto cheer. But the cheers die
away soon, too soon; nore than a few cut off by tears.

The gas fueling that lamp will last about thirty cycles,”" | remark in a | ow
voi ce, comng to take ny place at the prince's side.

"Be silent!" Ednund rebukes ne. "It made ny father happy."

"You cannot silence the truth, Your Hi ghness. You can't silence reality,"
rem nd him He does not reply.

"W | eave Kairn Telest now," the king was continuing, holding the torch high
above his head, "but we will be back with newfound wealth. And we will nake
our realmnore glorious and nore beautiful than ever."

No one cheers. No one has the heart.
The people of Kairn Telest begin to file out of their city. They travel nostly

on foot, carrying their clothes and food wapped in bundl es, though sone pul
crude carts bearing possessions and those who cannot wal k: the infirm the



el derly, small children. Beasts of burden, once used to draw the carts, have
I ong since died off; their flesh consumed for food, their fur used to protect
the people fromthe bitter cold.

Qur king is the last to | eave. He wal ks out of the gates w thout a backward
gl ance, his eyes facing forward confidently to the future, to a newlife. H's
stride is firm his stance upright. The people, |ooking at him grow hopeful
They forman aisle along the road and now there are cheers and now the cheers
are heartfelt. The king wal ks anong them his face alight with dignity.

"Come, Ednmund," he commands. The prince | eaves ne, takes his place at his
father's side.

He and his father wal k anong the people to the head of the line. Holding his
torch aloft, the king of Kairn Telest |eads his people forth.

»

A detail of soldiers remains after the others have gone. | wait with them
curious to know their final orders.

It takes them sone tinme and a considerabl e amount of effort, but at |ast they
succeed in pulling shut the gates, gates marked with runes that no one
renenbers and that, now, as they march off with the torches, no one can see in
t he darkness.

CHAPTER * 4
KAI RN TELEST, ABARRACH

| AM VRI TI NG NOW UNDER ALMOST | MPCSSI BLE CONDI TIONS. | EXPLAIN this to anyone
who may perhaps read this volune at a | ater date and wonder both at the change
in style and the change in the handwiting. No, | have not suddenly grown old
and feeble, nor am| plagued by illness. The letters straggle across the page
because | amforced to wite by the dimlight of a flickering torch. The only
surface | have for a tablet is a slab of flint, foraged for ne by one of the
soldiers. My magi c al one keeps the bloodberry ink from freezing | ong enough
for me to put words to paper.

Plus, | am bone weary. Every muscle in nmy body aches, ny feet are bruised and
blistered. But | nmade a pact with nyself and with Edmund to keep this account
and I will now record the cycle's events before—

| started to say before | forget them
Alas, | do not think that | will ever forget.

The first cycle's journeying was not physically difficult for us. The route
lies overland, through what were once fields of grain and vegetabl es,
orchards, plains where the herd aninmals were fed. The paths were easily
traversed—physically. Emptionally, the first cycle's journey was devastating.

Once, not so many years ago, the warm soft |ight of the col ossus beamed upon
this land. Now, in the darkness, by the light of torches carried by the
soldiers, we saw the fields |ying enpty, barren, desol ate. The brown stubble
of the last crop of kairn grass stood in clunps, rattling |ike bones in the
blasts of chill wind that whistled nournfully through cracks in the cavern
wal | s.

The al nost joyful, adventurous nmood that sent our people marching in hope



drained fromthem and was | eft behind in the desol ate | andscape. W trudged in
silence over the frozen ground, col d-nunbed feet slipping and stunbling on
patches of ice and frost. W halted once, for a nidday nmeal, and then pushed
on. Children, missing their naps, whinpered fretfully, often falling asleep in
their father's arns as they wal ked.

No one spoke a single word of conplaint, but Edmund heard the children's
cries. He saw the people's weariness, and knew it was not caused by fatigue
but by bitter sorrow. | could see that his heart ached for them yet we had to
keep going. Qur food supplies are neager and, with rationing, will last barely
the Iength of time | have estinmated will be needed to reach the real mof Kairn
Necr os.

| considered suggesting to Edmund that he break the unhappy silence. He could
talk cheerfully to the people of their future in a newland. But | decided it
was best to keep quiet. The silence was al nost sacred. Qur people were saying
good- bye.

Near cycle's end, we cane to a colossus. No one said a word but, one by one,
the people of Kairn Telest left the path, came to stand beneath the gigantic
col um of stone. Once, it would have been inpossible to have approached the
bri ght and shining source of our life. Now, it stood dead and cold as the |and
it had forsaken.

The ki ng, acconpani ed by nyself and Ednund and torch-bearing soldiers, noved
forward out of the crowd and wal ked up to the col ossus's base. Ednund stared
at the huge stone pillar curiously. He had never been close to one before. Hs
expression was awed. He marveled at the girth and mass of the pillar of rock

| looked at the king. He appeared pai ned and bew | dered and angry, as if the
col ossus had betrayed hi m personally.

I, nyself, was famliar with the col ossus and what it |ooked like. | had
investigated it |ong ago, seeking to unravel its secrets to save ny people.
But the nystery of the colossus is forever |ocked in the past.

| mpul sively, Edmund pulled off his fur gloves, reached out his hand to touch
the rock, to run his fingers along the sigla-inscribed stone. He paused,
however, suddenly fearful of the magic, afraid of being burned or shocked. He
| ooked questioningly at ne.

"It won't hurt you," | said, with a shrug. "It lost, long ago, the power to
hurt.”

"Just as it lost the power to help," Ednund added, but he said the words to
hi nmsel f.

G ngerly, he ran his fingertips over the chill stone. Hesitantly, al nost
reverently, he traced the pattern of the runes whose neaning and nmagic are now
long forgotten. He lifted his head, |ooked up and up as far as the torchlight
shone on the glistening rock. The sigla extend upward into the darkness and
beyond.

The colum rises to the ceiling of the cavern,” | conmmented, thinking it best
to speak in the crisp, concise voice of the teacher, as | used to speak to him
in the happy days when we were together in the classroom "Presumably, it
extends up through the ceiling to the region of the Celestial Sea. And every
bit of it is covered in these runes, that you see here.

"It is frustrating"—+ could not help frowni ng—but nost of these sigla,



i ndividually, | know, | understand. The rune's power lies not in the

i ndi vidual sigil, however, but in the conbination of sigla. It is that

conbi nation that is beyond ny ability to conprehend. | copied down the
patterns, took themback with me to the library, and spent many hours studying
themw th the help of the ancient texts.

"But," | continued, speaking so softly that only Edrmund coul d hear ny words,
"it was like trying to unravel a huge ball rmade up of nyriad tiny threads. A
single thread ran smoothly through nmy fingers. | followed it and it led nme to
a knot. Patiently I worked, separating one thread from another and then

anot her and then another until ny nmind ached fromthe strain. | untangled one
knot, only to find, beneath it, another. And by the time | unravel ed that one,
I had lost hold of the first single thread. And there are mllions of knots,"
| said, |ooking upward, sighing, "MIlions." The king turned away fromthe

pillar abruptly, his face drawn arid darkly lined in the torchlight. He had
not spoken a word during the time we'd stood beneath the col ossus. It occurred
to nme, then, that he had not spoken since we left the city gates. He wal ked
of f, back to the path. The people lifted their children to their shoul ders and
started on their way. Mst of the soldiers followed after the people, taking
the light with them One only remnai ned near nyself the prince.

Edmund stood before the pillar, pulling on his gloves. | waited for him
sensing that he wanted to talk to ne in private.

"These sane runes, or others like them must guard Death's Gate," he said in a
| ow voi ce, when he was certain no one could overhear. The sol dier had backed
of f, out of courtesy. "Even if we did find it, we could not hope to enter."”

My heart beat faster. At |ast, he was begi nning to accept the idea!
"Recal | the prophecy, Ednmund," was all | said.

| didn't want to appear too eager or press the issue too closely. It is best,
with Ednund, to let himturn matters over in his mind, make his own deci sions.
| learned that when he was a boy in school. Suggest, introduce, recomrend.
Never insist, never force him Try to do so, and he becomes hard and cold as
this cavern wall that is now, as | wite, poking ne painfully in the back

"Prophecy!" he repeated irritably. "Wrds spoken centuries ago! If they ever
do come true, which I rmust admt | doubt, why should they cone to ful fill ment
inour lifetime?"

"Because, My Prince," | told him "I do not think that, after our lifetine,
there will be any others."

The answer shocked him as | intended. He stared at ne, appalled, said nothing
nmore. @ ancing a last tine at the col ossus, he turned away and hastened to
catch up with his father. | knew ny words troubled him | saw his expression
br oodi ng and thoughtful, his shoul ders bent.

Edmund, Edmund! How | | ove you and how it breaks ny heart to thrust this

terrible burden on you. | look up fromm work and watch you wal ki ng anong t he
peopl e, making certain they are as confortable as they can possibly be. | know
that you are exhausted, but you will not lie down to sleep until every one of

your people is sleeping.

You have not eaten all cycle. | saw you give your ration of food to the old
worman who nursed you when you were a babe. You tried to keep the deed hi dden
secret. But | saw. | know. And your people are beginning to know, as well,

Edmund. By the end of this journey, they will cone to understand and



appreciate a true Kking.

But, | digress. | nmust conclude this quickly. My fingers are cranped with the
cold and, despite ny best efforts, a thin layer of ice is starting to form
across the top of the ink jar.

That col ossus of which | wote marks the border of Kairn Telest. W continued
traveling until cycle's end, when we finally arrived at our destination.
searched for and found the entrance to the tunnel that was marked on one of

t he anci ent maps, a tunnel that bores through the kairn wall. | knew it was
the right tunnel, because, on entering it, | discovered that its floor sloped
gently downward

"This tunnel,"” | announced, pointing to the deep darkness inside, "wll |ead
us to regions far below our own kairn. It will |lead us deeper into the heart
of Abarrach, lead us down to the |lands below, to the realmthat is lettered on
the map as Kairn Necros, to the city of Necropolis."

The people stood in silence, not even the babies cried. W all knew, when we
entered that tunnel, that we woul d | eave our honel and behi nd us.

The ki ng, saying nothing, walked forward and into the tunnel —the first.
Edmund and | cane behind hiny the prince was forced to stoop to avoid hitting
his head on the low ceiling. Once the king had made his synbolic gesture,
took the lead, for | amnow the guide.

The people began to follow after us. | saw many pause at the entrance to | ook
back, to say farewell, to catch a final glinpse of their honmel and. | nust
admt that |, too, could not refrain fromtaking a |last |ook. But all we could

see was darkness. Wiat light remains, we are taking with us.

W entered the tunnel. The flickering light of the torches reflected off the
shi ning obsidian walls, the shadows of the people slid along the floors. W
nmoved on, delving deeper, spiraling downward.

Behi nd us, darkness dosed over Kairn Tel est forever.

CHAPTER * 5

THE TUNNELS OF HOPE, ABARRACH

VHOEVER READS THI S ACCOUNT (I F ANY ONE OF us is LEFT ALIVE TOread it, which

amgreatly beginning to doubt), he will note a gap in the time period. \Wen

| ast put down my pen, we had just entered the first of what the map calls the
Tunnel s of Hope. You will see that | have scratched out that nane and witten
i n anot her.

The Tunnel s of Deat h.

W have spent twenty cycles in these tunnels, far |onger than | had

antici pated. The map has proved inaccurate, not so far, | nust admt, as to
the route, which is essentially the sane one that our ancestors traveled to
reach Kairn Tel est.

Then the tunnels were newly formed, with smooth walls, strong ceilings, |evel
floors. | knew that nuch woul d have changed during the past centuries;
Abarrach is subject to seisnmic disturbances that send trenors through the
ground, but they do little nore than rattle the dishes in the cupboards and
set the chandeliers in the pal ace swayi ng.



I had assumed that our ancestors would have fortified these tunnels with their
magi c, as they did our palaces, our city walls, our shops, and our houses. If
they did so, the runes have either failed or they need to be reforged,
reinstated.. . re-runed, for lack of a better term O perhaps the ancients
did not bother to protect the tunnels, assumi ng that what destruction took

pl ace could be easily cleared by those possessing the know edge of the sigla.

O all the possible disasters those early ancestors of ours feared for us,
they obviously didn't foresee the worst of all. They never inmagined that we
woul d | ose the magic.

Ti me and agai n we have been forced to make costly del ays. W found the tunne
ceiling collapsed in many places, our way bl ocked by i mense boul ders t hat
took us several cycles to nmove. Huge cracks gape in the floor, cracks that
only the bravest dared junmp, sacks that had to be bridged before the people
could cross. And we are not out of the tunnels yet. Nor, does it seem that
we are near the end. | cannot judge our |ocation precisely. Several mgjor

| andrmar ks are gone, carried away by rock slides, or else have altered so over
the years that it is inpossible to recognize them | amnot even certain,
anynore, that we are following the correct route. | have no way of know ng.
According to the map, the ancients inscribed runes on the walls that could
gui de travel ers, but—f so—their magic is now beyond our conprehensi on and
use.

W are in desperate straits. Food rations have been cut in half. The flesh has
nmelted from our bones. Children no | onger cry fromweariness; they cry from
hunger. The carts have fallen by the waysi de. Bel oved possessi ons becane
burdens to arns grown weak from starvation and exhaustion. Only the carts
needed to bear the elderly and the infirmremain in use and these carts, too,
tragically, are beginning to litter the tunnels. The weak anong us are
starting to die now M fellow necromancers have taken up their grimtasks.

The burden of the people's suffering has fallen, as | knew it would, on the
shoul ders of their prince. Edmund watches his father fail before his eyes.

The king was, admittedly, an old nan, by the standards of our people. Hi s son
was born to himlate in life. But, when we left the pal ace, he was hal e,
hearty, strong as nen half his age. | had a dreamin which | saw the king's
life as a thread tied back to the golden throne that now stands in the cold
dar kness of Kairn Telest. As he wal ked away fromthe throne, the thread
remained tied to it. Slowy, cycle by cycle, the thread is com ng unravel ed,
stretching thinner and thinner the farther he nmoves from his honel and, unti
now | fear a harsh or clunmsy touch will cause it to snap

The king takes no interest in anything anynore: what we do, we say, where we
are going. Mdst of the time, | wonder if he even notices the ground beneath
his feet. Edmund wal ks constantly by his father's side, guiding himlike one
who has | ost the power of sight. No, that is not quite a correct description
The king acts nore |like a man wal ki ng backward, who does not see what lies
ahead, only what he is |eaving behind.

On the occasions when the prince is called away by his nunberl ess
responsibilities, and he nust |eave his father, Ednund makes certain that two
sol diers are on hand to take over his task. The king is tractable, he goes
where he is led without question. He noves when he is told to nove, he stops
when he is told to stop. He eats whatever is put into his hand, never seening
to taste it. | think he would eat a rock, if it were given to him | also

thi nk he woul d stop eating altogether, if no one brought himfood.

For long cycles, at the journey's start, the king said nothing to anyone, not



even to his son. Now, he tal ks al nmost constantly, but only to hinself, never
to anyone around him Anyone that can be counted, that is. He spends a great
deal of time talking to his wife—not as she is, anong the dead, but as she
was, when she was anong the living. Qur king has forsaken the present,
returned to the past.

Matters grew so bad that the council begged the prince to declare hinself

ki ng. Ednmund rebuffed them in one of the fewtines | have ever seen himlose
his tenmper. The council nenbers slunk away before his wath |ike whipped
children. Ednmund is right. According to our law, the king is king until his
death. But, then, the |l aw never considered the possibility that a king m ght
go insane. Such a thing doesn't happen ampbng our people.

The council nenbers were actually reduced to coning to ne (I must say that |
relished the nonent) and begging nme to intervene with Ednund on behal f of the
people. | prom sed to do what | coul d.

"Edrmund, we nust talk," | said to himduring one of our enforced stops,
waiting while the soldiers cleared away a huge nound of rubble that bl ocked
t he pat h.

Hi s face darkened, turned rebellious. | had often seen such a | ook when he was
a youth and | had forced upon himthe study of nathematics, a subject to which
he never took. The | ook he cast ne brought back such fond nenories that | had
to pause and recover nyself before | could continue.

"Edmund, " | said, deliberately keeping ny tone practical, brisk, making this a
matter of comon sense, "your father is ill. You nust take over the |eadership
of the people—f only for the time being," | said, raising nmy hand,

forestalling his angry refusal, "until H's Majesty is once nore able to resune

his duties."”

"You have a responsibility to the people, My Prince," | added. "Never in the
history of Kairn Tel est have we been in greater danger tftan we are now. WII
you abandon them out of a false sense of duty and filiality? Wuld your
father want you to abandon thenf"

| did not mention, of course, that it was his father who had, liinself,
abandoned t he people. Edmund understood mny inplication, however. If | had
spoken such words al oud, he would angrily deny them But when they were spoken
to himby his own conscience ..

| saw himglance at his father, who was sitting on a rock, chatting with his
past. | saw the trouble and distress on Ednund's face, saw the guilt | knew
then, that ny weapon had struck home. Reluctantly, | left himalone, to |let
t he wound rankl e.

Wy is it always I, who love him who nust repeatedly cause him pain?
wondered sadly, as | wal ked away.

At the end of that cycle, Edmund called a neeting of the people and i nforned
themthat he would be their leader, if they wanted him but only for the tine
being. He would retain the title of prince. Hs father was still king and
Edmund confidently expected his father to resune his duties as king when he
was wel | .

The peopl e responded to their prince with enthusiasm their obvious |ove and
| oyalty touched himdeeply. Edmund's speech did not ease the people's hunger
but it lifted their hearts and made the hunger easier to bear. | watched him
with pride and a newfound hope in my own heart.



They will follow himanywhere, | thought, even through Death's Gate.

But it seenms likely that we will find death before we will find Death's Gate.
The only positive factor we have encountered on our Journey thus far is that
the tenperature has, at |east, noderated; grow ng sonewhat warmer. | begin to

thi nk that we have been follow ng the correct route, that we are draw ng
nearer to our destinati on—-Abarrach's fiery heart.

"It is a hopeful sign," | said to Ednund, at the end of another bleak and
cheerl ess cycle, traversing the tunnels. 'A hopeful sign," | repeated
confidently.

What fears and m sgivings | have, | amkeeping to myself. It is needless to
pil e nore burdens on those young shoul ders, strong though they may be.

"Look," | continued, pointing at the map, "you will note that when we cone to
the end of the tunnels, they open up on a great pool of magma, that lies
out si de. The Lake of Burning Rock, it is named—the first major |andmark we
woul d see on entering the Kairn Necros. | cannot be certain, but | believe it
is the heat fromthis |ake, seeping up through the tunnel, that we are
feeling."

"Whi ch neans that we are near the end of our journey," Edmund said, his
face—that has grown nuch too thin—ighting with hope.

"You must eat nmore, My Prince," | said to himgently. "Eat at |east your
share. You will not help the people if you fall sick or grow too weak to go
on."

He shook his head; | knew he would. But | knew, as well, that he would
consi der ny advice seriously. That sleep-half, | saw hi m consume what snall

amount of food was handed to him

"Yes," | continued, returning to the map, "I believe that we are near the end.
| think, in fact, we nmust be about here,” | placed a finger on the parchnent.
"Two cycles nore and we reach the | ake, provided that we don't run into any
further obstacles.”

"And then we are in Kairn Necros. And surely there we will find a real m of
plenty. Surely we will find food and water. Look at this huge ocean that they
call the Fire Sea." He indicated a |large body of magma. "It nust bring |ight
and warnth to all this vast region of land. And these cities and towns. Look
at this one, Baltazar. Safe Harbor. Wat a wonderful nanme. | take that as a
hopeful sign. Safe Harbor, where at |ast our people can find peace and

happi ness. "

He spent a long time, studying the map, imagining aloud what this place or
that rmust | ook Iike, how the people would talk, how surprised they will be to
see us.

| sat back against the cavern wall and let himtalk. It gave nme pleasure, to
see hi m hopeful and happy once nore. Alnost, it nmade me forget the terrible
pangs of hunger gnawing at my vitals, the nore terrible fears that gnaw at ny
waki ng hours.

Why should | burst his pretty bubble? Way prick it with reality's sharp-edged
sword? After all, | know nothing for certain. "Theories," his father, the
ki ng, would have termed themin scorn. All | have are theories.



Supposition: The Fire Sea is shrinking. It can no | onger provide the vast
regions of land around it with warmh and |ight.

Theory: W will not find realnms of plenty. We will find realns as barren
desol ate, and deserted as that which we |left behind. That is why the people of
Kairn Necros stole light and warnmth from us.

"They'l|l be surprised to see us," Ednund says, smiling to hinself at the
t hought .
"Yes," | say to nyself. Very surprised. Very surprised indeed.

Kai rn Necros. Naned thus by the ancients who first came to this world, naned
to honor those who had lost their lives in the Sundering of the old world,
naned to indicate the end of one |life and the begi nni ng—the bri ght begi nni ng,
it was then—ef another.

Ch, Edmund, My Prince, My Son. Take that name for your sign. Not Safe Harbor
Safe Harbor is a lie.

Kai rn Necros. The Cavern of Death.
CHAPTER * 6

THE LAKE OF

BURNI NG ROCK, ABARRACH

HOW CAN | WRI TE AN ACCOUNT OF THI S TERRI BLE TRAGEDY? HOW CAN | neke sense of
it, record it in some coherent manner? And yet | nust. | prom sed Edmund his
father's heroi smwuld be set down for all to renmenber. Yet ny hand shakes so
that | can barely hold the pen. Not with cold. The tunnel is warm now. And to
thi nk we wel coned the warnth! My trenbling is a reaction to ny recent
experiences. | must concentrate.

Edmund. | will do this for Ednund.

I lift my eyes frommy work and see himsitting across frommne, sitting al one,
as befits one in nourning. The people have nmade the ritual gestures of
synmpat hy. They woul d have given himthe customary mourning gift—food, all they
have | eft of value—but their prince (now their king, although he refuses to
accept the crown until after the resurrection) forbade it. | conposed the
body's stiffening linbs and perforned the preserving rites. W will carry it
with us, of course.

Edmund, in his grief, begged me to give the king the final rites at this tine,
but | renminded the prince sternly that these rites can be done only after
three conpl ete cycles have el apsed. To do so any earlier would be far too
dangerous. Qur code forbids it for that very reason

Edmund did not pursue the subject. The fact that he even coul d consi der such

an aberration was undoubtedly a result of his dazed confusion and pain. | w sh
he woul d sl eep. Perhaps he will, now that everyone has |eft him al one.
Al though, if he is like ne, every time he doses his eyes he will see that

awful head rearing up out of the ..

I look back over what | have witten and it occurs to ne that | have begun at
the end, instead of the beginning. | consider destroying this page and
starting again, but ny parchnent pages are few, too precious to waste.
Besides, this is not a tale | amrecounting pleasurably over gl asses of



chilled parfruit wine. And yet, now that | think of it, this mght well be an
after-dinner type of tale, for tragedy struck us—as so often happens to those
in the stories—ust when hope shone brightest.

The last two cycles' journeying had been easy, one mght alnost call them
blissful. We came across a streamof fresh water, the first we'd found in the
tunnels. Not only were we able to drink our fill and replenish our dw ndling
wat er supply, but we discovered fish swinmming in the swift current.

Hastily we rigged nets, nmaking themout of anything that cane to hand—a
worman's shawl, a baby's tattered bl anket, a man's worn shirt. Adults stood

al ong the banks, holding the nets that were stretched out fromone side to the
other. The people were going about their task with a grim earnestness unti
Edmund, who was | eading the fishing party, slipped on a rock and, arns wavi ng
wildly, tunbled into the water with a trenendous spl ash.

We could not tell how deep the stream was, our only source of fight being the
kai rn-grass torches. The people cried out in alarm several soldiers started
to junmp to his rescue. Ednund clanbered to his feet. The water cane only to
his shins. Looking foolish, he began to | augh heartily at hinself.

Then | heard our people laugh for the first tine in many cycles.

Edmund heard them too. He was dripping wet, yet | am convinced that the drops
falling down his cheeks did not come fromthe stream but bore the salty
flavor of tears. Nor will | ever believe that Ednund, a sure-footed hunter
could have fallen fromthat bank by accident.

The prince reached out his hand to a friend, a son of one of the counci
menbers. The friend, trying to pull Edmund out, slipped on the wet shoreline.
Bot h of them went over backward. The |aughter increased, and then everyone was
junping or pretending to fall into the water. Wat had been a grimtask turned
into joyous play.

W did manage to catch sone fish, eventually. W had a grand feast, that
cycle's end, and everyone slept soundly, hunger assuaged and hearts gl addened.
W spent an extra cycle's tine near the stream no one wanted to | eave a pl ace
so bl essed by | aughter and good feelings. We caught nore fish, salted them
down, and took themwi th us to suppl enent our supplies.

Revived by the food, the water, and the bl essed warnth of the runnel, the
people's despair lifted. Their joy was increased when the king hinmself seened
suddenly to shake off the dark clouds of nadness. He | ooked around, recognized
Edmund, spoke to himcoherently, and asked to know where we were. The king
obvi ously renenbered nothi ng of our journey.

The prince, blinking back his tears, showed his father the map and pointed out
how cl ose we were to the Lake of Burning Rock and, fromthere, Kairn Necros.

The king ate well, slept soundly, and spoke no nore to his dead w fe.
The foll owi ng cycle, everyone was awake early, packed and eager to go on. For
the first tinme, the people began to believe that there night be a better life

awaiting themthan the life they had cone to know in our honel and.

| kept nmy fears and my doubts to nyself. Perhaps it was a m stake, but how
could | take away their newfound hope?

A half of a cycle's travel brought us near the end of the tunnel. The fl oor
ceased to slope downward and | evel ed off. The confortable warnth had



intensified to an unconfortable heat. A red glow, emanating fromthe Lake of
Burning Rock, lit the cavern with a light so bright we doused the torches. W
could hear, echoing through the tunnel, a strange sound.

"What is that noise?" Edmund asked, bringing the people to a halt.

"I believe, Your Highness," | said hesitantly, "that what you are hearing is
t he sound of gases bubbling up fromthe depths of the magma."

He | ooked eager, excited. |I'd seen the same expression on his face when he was
small and | had offered to take him on an excursion

"How far are we fromthe | ake?"

"Not far, | should judge, Your Highness."

He started off. | laid a restraining hand on his arm

"Edmund, take care. Qur bodies' mmgic has activated to protect us fromthe
heat and the poi sonous fumes, but our strength is not. W should proceed

forward with caution, take our tine.

He stopped i medi ately, |ooked intently at ne. "Why? What is to fear? Tell ne,
Bal tazar."

He knows me too well. | cannot conceal anything from him
"My Prince," | said, drawing himto one side, out of earshot of the people and
the king. "I cannot put a nane to my fear and, therefore, | amloathe to

nmention it."

| spread the map out on a rock. W bent over it together. The people paid

little attention to us. | could see the king watching us with suspicion
however, his brow dark and furrowed. "Pretend that we are discussing the
route, Your Highness. | don't want to unduly worry your father."

Edmund, casting the king a worried glance, did as | requested, wondering in
| oud tones where we were.

"You see these runes, drawn over this |lake on the map?" | said to himin a | ow
voice. "I cannot tell you what they mean, but when I look at theml| amfilled
with dread.”

Edmund stared at the sigla. "You have no idea what they say?" "Their message
has been lost in time, My Prince. |I cannot decipher it." "Perhaps they warn
only that the way is treacherous."

"That could be it ..."

"But you don't think so."

"Edmund," | said, feeling ny face burn with enbarrassnent,

"I"'mnot sure what | think. The map itself doesn't indicate a dangerous route.
As you can see, a wide path runs around the shores of the lake. A child could
travel it with ease.”

"The path night be cut or blocked by rock falls. W' ve certainly enough of

that during our trip," Ednund stated grimy. "Yes, but the original nmapnaker
woul d have indicated such an occurrence if it had happened during the time he



was making the . If not, he wouldn't have known about it. No, if these runes
are to warn us of danger, that danger existed when this map was made."

"But that was so |long ago! Surely the danger's gone by now. You're like a
rune- bone pl ayer beset by bad fortune. According to the 3, our luck is bound
to change. You worry too nuch, Baltazar," ttind added, |aughing and cl appi ng
me on the shoulder. "I hope so, My Prince," | replied gravely. "Hunmor ne.

I ndul ge a necromancer's foolish fears. Proceed with caution. Send the soldiers
ahead to scout the area—

| could see the king, glowering at us.

"Well, of course," snapped Edmund, irritated that | should venture to tell him
his duty. "I would have done so in any case. | will mention the matter to ny
father."

Ch, Edmund, if only I had said nore. If only you had said less. If only. Qur
lives are made up of "if onlys."

"Fat her, Baltazar thinks the path around the | ake may be dangerous. You stay
behind with the people and let nme take the sol di ers—=

"Danger!" the old king flared, with a fire that had not burned in either body
or mind for along, long rime. Alas, that it should have bl azed forth now
"Danger, and you tell me to stay behind! I amking. O, at least, | was."

The old man's eyes narrowed. "I have noticed that you—wi th Baltazar's help, no
doubt —are attenpting to subvert the people's loyalty. |I've seen you and the
necromancer off in your dark corners, plotting and scheming. It won't work.
The people will follow nme, as they have al ways foll owed ne!"

| heard. Everyone heard. The king's accusation echoed through the cavern. It
was all | could do to keep fromrushing forward and throttling the old man
with ny bare hands. | cared nothing for what he thought of ne. My heart burned
fromthe pain of the wound | saw inflicted on his son

If only that fool king had known what a |oyal and devoted son he had! If only
he coul d have seen Ednund during those |long, dreary cycles, wal king by his
father's side, listening patiently to the old man's nad ranblings. If only he
could have seen Ednmund, tinme and again, refuse to accept the crown, although
the council knelt at his feet and begged him If only .

But, no nore. One nust not speak ill of the dead. | can only assune sone
i ngeri ng madness put such ideas in the king' s mnd.

Edmund had gone deathly white, but he spoke with a quiet dignity that becane
himwell. "You have m sunderstood ne, Father. It was necessary for ne to take
on nyself certain responsibilities, to nake certain decisions during the tine
of your recent illness. Reluctantly, | did so, as any here"—he gestured to the
peopl e, who were staring at their king in shock—=w Il tell you. No one is nore
pl eased than | amto see you take, once nore, your rightful place as ruler of
the people of Kairn Telest."

Edmund gl anced at me, asking me silently if | wanted to reply to the
accusation. | shook ny head, kept ny nouth closed. How could I, in honesty,
deny the wish that had been in ny heart, if not on nmy |lips?

H's son's words had an effect on the old king. He | ooked ashanmed, as well he
m ght! He started to reach out his hand, started to say sonething, perhaps
apol ogi ze, take his son in his arms, beg his forgiveness. But pride —or



madness —got the better of him The king | ooked over at me, his face
hardened. He turned and stal ked oft calling loudly for the soldiers.
"Some of you cone with ne," the king conmanded. "The rest of you stay here and
guard the people fromwhatever danger the necronmancer theorizes is about to
befall us. He is full of theories, our necromancer. Hs latest is that he
fancies hinmself the father of nmy son!"

Edmund started forward, burning words on his lips. | caught hold of his arm
hel d hi m back, shaking my head.

The king set off for the tunnel exit, followed by a small troop of about
twenty. The exit was a narrow opening in the rock. The file of Soldiers,
wal ki ng shoul der to shoul der, would have a difficult time squeezing their way
t hrough. In the distance, through the opening, the fiery light of the Lake of
Burni ng Rock gleaned a fierce, bright red

The peopl e | ooked at each other, |ooked at Edmund. They seenmed uncertai n what
to do or say. A few of the council menbers, however, shook their heads and
made cl ucking sounds with their tongues. Edmund cast them a furious gl ance,
and they imrediately ftfl silent. Wen the king reached the end of the tunnel
he turned to face us.

"You and your necromancer stay with the people, Son," he shouted, and the

sneer that curled his lip was audible in his voice.

"Your king will return and tell you when it is safe to proceed." Acconpani ed
by his soldiers, he wal ked out of the tunnel. If only .

Dr agons possess remarkable intelligence. One is tenpted to say Mal evol ent
intelligence, but, in fairness, who are we to judge a creature our ancestors
hunted al nost to extinction? | have no doubt that, if the dragons could or
woul d speak to us, they would rem nd us that they have good cause to hate us.

Not that this nakes it any easier

"I should have gone with him" were the first words Edmund spoke to ne, when
gently tried to renove his arnms fromaround his father's broken, bleeding

body. "I should have been at his side!"
If, at any noment in ny life, | was ever tenpted to believe that there m ght
be an imortal plan, a higher power.... But no. To all nmy other faults, | wll

not add bl aspheny!

As his father had commanded him Ednund stayed behind. He stood tall

dignified, his face inpassive. But |, who know himso well, understood that
what he longed to do was run after his father. He wanted to explain, to try to
make his father understand. If only Edmund had done so, perhaps the old king
m ght have rel ented and apol ogi zed. Perhaps the tragedy woul d never have
occurr ed.

Edmund is, as | have said, young and proud. He was angry—justifiably so. He
had been insulted in front of all the people. He had not been in the wong. He
woul d not make the first nmove toward reconciliation. His body trenbled with
the force of his inheld rage. He stared out the tunnel, said no word. No one
said anything. We waited in silence for what seened to ne to be an

interm nable length of tine.

What was wrong? They coul d have circumavi gated the | ake by now, | was
thinking to nyself, when the screamresounded down the runnel, echoed horribly



off the cavern wal |l s.

Al'l of us recognized the voice of the king. I... and his son .. -recognized it
as a warning, recognized it as his death cry.

The screamwas awful, first choked with terror, then agonized, bubbling with
pain. It went on and on, and its dreadful echo reverberated fromthe rock
wal |'s, screanmed death to us over and over

| have never in ny life heard anything to equal it. | hope |I never hear
anything like it again. The scream mi ght have turned the people to stone, as
does, purportedly, the | ook of the | egendary basilisk. |I know that | stood

frozen to the spot, ny linbs paralyzed, ny mind in little better condition
The screamjolted Ednund to action.

"Father!" he shouted, and all the |ove that he had |longed for during all the
years of his life was in that cry. And, just as in his life, his cry went
unanswer ed.

The prince ran forward, al one.

| heard the clattering of weapons and the confused sounds of battle and, above
that, a dreadful roaring. | could now give a nane to nny fear. | knew now what
the runes on the map neant.

The sight of Edmund rushing to neet the same fate as his father inpelled ne,
at last, to act. Swiftly, with what rermaining strength I had left, I wove a
magi cal spell, like the nets in which we'd caught the fish across the tunne
exit. Edmund saw it, tried to ignore it. He crashed full-force into it, fought
and struggled against it. Drawing his sword, he attenpted to cut his way

t hr ough.

My magic, its power heightened by nmy fear for him was strong. He couldn't get
out, nor could the fire dragon —on the other side —break through the net.

At least, | hoped it couldn't. | have studied what the ancients wote about
such creatures, and it is my belief that they underesti mated the dragon's
intelligence. To be safe, | ordered the people to retreat farther back down
the tunnel, telling themto hide in whatever passages they could find. They
fled like scared mice, council nenbers and all, and soon no one was left in
the front part of the cavern but nyself and Edmund.

He struck at ne, in his frustration. He pleaded with me, he begged ne, he
threatened to kill ne if | did not renove the nagical net | renai ned adamant.
| could see, now, around the shores of the |ake, the terrible carnage taking
pl ace.

The dragon's head and neck, part of its upper body, and its dagger-sharp

spi ked tail reared up out of the nolten |lava. The head and neck were bl ack

bl ack as the darkness left behind in Kairn Telest. Its eyes glowed a ghastly,
blazing red. In its great jaws it held the body of a struggling soldier and,
as Edmund and | Watched in horror, it loosed its jaws and dropped the man into
t he nagna.

One by one, the fire dragon took up each of the soldiers, who were attenpting,
with their pitiful weapons, to battle the creature. One by one, the dragon
sent them plunging into the burning lake. It feft a single body on the
shoreline —the body of the king. Wen the |last sol dier was gone, the dragon
turned its blazing eyes on Edmund and ne and stared at us for |long, |ong



nmonent s.

| swear that | heard words, and Edrmund told me |l ater that he thought he did,
too. You have paid the price of your passage. You may nhow crosSs.

The eyes cl osed, the black head slithered down beneath the magna and was gone.

Whet her | actually heard the fire dragon's voice or not, something inside ne
told me that all was safe, the dragon would not return. | renoved the nagica
net. Edmund dashed out of the tunnel before | could stop him | hurried after
keepi ng ny eyes on the boiling, churning | ake.

No sign of the dragon. The prince reached his father, gathered the old man's
body into his arnmns.

The king was dead, he had died horribly. A giant hole-inflicted, perhaps, by
the sharp spi ke on a lashing tail-had penetrated his stomach, torn through his
bowel s. | hel ped Ednmund carry his father's corpse back to the tunnel. The
peopl e rermai ned at the far end, refusing to venture anywhere near the |ake.

I could not blame them | wouldn't have gone near it either, if | hadn't heard
that voice and known that it could be trusted. The dragon had taken its
revenge, if that's what it was, and now was at peace.

| foresee that Edmund will have a difficult time convincing the people that it
is safe to wal k the path on the shore of the Lake of Burning Rock. But | know
inthe end that he will succeed, for the people |ove himand trust himand
now, whether he likes it or not, they will nane himtheir Kking

W need a king. Once we | eave the shores of the |ake behind, we will be in

Kai rn Necros. Edmund naintains we will find there a land of friends. |
believe, to ny sorrow, we will find there the I and of our enem es.

And here is where | have decided to end ny account. | have only a few pages of

t he precious parchnment left, and it seenms fitting to me to dose the journa
here, with the death of one king of Kairn Telest and the crowning of a new
one. | wish | could see ahead in tine, see what the future holds for us, but
not all the magi cal power of the ancients allowed themto | ook beyond the
present noment.

Perhaps that is just as well. To know the future is to be forced to abandon
hope. And hope is all that we have |eft.

Edmund will lead his people forth, but not, if |I can persuade him to Kairn
Necros. Who knows? The next journal | keep nmay be called The Journey Through
Death's Gate.

—Bal t azar, necromancer to the Kking
CHAPTER * 7

THE NEXUS | NSPECTED HI S SHI P, WALKED THE LENGTH AND BREADTH OF t he sl eek
dragon- prowed vessel, studied masts and hull, wings and sails with a critica
eye. The ship had survived three passages through Death's Gate, sustaining
only m nor damage, nostly inflicted by the tytans, the terrifying giants of
Pryan.

"What do you think, boy?" Haplo said, reaching down and fondling the ears of a
bl ack, nondescript dog, who padded silently along beside him "Think it's
ready to go? Think we're ready to go?" He tugged playfully at one of the silky



ears. The dog's pluny tail brushed fromside to side, the intelligent eyes,
that rarely left its master's face, brightened.

"These runes"—Hapl o strode forward, laid his hand on a series of burns and
carvings inscribed on the ship's hull =“will act to block out all energies,
according to My Lord. Nothing, absolutely nothing should be able to penetrate.
W'l | be shielded and protected as a babe in its nother's wonb. Safer," Haplo
added, his face darkening, "than any baby born in the Labyrinth."

He ran his fingers over the spidery lines of the runes, reading in his mnd
their intricate | anguage, searching for any flaw, any defect. H s gaze shifted
upward to the carved dragon's head. The fierce eyes Wared eagerly forward, as
if they could already see the end of then-goal in sight.

"The magi c protects us," Haplo continued his one-sided conversation, the dog
not being disposed to talk. "The magic surrounds us. This time | will not
succunmb. This time | will witness the journey through Death's Gate!"

The dog yawned, sat down, and scratched at an itch with such viol ence that he
nearly tipped hinself over. The Patryn glanced at the animal with sone
irritation. "A lot you care," he muttered accusingly.

Hearing the note of rebuke in the |oved voice, the dog cocked its head and
appeared to try to enter into the spirit of the conversation. Unfortunately,
the itch proved too great a distraction

Snorting, Haplo clanbered up the ship's side, wal ked over the top deck, giving
it one final inspection

The ship had been built by the elves of the air world of Arianus. Made to
resenbl e the dragons that the elves could adnmire but never tane, the ship's
prow was the dragon's head, its breast the bridge, its body the hull, its tai
t he rudder. Wngs fashioned of the skin and scales of real dragons guided the
vessel through the air currents of that wondrous realm Slaves (generally
human) and el ven w zardry conbined to keep the great ships afloat.

The ship had been a gift froma grateful elven captain to Hapl o. The Patryn
nodified it to suit his needs, his own ship having been destroyed during his
first journey through Death's Gate. The great dragonship no |onger required a
full crewto man it, or wizards to guide it, or slaves to operate it. Haplo
was now captain and crew nenber. The dog was the ship's only passenger.

The dog, conquering the elusive itch, trotted behind, hoping that the | ong and
boring inspection was nearly at end. The aninmal adored flying. It spent nopst
of the journey with its face pressed against the porthole, tongue |olling,

tail wagging, |eaving nose-prints on the glass. The dog was eager to be gone.
So was its master. Haplo had di scovered two fascinating realms in his journeys
t hrough Death's Gate. He had no doubt he would be equally rewarded on this
trip.

"Cal m down, boy, "
nmonent . "

he said softly, patting the dog's head. "We'll leave in a

The Patryn stood on the top deck, beneath the folds of the dragon's centra
sail, and | ooked out on the Nexus, his honel and.

He never left this city without a pang. Disciplined, hard, and unenotional as
he considered hinself to be, he was forced to blink back the tears whenever he
left. The Nexus was beautiful, but he'd seen nany |ands just as beautiful and
never unmanned hi nsel f by weeping over them Perhaps it was the nature of the



beauty of the a twilight world whose days were ever either dawn or dusk,

ni ghts were never dark but always softly brightened by . Nothing in the Nexus
was harsh, nothing in the Nexus existed in extrenes except for the people who
lived there, people who had energed fromthe Labyrinth —a prison world of
unspeakabl e horror. Those who survived the Labyrinth and managed to escape
cane into the Nexus. Its beauty and peace enfol ded themlike the enbracing
arms of a parent conforting a child having a night-

Hapl o stood on the deck of his flying ship and gazed out on the green, grassy
awn of his lord s mansion. He renenbered the first tinme he'd risen fromthe
bed where they'd carried hi maore dead than alive after his trials in the
Labyrinth. He had gone to a wi ndow and | ooked out on this |land. He had known,
for the first time in his scarred life, peace, tranquility, rest.

Every tine he | ooked out a wi ndow onto his honel and, he recalled that nonent.
Every tine he recalled that nmonent, he bl essed and honored his master, the
Lord of the Nexus, who had saved him Every tine he blessed his lord, Haplo
cursed the Sartan, the dem gods who had | ocked his people into that crue
worl d. Every time he cursed them he vowed revenge

The dog, seeing that they weren't going to | eave instantly, Sppped down on the
deck and | ay—hose on paws—patiently waiting. Hapl o shook hinmself out of his
reverie, stirred briskly to action, and nearly stepped on the animal. The dog
junped up with a startled yelp.

"There, old boy. Sorry. Keep out fromunder ny feet next time." Haplo turned
to descend into the hold, stopped in mdstride as he felt the world around him
rippl ed.

Ri ppl e. That was the only way to describe it. He had never experienced
anything like the strange sensation. The nmovenent far beneath him perhaps at
the very core of the world, and upward in sinuous waves that did not travel
hori zontally, in a trenmor, but vertically, rippling up fromthe ground through
his his feet, his knees, body, head.

Everything around himwas distorted by the same effect. For a instant, Haplo
| ost all shape, form dinension. He was flat, against a flat sky, a flat
ground. The ripple passed through and >k themall sinultaneously. Al except
the dog. The dog vani shed. The effect ended as swiftly as it had begun. Haplo
fell to his hands and knees. Dizzy, disoriented, he fought off a sickening of
nausea. He gasped for breath, the ripple effect had conmpressed the air from
hi s body. Wen he could breathe, he searched to see if he could di scover what
had caused the terrifying phenonmenon

The dog returned, standing in front of him gazing at himreproachfully

"It wasn't ny fault, fellow, " Haplo said, darting wary, suspicious glances in
all directions.

The Nexus glimered in its peaceful twilight, |eaves on the trees whispered
softly. Hapl o exani ned them closely. The stalwart trunks had stood straight

and tall and unbent for a hundred generations. But just monents before, he'd
seen themripple like wheat in a windstorm Nothing noved, he heard no sound —
and that in itself was odd. Previous to the ripple, he' d been obliquely aware
of animal noises that were now hushed in ... what? Fear? Awe?

Haplo felt a strange reluctance to nove, as if the very act of taking a step
woul d cause the frightening sensation to reoccur. He had to force hinmself to
wal k back al ong the deck, expected every nmonent to find hinmself pasted on the
| andscape once again. He peered over the side of the ship's hull, down onto



t he | awn.
Not hi ng

H s gaze scanned the mansion, the w ndows of his lord' s magnificent dwelling.
Hs lord lived alone in the mansi on, except for Haplo, and he was only there
on occasion. This day, the mansion was enpty. The lord was away, fighting his
endl ess battl e against the Labyrinth.

Not hi ng. No one.

"Maybe | imagined it," Haplo nuttered

He wi ped sweat fromhis upper lip, noted his hand was trenbling. He stared at
the runes tattooed on his skin, saw, for the first time, that they were
glowing a very faint blue. Hastily, he shoved up his sleeve, saw the blue gl ow
fading fromhis arms. A glance at his chest, beneath the V-slit collar of his
tunic, reveal ed the sane.
"So, | didn't inmagine it," he said, conforted. H s body had reacted to the
phenonenon, reacted instinctively to protect him—protect himfromwhat? A
bitter iron taste, as of blood, coated his mouth. He coughed, spit. Turning,
he stonmped back across the deck. Hi s fear faded with the blue glow, |eaving
hi m angry, frustrated.

The ripple had not conme frominside the ship. Haplo had watched it pass

t hrough the ship, watched it pass through his body, the trunks of the trees,

t he ground, the mansion, the sky. He hastened below to the bridge. The
steering stone, the rune-covered orb he used to guide his vessel, stood on its
pedestal . The stone was dark and cold, no light emanating fromit.

Hapl o glared at the stone in irrational ire, having half-hoped that it m ght
have been responsible. He was irritated to discover it wasn't. Hi s nind
cat al oged everything el se on board: neat coils of rope in the hold; barrels of
wi ne, water, and food; a change of clothes; his journal. The stone was the
only magi cal object.

He'd cl eaned away all remants of the nensch [1] +he el ves, hunmans, dwarf, and
i nsane old wi zard who had |l ately been his passengers on that ill-fated journey
to the Elven Star. The tytans had undoubtedly slaughtered themall by now.
They couldn't be the cause.

The Patryn stood on the bridge, staring unseeing at the stone, his brain
runni ng around |ike a nmouse caught in a maze, darting down this passage and
that, sniffing and scrabbling and hoping to find a way out. Menories of the
mensch on Pryan wandered to menories of nmensch on Arianus and that made him
think of the Sartan Hapl o'd encountered on Arianus, a Sartan whose mind noved
as clumsily as his oversize feet.

None of these nenories |ed himanywhere useful. Nothing like this had happened
to himbefore. He brought to mind all he knew of magic, the sigla that rul ed
the probabilities, made all things possible. But by all laws of magic known to
him that ripple could not have been. Haplo found hinsel f back where he
started.

"I should consult with My Lord," he said to the dog, who was regarding its
master with concern. "Ask his advice."

But that woul d nmean postponing his journey through Death's Gate for an
indefinite period of time. Wen the Lord of the Nexus reentered the deadly



confines of the Labyrinth, no one could say when—er if—-he would return. Upon
that return, he would not be pleased to discover that Hapl o had been wasting
precious tine in his absence.

Hapl o pictured the interviewwith the fornidable old man—the only living being
the Patryn respected, admired, and feared. He imagi ned hinself attenpting to
put the strange sensation into words. He inmagined his lord s answer.

"Afainting spell. | didn't know you were subject to those, Haplo, My Son
Per haps you shouldn't go on a journey of such inportance.”

No, better solve this on his own. He considered searching the rest of his
shi p, but—-agai n—+hat would waste time. 'And how can | search it when | don't
know what |'m | ooking for?" he demanded, exasperated. |I'mlike a kid who sees
ghosts in the night, making ny nother come in with the candle to prove to ne
that there's nothing there. Bah! Let's get out of here!"

He strode resolutely over to the steering stone, placed his hands on it. The
dog took its accustoned position next to the glass portholes located in the
dragon's breast. Apparently its master had conme to the end of whatever strange
gane he'd been playing. Tail waggi ng, the dog barked excitedly. The ship rose
up on the currents of wind and magi c and sailed into the purpl e-streaked sky.

*

The entry into Death's Gate was an awesone, terrifying experience. Atiny

bl ack dot in the twilight sky, the Gate was like a perverse star that shone
dark instead of light. The dot did not growin size, the nearer the ship
sailed. Rather, it seened that the ship itself shrank down to fit inside.

Dwi ndl i ng, di m nishing—a frightening sensation and one that Hapl o knew was al
in his mind, an optical illusion, like seeing pools of water in a burning
desert.

This was his third tinme entering Death's Gate fromthe Nexus side, and he knew
he shoul d be accustonmed to the effect. He shouldn't let it frighten him But
now, just as every tine before, he stared at that small hole and felt his
stomach clench, his breath come short. The closer he flew, the faster the ship
sailed. He couldn't stop his forward notion, even if he'd wanted to. Death's
Gat e was sucki ng hi minside.

The hol e began to distort the sky. Streaks of purple and pink, flares of soft
red began twisting around it. Either the sky was spinning and he was
stationary, or he was spinning and the sky was stationary, he could never tel
which. And all the while he was being drawn inside at an ever-increasing rate
of speed.

This time, he'd fight the fear. This time—A shattering crash and an i nhuman
wai | brought Haplo's heart to his nmouth. The dog junped to its feet and was
off like an arrow, lacing into the ship's interior

- Hapl o wenched his gaze away fromthe mesnmerizing swirl of colors enticing
himinto the bl ackness beyond. In the distance, he could hear the dog's bark
echoi ng through the corridors. To judge by the dog's reaction, someone or
somet hi ng was aboard his ship.

Hapl o lurched forward. The ship rocked and heaved and bucked. He had
difficulty keeping his feet, tottered and staggered into the bul kheads |i ke
sone ol d drunk.

The dog's barking grew in | oudness and intensity but Haplo noted, oddly, a



change in the note. The bark was no | onger threatening, it was joyful +the
ani mal greeting soneone it knew and recogni zed.

Per haps sone kid had hidden hinself aboard for a prank or a chance for
adventure. Haplo couldn't conceive of any Patryn child who would indulge in
such mschief. Patryn children, growing up (if they nanaged to live that |ong)
in the Labyrinth, had very little time for chil dhood.

After sone difficulty, he made his way to the hold, heard a voice, faint and
pat heti c.

"Ni ce doggie. Hush, now, nice dog, and go away, and I'Ill give you this bit of
sausage .. .*

Hapl o paused in the shadows. The voice sounded fanmiliar. It wasn't a child's,
it was a man's and he knew it, although he couldn't quite place it. The Patryn
activated the runes on his hands. Bright blue light welled fromthe sigla,
illumnating the darkness of the hold. He stepped inside.

The dog stood spraddl e-1egged on the deck, barking with all its might at a man
cowering in a corner. The man, too, was faniliar, a balding head topped by a
fringe of hair around the ears, a weary m ddl e-aged face, nmld eyes now w de
with fear. H s body was | ong and gangly and appeared to have been put together
fromleftover parts of other bodies. Hands that were too |arge, feet that were
too large, neck too long, head too small. It was his feet that had betrayed
the man, entangling himin a coil of rope, undoubtedly the cause of the crash.

"You," Haplo said in disgust. "Sartan."

The man | ooked up fromthe barking dog, which he had been attenpting
unsuccessfully to bribe with a sausage—part of Haplo's food supply. Seeing the
Patryn standi ng before him the man gave a faint, self-deprecating snle, and
f ai nt ed.

"Alfred!" Haplo drew in a seething breath and took a step forward. "How the
hell did you—=

The ship slammed headl ong into Death's Gate.
CHAPTER * 8
DEATH S GATE

THE VI OLENCE OF THE | MPACT KNOCKED HAPLO OVER BACKWARD AND sent the dog
scrabbling to maintain its balance. The comat ose body of Alfred slid gently
across the canting deck. Haplo crashed up agai nst the side of the hold,
fighting desperately agai nst tremendous unseen forces pressing on him holding
him plastered to the wood. At last the ship righted itself sonewhat and he was
able to lurch forward. G abbing hold of the linp shoulder of the man lying at
his feet, Haplo shook himviciously.

"Alfred! Damm it, Sartan! \Wake up!"

Alfred' s eyelids fluttered, the eyes beneath themrolled. He groaned mildly,

bl i nked, and-seeing Hapl o's dark and scowl i ng face above hi mappeared sonewhat
al arnmed. The Sartan attenpted to sit up, the ship listed, and he instinctively
grabbed at Haplo's armto support hinself. The Patryn shoved the hand aside
roughly.

"What are you doing here? On ny ship? Answer ne, or by the Labyrinth, 1'll—=



Hapl o stopped, staring. The ship's bul kheads were closing in around him the
wooden sides drawi ng nearer and nearer, the deck rushing up to neet the
overhead. They were going to be crushed, squeezed flat except, at the sane
instant, the ship's bul kheads were flying apart, expanding into enpty space,
the deck was falling out frombeneath him the entire universe was rushing
away fromhim |eaving himalone and small and hel pl ess.

The dog whi npered and crawl ed toward Hapl o, buried its cold nose in his hand.
He cl asped the animal thankfully. It was warm and solid and real. The ship was
his and stabl e once nore.

"Where are we?" Alfred asked in awe. Apparently, fromthe terror-stricken
expression in the wide, watery eyes, he had just undergone a simlar

experi ence.

"Entering Death's Gate," Haplo answered grinly.

Nei t her spoke for a monent, but | ooked around, watching, listening with inheld
br eat h.

"Ah." Alfred sighed, nodded. "That would explain it."

"Expl ai n what, Sartan?"

"How | arrived ... er ... here," Alfred said, lifting his eyes for an instant
to neet Haplo's, imediately lowering themagain. "I didn't nean to. You nust
understand that. |-+ was |ooking for Bane, you see. The little boy you took
fromArianus. The child's mother is frantic with worry—=

"Over a kid she gave away el even years ago. Yeah, I'min tears. Go on."

Al fred' s wan cheeks flushed slightly. "Her circunstances at the time—She had
no choi ce—It was her husband—=

"How di d you get on ny ship?" Hapl o repeat ed.

"I... | managed to locate Death's Gate in Arianus. The Gegs put me in one of
t he di g-cl aws—You renenber those contrapti ons?—and | owered ne down into the

storm right into Death's Gate itself. | had just entered it when |
experienced a sensation as... as if | were being pulled apart and then |I was
jerked violently backward . .. forward ... | don't know | blacked out. When I
cane to nmyself, | was lying here." Alfred spread his hands helplessly to

i ndi cate the hol d.

"That must have been the crash | heard." Haplo gazed at Al fred specul atively
"You're not lying. Fromwhat |'ve heard, you miserable Sartan can't |lie. But
you're not telling ne all the truth either."

Al fred' s flush deepened, he | owered his eyelids. "Prior to when you left the
Nexus," he said in a small voice, "did you experience an odd . . . sensation?"

Hapl o refused to conmit hinself, but Alfred took his silence for acqui escence.
"A sort of ripplelike effect? Made you sick? That was me, |I'mafraid," he said
faintly.

"It figures." The Patryn sat back on his heels, glaring at Al fred. "Now what
in the name of the Sundering do | do with you? |I—=

Time slowed. The | ast word Hapl o spoke seenmed to take a year to energe from



his mouth and another year for his ears to hear it. He reached out a hand to
grasp Alfred by the frilly neckerchief around the man's scrawny neck. Hi s hand
crept forward a fraction of an inch at a tinme. Haplo attenpted to hasten his
nmoti on. He moved slower. Air wasn't coming in fast enough to supply his |ungs.
He woul d di e of suffocation before he could draw a breath.

But inpossibly he was noving fast, far too fast. Hi s hand had grasped Al fred
and was worrying the man |like the dog worried a rat. He was shouting words
that came out gi bberish and Alfred was trying desperately to break his grasp
and say sonething back, but the words flew by so swiftly that Haplo coul dn't
understand them The dog was lolling on its side, noving in slow notion, and
it was up and | eaping around the deck like a thing possessed.

Haplo's mnd attenpted frantically to deal with these dichotomies. Its answer
was to give up and shut down. He fought against the darkening m sts, focusing
his attention on the dog, refusing to see or think about anything else.
Eventual | y, everything either slowed down or speeded up. Normality returned.

It occurred to himthat this was the farthest he'd nade it into Death's Gate
wi t hout | osing consci ousness. He supposed, he thought bitterly, he had Al fred
to thank.

"It will keep growing worse," said the Sartan. Hi s face was white, he shook
all over.

"How do you know?" Haplo wi ped sweat fromhis forehead, tried to relax, his
nmuscl es were bunched and aching fromthe strain.

"I... studied Death's Gate before | entered it. The other times you passed
t hrough, you al ways bl acked out, didn't you?"

Haplo didn't answer. He decided to try to make his way to the bridge. Alfred
woul d be safe enough in the hold, for the time being. It was damn certain the
Sartan wasn't goi ng anywhere!

Haplo rose to his feet. .. and kept rising. He stood up and up and up until he
must crash through the wooden overhead, and he was shrinking, becom ng snaller
and smaller and smaller until an ant night step on himand never notice.

"Deaths Gate. A place that exists and yet does not exist. It has substance and
is epheneral. Time is measured marchi ng ahead goi ng backward. Its light is so
bright that | am plunged into darkness."

Hapl o wondered how he coul d tal k when he had no voice. He shut his eyes and
seened to be opening themw der. H's head, his body were splitting apart,
tearing off into two separate and conpletely opposite directions. H's body was
rushing together, inploding in on itself. He clasped his hands over his
rendi ng skull, reeling, spiraling dowmward until he |l ost his balance and
tunmbled to the deck. He heard, in the distance, someone screaning, but he
couldn't hear the scream because he was deaf. He could see everything clearly
because he was completely and totally blind.

Haplo's mnd westled with itself, attenpting to reconcile the unreconcilable.
H s consci ousness dove down further and further inside him seeking to regain
reality, seeking to find some stable point in the universe to which it could
cling.

It found . .. Alfred.

Just as Alfred's failing consciousness found Hapl o.



Al fred was skidding through a void, plumeting downward, when he cane to a
sudden halt. The terrible sensations he'd experienced in the Death's Gate
ceased. He stood on firmground and the sky was up above him Nothing was

spi nni ng around himand he wanted to cry fromrelief when he realized that the
body in which he was standing was not his own. It belonged to a child, a boy
of about eight or nine. The body was naked, except for a loincloth tw sted
around the boy's thin linbs. The body was covered with the swirls and whorls
of blue and red runes.

Two adults, standing near him were talking. A fred knew them knew themto be
his parents, although he'd never seen them before now. He knew, too, that he'd
been runni ng, running desperately, running for his Iife and that he was tired,
hi s body ached and burned, and that he couldn't take another step. He was
frightened, horribly frightened, and it seemed to himthat he'd been
frightened nost of his short life; that fear had been his first recognizable
enot i on.

"It's no use,"” said the man, his father, gasping for breath. "They're gaining
on us."

"W should stop now and fight them" insisted the woman, his nmother, "while we
have strength left."

Al fred, young as he was, knew that the fight was hopel ess. \Watever was
chasing them was stronger and faster. He heard terrifying sounds behi nd

hi m+arge bodi es crashing through the undergrowmth. A wail swelled in his
throat, but he fought it back, knowing that to give way to his fear would only
make matters worse

He funbled at his loincloth, drew out a sharp-pointed dagger, encrusted with
dried blood. Ooviously, Alfred thought, staring at it, |'ve killed before.

"The boy?" asked his mother, a question to the nan. \Watever was coni ng was
gai ning on themrapidly.

The man tensed, fingers closing around a spear in his hand. He seened to
consider. A | ook passed between the two, a |look that Al fred understood and he
| eapt forward, the word 'No.' bubbling frantically to his lips. It was met by
a clout on the side of his head that knocked hi m sensel ess.

Al fred stepped out of his body and watched his parents drag his linmp and
unresisting forminto a growh of thick bushes, hiding himw th brush. Then
they ran, luring their enenmy as far fromtheir child as they could before they
were forced to turn and fight. They weren't acting out of love to save him

but out of instinct, just as a nmother bird, pretending to have a broken w ng,
will lead the fox away from her nest.

When Al fred regai ned consci ousness, he was back in the child' s body.
Crouchi ng, panic-stricken, in the brush, he watched, in a dazed and dreamnli ke
fashi on, the snogs nmurder his parents.

He wanted to scream to cry out, but something—nstinct again or perhaps only
fear freezing his tongue—kept himsilent. H's parents fought bravely and wel I,
but they were no match for the hul king bodi es and sharp fangs and | ong,
razorlike claws of the intelligent snogs. The killing took a long, long tine.

And then, mercifully, it was over. H's parents' bodi es—what was |eft of them



when the snogs had finished their gorgi ng—+ay unnov-ing. H's nother's screans
had ceased. Then came the frighteni ng nonent when Al fred knew that he was
next, when he feared that they nmust see him that he nust be as highly visible
as the bright red blood clotting the matted | eaves on the ground. But the
snogs were weary of their sport. Hunger and lust to kill both satisfied, they
nmoved of f, leaving Alfred alone in the brush

He lay hidden a long tinme, near the bodies of his parents. The carrion beasts
arrived to take their share of the spoils. He was afraid to stay, afraid to

| eave, and he couldn't help whinpering, if only to hear the sound of his own
voi ce and know that he was alive. And then two nmen were there, beside him
peering down at him and he was startled for he hadn't heard them gliding

t hrough the brush, moving nore silently than the wi nd.

The nmen discussed him as if he weren't there. They eyed the bodies of his
parents coldly, spoke of themw thout synpathy. The men were not cruel, only
callous, as if they'd seen nmurder done all too nany tinmes before and the sight
could no | onger shock them One of them reached down into the brush, dragged
Alfred to his feet. They marched himover to stand beside the bodies of his
but chered parents.

"Look at that," the man told Alfred, holding the boy by the scruff of his neck
and forcing himto stare at the gruesone sight. "Remenber it. And renenber
this. It wasn't snogs that killed your father and nmother. It was those who put
us in this prison and left us to die. Wo are they, boy? Do you know?" The
man's fingers dug painfully into Alfred's flesh

"The Sartan," Alfred heard hinsel f answer and he knew then that he was Sartan
and that he'd just killed those who had given himbirth.

"Repeat it!" the man ordered him
"The Sartan!" Alfred cried, and he wept.

"Right. Never forget that, boy. Never forget."

*

Haplo fell into darkness, cursing, fighting, struggling to retain

consci ousness. H's mind rebelled agai nst him dragged hi munder for his own
good. He caught a glinpse of a light, as he seened to be receding farther and
farther away, and he exerted every ounce of his being to reach that light. He
made it.

The falling sensation ended, all the strange sensations ended and he was
filled with a vast sense of peace. He was lying on his back and it seened to
hi mthat he had just awakened froma deep and restful slunmber it by beautiful
dreans. He was in no hurry to rouse hinmself, but lay still, enjoying slipping
into and out of sleep, listening to a sweet nusic in his mnd. At |length, he
knew hinself to be fully awake and he opened his eyes.

He lay in a crypt. He was startled, at first, but not frightened, as if he
knew where he was but had forgotten and now that he remenbered, everything was
all right. He felt a sense of excitenment and breathl ess anticipation

Sonet hing that he'd been waiting for a long tinme was about to happen. He
wondered how to get out of the crypt, but knew the answer inmmedi ately when he
asked hinmself the question. The crypt woul d open at his conmand.

Lyi ng back restfully, Haplo glanced down at his body and was to see hinself in
strange cl othes—ong white robes. And he with a pang of terror, that the runes



tattooed on his hands and were gone! And with the runes, his magic. He was
hel pl ess, hel pl ess as a nenschl!

But the knowl edge came to himinstantly, alnobst making himlaugh at his own
simplicity, that he wasn't powerless. He possessed the magic - but it was
inside him not outside. Experinmentally, he lifted his hand and exanmined it.
The hand was sl ender and delicate. It traced a rune in the air and, at the
same time, sang the rune to the a&pie door of his crystal crypt opened.

Hapl o sat up and swung his | egs over the side. He junmped Hghny down to the
floor; his body tingled all over with the unaccustomed exertion. Turning, he

| ooked back into the crystalline surface of the enpty crypt and experienced a
prof ound shock. He was | ooking at his own reflection, but his face didn't | ook
back. Alfred' s did. He was Al fred!

Hapl o staggered, physically jolted by the know edge. O course, that explai ned
t he absence of runes on his skin. The Sartan magic worked fromwithin to
wi t hout, whereas Patryn magi c worked fromw thout to within.

Confused, Haplo | ooked fromhis own enpty crypt to one |ocated next to his. He
saw in it a wonan, young, |lovely, her face calmand tranquil in repose.
Looki ng at the woman, Haplo felt a warnth Wil up inside himand he knew he

| oved her, knew he had | oved her a long, long tine. He noved over to her crypt
and rested his hands upon the chill crystal. He gazed at her fondly, tracing
every line of that (flowed face.

[jli1\nna," he whispered, and caressed the crystal with his hands. A chil
stol e through Haplo, freezing his heart. The woman isn't breathing. He could
see clearly through the glass tomb that it supposed to have been a tonb but
only a cocoon, a resting until it was time for themto enmerge and take over
their duties.

She wasn't breat hi ng!

Admittedly, the nagical stasis slowed the body's functions, watched the woman
anxiously, willing the fabric across her to nove, willing the eyelids to
flicker. He waited and watched, pressed against the glass for hours, waited
until his strength out, and he crunbled to the floor. And then, lying on the
floor, he lifted his hand and stared at it again. He noticed now what he had
not before. The hand was sl ender and delicate, but it was aged, winkled. Blue
veins stood out clearly. Dragging hinmself to his feet, he stared into the
crystal of the crypt and he saw his face.

"I amold," he whispered, reaching out to touch the reflection that, when he
had gone to sleep, had been bright with youth and alive with eager prom se.
Now it was aged, skin flabby and saggi ng, his head bare, the fringe of hair
around the ears whitish gray.

"I amold," he repeated, feeling panic surge through him "I amold! | have
aged! And it takes a long, long tine for a Sartan to age! But not her! She is
not old." He stared back into her crypt. No, she was no ol der than he
renenbered her. Wich nmeant she had not aged. Wich meant she was

"No!" Haplo cried, clutching at the crystal sides as if he would tear them
apart, his fingers sliding down ineffectually. "No! Not dead! Not her dead and
me alivel Not me alive and . . . and . "

He stepped back, |ooking around him |ooking into the other crypts. Each one
of them except his, held a body. Inside each was a friend, a conrade, a
brother, a sister. Those who were to cone back to this world with himwhen it



was tine, cone back to continue the work. There was so much to do! He ran to
anot her crypt.

"Ivor!" he called, pounding on the crystal sides with his fingers. But the man
| ay unmovi ng, unresponsive. Frantic, Haplo ran to another and another, calling
out each dear name, pleading incoherently with each one to wake, to be!

"Not nme! Not me ... alone!"”
"Or maybe not," he said, stopping in his mad panic, hope cool and soot hi ng
inside him "Maybe I'm not alone. | haven't been out of the mausol eumyet." He
| ooked toward the archway that stood at the far end of the round chanber.

"Yes, there are probably others out there."

But he made no notion toward the door. Hope died, destroyed by logic. There
were no others. If there had been, they would have ended the enchantnment. He
was the only survivor. He was al one. Which neant that somewhere, sonehow,
somet hi ng had gone horribly wong.

"And will | be expected, all by myself, to set it right?"
CHAPTER * 9
FI RE SEA, ABARRACH

DD NOT REGAI N CONSClI QUSNESS, HE REGAI NED A SENSE OF himsel f. He had
succeeded in his objective, he had remai ned awake during the journey through
Death's Gate. But now he knew why the nind far preferred to make the trip in
unknowi ng darkness. He understood, with a real sense of shaken terror, how
near he'd come to slipping into nmadness. Alfred's reality had been the rope to
whi ch he'd clung to save hinself. And he wondered, bitterly, if it mght not
have been better to have let |oose his hold.

He lay for a nmonment on the deck, trying to draw his shattered self back
together, attenpted to shake off the feelings of grief and dreadful |oss and
fear that assailed himall in the nane of Alfred. A furry head rested on the
Patryn's chest, liquid eyes | ooked anxiously into his. Haplo stroked the dog's
silky ears, scratched its nuzzle.
"It's all right, boy. I'mall right," he said, then knew that he woul d never
truly be all right again. He glanced across at the comatose body spraw ed on
the deck near him

"Dam you!" he nuttered and, sitting up, started to give the body a wakeni ng
kick with his foot. He was rem nded, forcibly, of the young and beauti ful
corpse in the crystal tonmb. Reaching out a hand, he shook Alfred' s shoul der

"Hey," he said gruffly. "C non. C npbn and wake up. | can't |eave you down
here, Sartan. | want you up on the bridge where |I can keep on you. Get
nmovi ng! "

Al fred sat up instantly, gasping and crying out in horror. He “ntched at

Hapl o's shirt, nearly dragging the Patryn down on top of him "Help ne! Save
me! Running! |'ve been running... and they're so close! Please! Please, help
ne!"

What ever was going on here, Haplo didn't have tinme for it. "Hey!" he shouted
loudly, straight into the man's face, and sl apped him

Al fred's bal di ng head snapped back, his teeth clicked together. Sucking in a



breath, he stared at Haplo and the Patryn saw recogniti on. He saw sonet hi ng
el se, compl etely unexpected: understandi ng, compassi on, sorrow.

Hapl o wondered uneasily where Alfred had spent his journey through Death's
Gate. He had the answer, deep inside, but he wasn't certain he liked it or
what it all might mean. He chose to ignore it, at least for the tinme being.

"Was that? ... | saw..." Alfred began
"On your feet," Haplo said. Standing up hinself, he pulled the clunmsy Sartan
up with him "We're not out of danger. If anything, we've just flown into it.

A shattering crash am dshi ps enphasi zed his words. Hapl o staggered, caught
hi nsel f on an overhead beam Alfred fell backward, arns flailing wildly, and
sat down heavily on the deck

"Dog, bring him" Haplo ordered, and hurried forward.

During the Sundering, the Sartan had split the universe, divided it into

worl ds representative of its four basic elenents: air, fire, stone, and water.
Hapl o had first visited the realmof air, Arianus. He had just returned from
the realmof fire, Pryan. Hs glinpses into each had prepared him so he had
supposed, for what he might find in Abarrach, the world of stone. A

subt erranean world, he imagined, a world of tunnels and caves, a world of coo
and earthy-snelling darkness.

H s ship struck something again, |isted sideways. Haplo could hear, behind
him a wail and a clattering crash. Al fred, down again. The ship could take
such puni shnment, guarded as it was by its runes, but not indefinitely. Each

bl ow sent tiny trenors through the sigla traced on the hull, forcing thema
little farther apart, disrupting their magic ever so slightly. Two had only to
conpl etely separate, one fromthe other, open a crack that woul d grow w der
and wi der. That was how Haplo's first trip through Death's Gate had ended.

Maki ng his way forward as rapidly as possible, tossed fromside to side by the
erratic nmotion of the heaving ship, Haplo became aware lurid glow lighting the
dar kness around him The tenperature increasing, growi ng hotter, rmuch hotter
The runes on his skin began to glow a faint blue, his body's magic reacting
instinctively to reduce his tenmperature to a safe |evel

Could his ship be on fire?

Hapl o scoffed at the notion. He had passed safely through the guns of Pryan;
the runes woul d nost assuredly protect against flame! But there was no denyi ng
the fact that the red gl ow was burning brighter, the tenperature grow ng

war ner. Hapl o qui ckened his pace. Energing onto the bridge with sone
difficulty, due to the lurching of the vessel, the Patryn stopped and stared,
amazenment and shock paral yzi ng him

H's ship was sailing, with incredible speed, down a river of nolten |ava.

A vast streamof glowing red tinged with flame yell ow surged and swirled
around the vessel. Darkness arched above him made darker by contrast to the
lurid light of the magma flow below. He was in a gigantic cavern. Vast colums
of bl ack rock, around which the |lava curled and eddi ed, soared upward,
supporting a ceiling of stone. Nunberless stalactites hung down, reaching for
himlike bony, grasping fingers, their polished surface reflecting the hellish
red of the river of fire beneath them



The ship veered this way and that. Huge stalagmites, with w cked, sword-sharp
edges, thrust up fromthe nolten sea like black teeth froma red maw. Hapl o
under st ood what had caused the trashes they'd previously experienced. Jolted
to action, he noved forward and placed his hands on the steering stone,
reacting by, instinct nore than by conscious thought, his gaze riveted with
horrid fascination on the dreadful |andscape into which he sail ed.

"Bl essed Sartan!" murmured a voice behind him "Wat frightful place is this?"
Hapl o spared Alfred a brief glance.
"Your people made it," he told him "Dog, watch him"

The dog had obediently herded and harried Alfred to this point by nipping at
the man's heels. It plopped itself down on the deck, panting in the heat,
fixing its intelligent eyes on the Sartan. Alfred took a step forward. The
animal growed, its tail thunped warningly against the deck

' ve not hi ng agai nst you personally, the dog mi ght have been saying fromits
expression, but orders are orders.

Al fred gul ped and froze, |eaned weakly agai nst the bul khead. "Were .. . where
are we?" he repeated in a faint voice

"Abarrach. "
"The worl d of stone. Was this your destination?"
"OfF course! What did you expect? That |I'mas clunsy as you?"

Al fred was silent, eyes staring out on the awful panorama. "So you are
visiting each of the worlds?" he said at |ength.

Hapl o didn't see any reason why he should answer and so he kept quiet and
concentrated on his steering. It deserved concentration. The huge boul ders
sprang up suddenly, w thout warning. He considered taking to the air, but
deci ded against it. He couldn't determ ne the height of the cavern's ceiling.
The hull could w thstand puni shment far better than the fragile mast and
dragon's head prow.

The heat was intense, even inside the ship, which had the advantage of being
protected by runes on the outside. Haplo's skin gleamed a bright blue as the
runes cooled him Alfred, he noticed, was humm ng beneath his breath, tracing
runes in the air with his long-fingered hands and shuffling his feet slightly,
his body swaying to the rhythm of the Sartan nagic. Flanks heaving, the dog
panted | oudly, but never took its eyes from Al fred.

"You' ve been to the second world, | presume,” the Sartan continued in a | ow
voi ce, almost as if he were speaking to hinself. "It would be natural for you
to travel to themin the order in which they were created, the order they
appear on the old charts. Did you. .. did you find any trace of"-Alfred
paused, seemi ng to have troubl e speaki ng—ny peopl e?" he asked finally in a
voi ce so soft that Haplo heard himonly because he knew what the question was
going to be.

The Patryn didn't immediately answer. What was he going to do with Alfred?
This Sartan? This nortal eneny?

Hapl o' s inclination, and he was astounded by how his hands and fingers itched
to performthe action his mnd presented to him was to toss the man into the



magma river. But to nmurder Alfred would be to indulge in his own hatred, a

| apse of discipline the Lord of the Nexus would not tolerate. Afred, a living
Sartan-as far as Hapl o had discovered, the only living Sartan—was an extrenely
val uabl e pri ze.

My Lord will be pleased with this gift, Haplo thought, considering. Far nore
pl eased with this than anything else |I could bring him including ny report on
this hellish world. | should probably turn around, deliver the Sartan

i mediately. But.. . but.

But that woul d nean reentering Death's Gate and Hapl o, although he hated
admtting his weakness to hinself, couldn't view that prospect w thout true
alarm. He saw again the rows and rows of tonbs, knew again the death of hope
and proni se, experienced the know edge of being terribly, horribly, pitifully
al one.

He wrenched his mind fromthe dream or whatever it had been, cursed the eyes
that had nade himsee it. | won't make that journey again, not now, not so
soon. Let tinme blunt it, blur the images. He rationalized: it would be
extremely difficult and dangerous to turn the ship around. Better to keep

goi ng, conplete nmy mssion, explore this world, and then return to the Nexus.
Alfred isn't going anywhere without nme, that's for dam sure.

One gl ance at the Sartan's sweat-dewed face, the shivering |inbs, and Haplo
was reassured. Al fred appeared incapable of making his way to the head w t hout
assistance. The Patryn didn't think it likely that his eneny woul d have either
the strength or the ability to west the ship away from hi mand nmake good an
escape.

Haplo net Alfred' s eyes, saw —once again —not hatred or fear but

under standi ng, sorrow. It occurred to the Patryn, suddenly, that the Sartan

m ght not want to escape. Hapl o considered, discarded the notion. Alfred mnust
know what terrible fate awaited himat the hands of the Lord of the Nexus. And
if he didn't, Haplo would obligingly tell him

"Did you say sonething, Sartan?" he tossed over his shoul der
"I asked if you found anything of ny people on Pryan," Alfred repeated hunbly.

"What | found or didn't find is no concern of yours. It will be up to My Lord
to tell you what he thinks you ought to know. "

"Are we going back there? To your |ord?"
Hapl o heard, with a bitter satisfaction, the nervous quaver in the man's

voice. So Alfred did know, or at |east had a general idea, of the reception he
woul d receive

"No." Haplo ground the word. "Not yet. | have a job to do and |I'mgoing to do
it. I don't think it likely you'll want to wander about this place on your
own, but, just in case you're thinking you mght give me the slip, the dog
will have its eyes on you day and night."

The animal, hearing the reference, brushed the plumy tail on the deck, the
mout h wi dened in a grin, exhibiting razor-sharp teeth.

"Yes," Alfred said in a | ow voice, "I know about the dog."

Now whafs that supposed to nean? Hapl o wondered irritably, not liking the
man's tone, which seened to border on conpassi onate when the Patryn woul d have



preferred fear.

"Just a reninder, Sartan. There are things | can do to you, things | would
enjoy doing to you, that are not at all pleasant and woul d not ruin your
usefulness to My Lord. Do what | tell you and keep out of nmy way and you won't
get hurt. Understand?"

"I amnot as weak as you seemto consider ne.

Al fred drew hinself upright with a senblance of dignity. The dog grow ed and
lifted its head, ears flattened, eyes narrowed. The tail thunped om nously.
Al fred shrank backward, stooped shoul ders rounding.

Hapl o snorted in derision and concentrated on his sailing.

Up ahead, in the distance, the river of nagma forked. One | arge stream
branched off to the right, another, snaller, veered to the left. Haplo steered
his ship into the right, for no other reason than that it was the |arger of
the two and appeared easier and safer to travel

"How coul d anyone live in such a terrible environ?" Alfred, talking
rhetorically to hinself, seemed considerably surprised that Hapl o responded.

"Mensch certainly couldn't survive, although our kind could. | don't think our
tripinto this world will be a long one. If there ever was life here, it nust
be dead by now. "

"Per haps Abarrach was never neant to be habitable. Perhaps it was neant to be

only an energy source for the other—= A fred' s tongue clicked against the roof
of his nouth, he fell abruptly silent.

Hapl o grunted, gl anced at the nan. "Yeah? Go on."

"Not hing." The Sartan's eyes were on his oversize feet. "I was nerely
specul ating."

"You'll have the opportunity to 'speculate' all you want when we return to the
Nexus. You'll w sh you knew the secrets of the universe and could reveal them
every one, to My Lord before he's finished with you, Sartan."

Al fred kept silent, stared out the glass porthole. Haplo darted gl ances up and
down the black and barren shoreline. Small tributaries of the magma river
nmeandered of f anong the rock shoals and di sappeared into fire-1ighted shadow.
These m ght | ead sonewhere, night |ead out. There was not hi ng above t hem
except rock.

"If we're in the center of the world, in the core, ifs possible that there
could be life above, on the surface,” A fred renmarked, echoing Haplo's
t hought. He found that extrenely irritating.

He consi dered beaching his ship, proceeding forward on foot, but imediately
abandoned the idea. Wal ki ng anmong the slick-sided, sharp, black stalagmtes
that gleaned with an eerie, lurid brilliance in the magma's reflected gl ow
woul d be difficult, treacherous. He would stay with the river, at |east for
the time being.

A dull roaring sound cane to his ears. A glance at Alfred's face told himthe
Sartan heard it, too.

"We're noving faster," Alfred said, licking his lips that nust be rined with



salt to judge by the sweat trickling down the man's cheeks.

The ship's speed increased, the magma hurtling along as if eager to arrive at
some unknown destination. The roaring sound grew | ouder. Haplo kept his hands
on the steering stone, peered ahead anxi ously. He saw not hi ng except vast

bl ackness.

"Rapids! Afall!" Alfred shouted, and the ship plunged over the edge of a
gigantic | ava cascade.

Haplo clung to the steering stone, the ship fell downward into a vast sea of
nmolten | ava. Rocks thrust up out of the swirling fiery mass, black nails
grasping for the puny ship that was hurtling down on them

Shaking hinself free of the fascinated horror that gripped him Haplo el evated
hi s hands on the steering stone and, as his hands lifted, the runes on the
stone glowed fiercely, brightly. The ship itself lifted, the magic flow ng
t hrough the wi ngs, activating them Dragon Wng, as he had named it, wenched
itself free of the magma's clutching grasp and soared out over the nolten sea.

Hapl o heard behind hima groan and a slithering sound. The dog was on its
feet, barking. Alfred |lay huddl ed on the deck, the Sartan's face white as
deat h.

"I think I"'mgoing to be sick," he said faintly.

"Don't do it here!"™ Haplo barked, noting his own hands shaki ng, experiencing
hinself a lurching in his stonach and a bitter taste of bile in his nouth. He
concentrated on flying his ship.

Al fred apparently managed to control hinself, for the Patryn heard not hing
nmore fromhim Haplo sailed his ship upward, hoping to discover that they had
flown out of the cavern. As he flew up and up into the darkness, he was

di sappointed to observe stalactite formations. These were incredibly

| arge—sone as much as a nile in diameter. Far, far bel ow gl eaned the nmagna
sea, flowing to a horizon that was red on bl ack

He took the ship back down, near the shoreline. He had caught a glinpse to his
right of an object that appeared man-nade jutting out into the water. Its
lines were too straight and even to have been formed by nature's hand, no
matter how magi cally gui ded. Myving closer, he saw what | ooked like a pier
extending fromthe shore out into the | ava ocean

Hapl o brought the ship down. He stared at the formation intently, trying to
get a clear view.

"Look!" Alfred cried, sitting up and pointing, startling the dog, who grow ed.
"There, to your left!"

Hapl o jerked his head around, thinking they must be about to crash into a
stal actite. Nothing | oomed ahead of themand it took some nmonents to determ ne
what Al fred had sighted

Banks of clouds, created by the extrene heat of the magma sea neeting the cool
air of the cavern far above, could be seen in the distance. The clouds drifted
and parted, and then myriad tiny lights were visible, blinking out from
beneath the clouds |ike stars.

Except that there could be no stars visible in this underground worl d.



The mist flew apart in tattered rags, and Haplo could see clearly. Perched on
terraced steppes far fromthe magna sea stood the buil dings and towers of an
enormous city.

CHAPTER * 10
SAFE HARBOR, ABARRACH
"WHERE ARE YOU TAKI NG THE SHI P?" ALFRED ASKED.

"I"mgoing to dock at that pier or whatever it is over there,"’
with a glance and a nod out the w ndow.

Hapl o answer ed,

"But the city's | ocated on the opposite bank!"
"Precisely."
"Then, why not—=

"It beats the hell out of ne, Sartan, how you rmanaged to survive so | ong.
suppose it's due to that fanous fainting routine of yours. What do you plan to
do? Waltz up to the walls of a strange city, not knowi ng who lives there, and
ask themnicely to let you in? What do you say when they ask you where you're
fron? What you're doing here? Way you want inside their city?"

"I would say—that is, I'd tell them+ guess you have a point," Alfred conceded
lanely. "But what do we gain by |anding over there?" He gestured vaguely.
"Whoever lives in this dreadful place"—the Sartan couldn't resist a
shudder—=wi | | ask the sanme questions."

"Maybe." Hapl o cast a sharp, scrutinizing gaze at their landing site. "Maybe
not. Take a good | ook at it."

Alfred started to walk to the window The dog growl ed, ears pricked, teeth
bared. The Sartan froze.

"It's all right. Let himgo. Just watch him" Haplo told the dog, who settled
back down onto the deck, keeping its intelligent eyes on the Sartan

Alfred, with a backward gl ance at the animal, awkwardly crossed the deck; its
slight rocking nmotion sent the Sartan staggering. Hapl o shook his head and
wonder ed what the devil he was going to do with Alfred while exploring. Alfred
arrived at the wi ndow wi thout major m shap and, |eaning agai nst the gl ass,
peered through it.

The ship spiraled down out of the air, landed gently on the nagnma, floated on
sl uggi sh, nolten waves.

A pier had been shaped out of what had once been a natural grain of obsidian
extending out into the nagna sea. Several other man-made structures, built out
of the same bl ack rock, faced the pier across a crude street.

"You see any signs of life?" Haplo asked.

"I don't see anyone noving around," Alfred said, staring hard. "Either in the
town or on the docks. We're the only ship in sight. The place is deserted."

"Yeah, maybe. You can never tell. This m ght be their version of night, and
everyone's asleep. But at least it's not guarded. If I'mlucky, | can be the
one asking the questions."



Hapl o steered the dragonship into the harbor, his gaze scrutinizing the snall
town. Probably not so nuch a town, he decided, as a dockside |oading area. The
bui | di ngs | ooked, for the nobst part, |ike warehouses, although here and there
he thought he saw what m ght be a shop or a tavern

Who woul d sail this deadly ocean, deadly to all but those protected by

power ful magi c—such as Al fred and hinsel f? Hapl o was intensely curious about
this strange and forbidding world, nore curious than he'd been about those
wor | ds whose conposition closely resenbled his own. But he still didn't know
what to do about Alfred.

Apparently the Sartan was following the line of Haplo's thoughts. "What shoul d
| do?" Alfred asked neekly.

"I"mthinking about it," Haplo nuttered, affecting to be absorbed in the
tricky docki ng maneuver, although that, in reality, was being handled by the
magi ¢ of the runes of the steering stone.

"I don't want to be left behind. 1'mgoing with you."

"I't's not your decision. You'll do what | say, Sartan, and like it. And if |
say you'll stay here with the dog to keep an eye on you, you'll stay here. O
you won't like it."

Al fred shook his balding head slowy, with quiet dignity. "You can't threaten
me, Haplo. Sartan nmagic is different fromPatryn magic, but it has the sane
roots and is just as powerful. | haven't used nmy magic as nuch as you've been
forced by circunmstances to use yours. But | amolder than you. And you mnust
concede that magic of any type is strengthened by age and by wi sdom"

"I must, nmust |?" Haplo sneered, although his mind went alnost inmediately to
his lord, a man whose years were nunberless, and to the vast power he had
amassed.

The Patryn eyed his opposite, eyed the representative of a race who had been
the only force in the universe who could have halted the Patryn's vaulting
anbition, their rightful quest for conplete and absol ute control over the
weak- m nded Sartan and the squabbling, chaos-driven nensch

Alfred didn't ook very form dable. H s soft face indicated to the Patryn a
soft and weak nature. H s stoop-shoul dered stance inplied a cringing, sheepish
attitude. Hapl o already knew the Sartan was a coward. Wrse, Alfred was cl ad
in clothes suited only to a royal drawi ng roonma shabby frock coat, right
breeches tied at the knee with scraggly bl ack vel vet ribbons, lace-trinmed
neckerchief, a coat with fl oppy sl eeves, buckl e-adorned shoes. But Hapl o had
seen this man, this weak specinen of a Sartan, charm a maraudi ng dragon wth
not hi ng nore than a few novenents fromthat clunmsy body.

Hapl o had no doubt in his mnd who would win a contest between the two of
them and he guessed that Alfred didn't either. But a contest would take tine
and the fighting magi cks generated by these two bei ngs—the cl osest beings to
gods the nensch woul d ever know—woul d proclaimtheir presence to everyone
wi t hi n eyesi ght and earshot.

Besi des, on reflection, Haplo didn't particularly want to | eave the Sartan on
his ship. The dog would prevent Alfred frombreathing, if Haplo ordered it.
But the Patryn hadn't liked the Sartan's reference to the animal. | know about
the dog, he'd said. What did he know? What was there to know? The dog was a
dog. Not hing nmore, except that the animal had once saved Haplo's life.



The Patryn docked the ship at the silent, enpty pier. He kept close watch,
nore than hal f-expecting sone type of wel cone—an official demanding to know
their business, an idle straggler, watching their arrival out of curiosity.

No one appeared. Haplo knew little of wharves or shipyards but he took this as
a bad sign. Either everyone was fast asleep and conpletely uninterested in
what was happening at their docks or the town was, as Alfred had said,
deserted. And towns that were deserted were generally deserted for a reason
and that reason was generally not good.

Once the ship was noored, Hapl o deactivated the steering stone, placed it once
nore on its pedestal, its glow ng runes extingui shed. He began to prepare to
di senbark. Rummaging in his supplies, he found a roll of plain linen cloth and
wound it carefully around his hands and wists, covering and concealing the
runes tattooed on the skin.

The sane runes were tattooed over most of his body. He kept hinmself covered
wi th heavy cl ot hi ng—a | ong-sl eeved shirt, a |l eather vest, |eather trousers
tucked into tall |eather boots, a scarf tied close around his neck. No sigla
adorned the grim square-jawed, cleanshaven face, no runes appeared on the
pal ms of the hands or the fingers or the soles of his feet. The rune-nagic
mght interfere with the mental processes and those of the senses: touch
sight, smell, hearing.

"I"mcurious," said Alfred, watching the proceedings with interest. "Wy do
you bother to disguise yourself? It's been centuries since . . . since .

he faltered, not certain where to go from here.

"Since you threw us in that torture chanber you called a prison?" Haplo
finished, glancing at Alfred coolly.

The Sartan's head bowed. "I didn't realize ... | didn't understand. Now, | do.
I"msorry."

"Under st and? How coul d you possibly understand unl ess you' ve been there?"
Hapl o paused, wondering again, unconfortably, where Al fred had spent his
journey through Death's Gate. "You'll be sorry, all right, Sartan. We'll see
how I ong you last in the Labyrinth. And to answer your question, | disguise
nmysel f because there could be people out there—ike yourself, for exanpl e—who
renenber the Patryns. My Lord does not want anyone to renenber—ot yet, at

| east."

"There are those such as nyself, who would renenber and try to stop you.
That's what you nmean, isn't it?" Alfred sighed. "I cannot stop you. | am one.
You, fromwhat | gather, are many. You didn't find any trace of ny people
alive on Pryan, did you?"

Hapl o | ooked at the man sharply, suspecting sone sort of trick, though he
couldn't imagine what. He had a sudden vision of those rows of tonbs, of the
young, dead corpses. He guessed at the desperate search that had taken Al fred
to every part of Arianus—fromthe high realns of the self-accursed w zards to
the lowy realns of the slavelike Gegs. He experienced the terrible grief of
coming to realize, finally, that he alone had survived, his race and all its
dreans and pl ans were dead.

What had gone wrong? How coul d godli ke beings have dw ndl ed, vani shed? And if
such a disaster could happen to the Sartan, could it al so happen to us?

Angry, Haplo shrugged off the thought. The Patryns had survived a | and



determ ned to slaughter themproof that they had been right all along. They
were the strongest, the nost intelligent, the fittest to rule.

"I found no trace of the Sartan on Pryan,”
they'd built."

Hapl o said, "except a city that

"Acity?" Alfred | ooked hopeful

' Abandoned. Long ago. A nmessage they left behind said sonething about sone
type of force driving themout."

Al fred appeared bew |l dered. "But that's inpossible. Wat type of force could
it have been? There is no force, except perhaps your own, that could destroy
or even intimdate us."

Hapl o wound t he bandages around his right hand, glanced at the Sartan from
beneat h | owered brows. He seened to be sincere, but Haplo had journeyed with
Alfred in Arianus. The Sartan wasn't as sinpleninded as he appeared. Alfred
had di scovered Haplo to be a Patryn | ong before Haplo had discovered Alfred to
be a Sartan

If he did know anyt hi ng about such a force, he wasn't tal king. The Lord of the
Nexus woul d have it out of him however.

Hapl o tucked the ends of the bandages neatly beneath the shirt cuffs and
whistled to the dog, who | eapt eagerly to its feet.

"Are you ready, Sartan?"

Alfred blinked in surprise. "Yes, |I'mready. And, since we're speaking the
human | anguage, it might be better if you called nme by ny name instead of
"Sartan.' "

"Hell, 1 don't even call the dog by name and that animal neans a lot nore to
me than you do."

"There mi ght be those who renenber the Sartan, as well as the Patryns."

Hapl o gnawed his lower lip, conceded that the man had a point. "Very well,
"Alfred.'" He managed to make it sound insulting. 'Although that's not your
real name, is it?"

"No. It's one | adopted. Unlike yours, ny true nane woul d sound very strange
to the nensch.”

"What is your real nanme? Your Sartan nane? |If you're wondering, | can speak
your | anguage—al though | don't like to."

Al fred drew hinself straighten "If you speak our |anguage, you know then that
to speak our names is to speak the runes and draw on the power of the runes.
Therefore, our true nanes are known only to ourselves and to those who | ove
us. A Sartan's nanme can be spoken only by another Sartan

"Just as your name"-Alfred raised a delicate finger, pointed suddenly at
Hapl o' s breast—is nmarked on your skin and may be read only by those whom you
| ove and trust. You see, | also speak your |anguage. Although | don't I|ike
to."

"Love!" Haplo snorted. "W don't |ove anyone. Love is the greatest danger
there is in the Labyrinth, since whatever you love is certain to die. As for



trust, we had to learn it. Your prison taught us that nuch- W had to trust
each ot her, because that was the only way we coul d survive. And speaking of
survival, you m ght want to nmake certain | stay healthy, unless you think you
can pilot this ship back thiough Death's Gate yourself."

"And what happens if ny survival depends on you?"

"Ch, I'll see that you survive, all right. Not that you'll thank nme for it
later."

Al fred | ooked at the steering stone, the sigla etched on it. He would
recogni ze each sigla, but they were arranged in far different patterns from

t hose he knew. Elven and human | anguages use the sane letters of the al phabet,
yet the | anguages are vastly dissimlar. And al though he mght be able to
speak the Patryn | anguage, Haplo was certain the Sartan couldn't work the
Patryn magi c.

"No, I'mafraid | couldn't manage steering this ship," Afred said.

Hapl o | aughed briefly, derisively, started for the door, then stopped.
Turni ng, he held up a warning hand.

"Don't try that fainting trick with ne. 1 warn you! | can't be responsible for
what happens if you pass out."

Al fred shook his head. "I can't control the fainting spells, I'mafraid. OCh,
in the beginning | could. | used it to disguise ny magic, |like those bandages
you wear. What else could | do? I could no nore reveal | was a denigod than
you coul d! Everyone woul d have wanted to use me. G eedy nen demanding | give
them weal th. Elves demanding | kill the humans. Humans demanding | rid them of
the elves . "

"And so you fainted."

"I was beset by robbers.” Alfred lifted his hands, |ooked down at them "I
could have obliterated themwith a word. | could have turned themto solid
stone. | could have nelted their feet to the pavenent. | could have charned
themutterly . . . and left ny mark indelibly on the world. | was frightened —
not of them but of what | had the power to do to them M nental turnoil and
angui sh was too great for ny mnd to bear. Wien | cane to nyself, | knew how I
had solved the dilemma. | had sinply fainted dead away. They took what they
wanted and left ne alone. And now | can't control the spells. They sinply .
happen. "

"You can control it. You just don't want to. It's become an easy way out." The
Patryn pointed over the ship's hull to the blazing | ava sea, burning bright
around them "But if you faint and fall into a puddle in this world, that
fainting spell's liable to be your |ast!

"Let's go, dog. You, too, Alfred.’
CHAPTER * 11
SAFE HARBOR, ABARRACH

LEFT THE SH P MOORED AT THE DOCK, |ITS MAG C KEEPING IT afloat in the air
above the magma fl ow. He was not concerned over anything happening to the
vessel, runes of protection guarded it better than he could have guarded it in
person, would pernmit no one to enter in his absence. Not that this appeared
likely. No one approached the ship, no dock authority demanded to know their



busi ness, no hucksters swarmed over to push their wares, no sailors |ounged
about, idly eyeing the cut of their jib.

The dog leapt fromthe deck to the pier below Haplo followed, |anding al npbst
as silently and lightly as the animal. Alfred remained on deck, dithering
nervously, pacing back and forth.

Hapl o, exasperated, was on the point of |eaving the man when suddenly, wth
desperate courage, Al fred | aunched hinself into the air, arnms and | egs
flailing, and | anded in a confused heap on the rock pier. It took himsevera
monents to sort hinself out, |ooking for all the world as if he were
endeavoring to decide which |inmb went where and maki ng m st akes as he went

al ong. Hapl o watched, hal f-anused, wholly irritated, inclined to assist the
clumsy Sartan sinply to expedite their progress. Alfred at |last pulled hinself
t oget her, discovered no bones were broken, and fell into step beside Haplo and
t he dog.

They wandered slowly down the pier, Haplo taking his tine investigating. He
stopped once to stare closely at several bales stacked on the docks. The dog
sniffed around them Alfred gazed at them curiously.

"What are they, do you think?"

"Raw mat eri al of some sort," Hapl o answered, touching it gingerly. "Fibrous,

soft. M ght be used for making cloth. |I—= He paused, |eaned closer to the
bale, alnpbst as if he were sniffing it, like his dog. He straightened,
poi nted. "What do you make of that?"

Al fred appeared rather startled at being thus addressed, but he | eaned down,
squinting his mld eyes and peering distractedly. "What? | can't—=

"Look closely. Those marks on the sides of the bales.”

Al fred thrust his nose nearly into the product, gave a start, paled slightly,
and drew back.

"Wel | ?" Hapl o denmanded.

"l... can't be sure."

"The hell you can't."

"The marki ngs are smudged, difficult to read.”

Hapl o shook his head, and wal ked on, whistling to the dog, who thought it had
found a rat and was pawing frantically at the bottom of a bale.

The town of obsidian was silent, the silence was om nous and oppressive. No
heads peered out of the wi ndows, no children ran through the streets. Yet it
had obvi ously once been filled with life, as inpossible as that m ght seem so
near the magma sea whose heat and fumes nust kill any ordinary nortal

Ordinary nortals. Not dem gods.

Hapl o continued his scrutiny of the various goods and bundles piled up on the
pi er. Cccasionally, he paused and shot a closer glance at one and when he did
this, he often pointed it out silently to Alfred, who would | ook at it, | ook

at Hapl o, and shrug his stooped shoul ders in perplexity.

The two nmoved into the town proper. No one hailed them greeted them



threatened them Haplo was certain, now, that no one would. The pricking of
certain runes on his skin would have alerted himto the presence of anything
living; his magi c was doi ng nothing nore than keeping his body cool and
filtering out harnful properties in the air. Al fred appeared nervous—but then
Al fred woul d have appeared nervous wal king into a children's nursery.

Two questions were on Haplo's m nd: Who had been here and why weren't they
here any | onger?

The town itself was a collection of buildings carved of the black rock
fronting a single street. One building, standing alnost directly opposite the
pi er, boasted thick-paned, crude gl ass w ndows. Haplo | ooked inside. Severa
gl obes of soft, warmlight ranged around the walls, illumnating a |arge
common roomfilled with tables and chairs. Perhaps an inn

The inn's door was woven out of a heavy, coarse, grasslike substance, simlar
to henp. The fiber had then been coated with a thick, glossy resin that nmade
it smooth and inpervious to weather. The door stood partially ajar, not in

wel cone, but as if the owner had left in such haste he'd neglected to shut it.

Hapl o was about to step inside and investigate when a mark on the door caught
his attention. He stared at it, the doubt in his mind hardening into finality.
He said nothing, his finger jabbed at the door, at the mark on the door

"Yes," said Alfred quietly, "a rune structure."

"A Sartan rune structure," Haplo corrected, his voice grating harshly.

"A corrupted Sartan rune, or perhaps altered would be a better choice of
words. | couldn't speak it, nor use it." Head bobbi ng, shoul ders hunched,

Al fred | ooked singularly like a turtle, emerging fromits shell. "And | can't
explainit."

"It's the sane as those narks we saw on the bales."”

"I don't know how you can tell." Alfred wouldn't commit hinself. "Those were

al nrost worn off."

Hapl o's m nd went back to Pryan, to the Sartan city he'd di scovered. He'd seen
runes there as well, but not on the inns. The inns of Pryan hung out signs of
wel cone in human, elven, dwarven. He recalled, too, that the dwarf—what had
been that fell ow s nane?—had known somet hing of the rune magic, but only in a
crude and childlike fashion. Any three-year-old Sartan could have bettered the
Pryan dwarf in a rune-scrying contest.

This rune structure may have been corrupted, but it was sophisticated, runes
of protection for the inn, runes of blessing for those who entered. At |ast,
Hapl o had found what he had been seeking, what he had been dreading to
find—+the eneny. And, if he was to judge by appearance, he was standing in an
entire civilization of them

Great. Just great.
Hapl o entered the inn, booted feet padding softly across the carpeted fl oor

Al fred crept along behind, |ooked about in amazerment. "Woever was here
certainly left in a hurry!"

Hapl o was in a bad nood, not inclined for conversation. He continued his
i nvestigation in silence. He exanmi ned the | anps, was surprised to see that



they had no wicks. Ajet of air flowed froma small pipe in the wall. The
flame burned off the air. Haplo blew out the flanme, sniffed, and winkled his
nose. Breathe that too |long without benefit of magic and you' d quietly cease
to breat he.

Hapl o heard a noi se, glanced around. Alfred had automatically and w t hout
thinking carefully righted an overturned chair. The dog sniffed a hunk of neat
left lying on the floor.

And all around the Patryn, everywhere he turned his glance, were Sartan runes.
"Your people haven't been gone |long," he observed, noting the bitterness in
his voice, hoping it covered the crawing, tw sting knot of fear, of anger, of
despair.

"Don't call themthat!" Alfred protested. Was he trying hard not to build his
hopes too high? O did he sound as frightened as Hapl 0? "There's no ot her
evi dence—

"Li ke hell! Could humans, no matter how advanced in magic, live long in this
poi sonous at nosphere? Coul d el ves? Dwarves? No! The only peopl e who coul d
survive are your people.”

"Or yours!" Alfred pointed out.
"Yeah, well, we all know that's not possible!"

"We don't know anyt hing. Mensch mght |live here. Over tine, they m ght have
adapted.. ."

Hapl o turned away, sorry he'd brought it up. "It's no use specul ating. W'l
probably find out soon enough. These peopl e, whoever they are, haven't been
gone long."

"How can you tell?"

In answer, the Patryn held up a | oaf of bread he'd just broken. "Stale on the
outside," Haplo said, poking at it. "Soft in the center. If it'd been left out
long, it would be stale all the way through. And no one bothered to put runes
of preservation on it, so they expected to eat it, not store it."

"I see." Alfred was admiring. "I never would have noticed."
"You learn to notice, in the Labyrinth. Those who don't, don't survive."
The Sartan, unconfortable, changed the subject. "Wy do you think they left?"

"My guess is war," Haplo answered, lifting a filled wi neglass. He sniffed at
the contents. The stuff smelled awful

"Wwar!" Alfred' s shocked tone brought the Patryn i mediately to attention
"Yes, come to think of it, that is odd, isn't it? You people pride yourselves
on peaceful solutions to problens, don't you? But"—-he shrugged—it sure | ooks
that way to nme."

"l don't understand—

Hapl o waved an inpatient hand. "The door standing ajar, chairs overturned,
food |l eft uneaten, not a ship in the harbor."



"I"'mafraid | still don't understand."

"A person who | eaves his property expecting to come back generally shuts his
door and locks it, to keep that property safe until his return. A person who
flees his property in fear for his life just |eaves. Then, too, these people

fled in the nmiddle of a neal, |eaving ordinarily portable goods behind
them—pl ates, cutlery, pitchers, bottles—full bottles at that. I'll wager that
if you went upstairs, you'd find nost of their clothes still in their roons.

They were warned of danger, and they got the hell out of here."

Al fred' s eyes wi dened in sudden horror, realization dawning on himwith a
sickly light. "But ... if what you say is true .. . then whatever is coning
down on them=

"—s com ng down on us," Haplo finished. He felt nmore cheerful. Alfred was
right. It couldn't be Sartan

From what he knew of their history, the Sartan had never nmade war on anyone,
not even their nost feared enem es. They had shut the Patryns into prison
into a deadly prison, but—according to the records—that prison had been
originally designed to rehabilitate, not kill, the prisoner

"And if they left in such a hurry, it nmust be quite close by now" Alfred
peered nervously out the wi ndow. "Shouldn't we be goi ng?"

"Yeah, | guess so. Not nuch nore to be | earned around here."

Clunmsy footed as he was, the Sartan could nove fast enough when he wanted to.
Al fred reached the door ahead of any of them including the dog. Bursting out
into the street, he was hal fway down the pier, running awkwardly for the ship,
when he nust have realized he was al one. Turning, he called to Hapl o, who was
heading in the opposite direction, toward the edge of town.

Al fred' s shout echoed Ioudly anobng the silent buildings. Haplo ignored him
kept wal ki ng. The Sartan cringed, swall owed another shout. He launched into a
trot, stunbled over his feet, and fell flat on his face. The dog waited for
him on orders from Hapl o, and eventually Al fred caught up

"If what you say is true," he gasped, breathing heavily fromhis exertion
"the eneny's bound to be out there!"

"They are," said Haplo coolly. "Look."

Al fred gl anced ahead, saw a pool of fresh blood, a broken spear, a dropped
shield. He ran a shaki ng hand nervously over his bald head. "Then . . . then
where are you goi ng?"

"To neet them"
CHAPTER * 12
SALFAG CAVERNS, ABARRACH

THE NARROWN STREET HAPLO AND H'S RELUCTANT COWAN ON FCLI owed

dwi ndl ed down and eventually cane to an end anbng gi gantic stal agmites
thrusting upward around the base of a slick-sided obsidian cliff. The magna
sea churned sluggishly at its feet, the rock gleaned brilliantly in the lurid
light. The top of the cliff reared upward until it vanished in the steany

dar kness. No arny was advancing on themfromthis direction



Hapl o turned, gazed out over a large flat plain behind the small seaside town.
He coul d not see nuch, nost of the land was |lost in the shadows of this realm
t hat knew no sun except that within its own heart. But occasionally a stream
of lava branched off fromthe main flow and wandered out onto the vast rock
plains. By its reflected light, he saw deserts of oozing, bubbling nud,

vol cani ¢ mount ai ns of jagged, tw sted rock; and—eddl y—ylindrical col ums of

i mense girth and width vaulting upward into darkness.

"Man- made, " Hapl o thought and realized, too late, that he'd spoken the thought
al oud.

"Yes," Alfred replied, |ooking upward, craning his neck until he nearly fel
over backward. Recalling what Hapl o' d said about tunbling into a puddle, the
man | ooked down, regained his bal ance hastily. "They nust reach straight up to
the ceiling of this vast cavern but... for what reason? The cave obviously
doesn't need the support.”

Never in Haplo's wldest imaginings had he envisioned hinmself standing on a
hel | -bl asted world, calmy discussing geological formations with a Sartan. He
didn't like talking to Alfred, he didn't like listening to the high-pitched,
guer ul ous voi ce. But he hoped, through conversation, to lull Afred into a
sense of security. Lead himinto discussions that mght cause himto slip up
reveal whatever he was concealing about the Sartan and their plans.

"Have you seen pictures or read accounts of this world?" Haplo asked. Hi s tone
was casual, he didn't ook at Alfred when he spoke, as if the Sartan's reply
mattered little to him

Al fred cast a sharp glance at him however, and licked his lips with his
tongue. He was really a terrible liar

"Well, | have. My Lord discovered drawings of all the worlds, left behind by
your peopl e when they abandoned us to our fate in the Labyrinth."

Alfred started to say sonething, checked hinself, and kept silent.

"This world of stone your people created |ooks |like a cheese that has been
popul ated by mice," Haplo continued. "It's filled with caverns like this one
in which we're standing. These caverns are enornous. One single cave could
easily hold the entire elven nation of Tribus. Tunnels and caves run al

t hrough the stone world, crisscrossing each other, delving down, spiraling up
Up—to what? What's on the surface?" Haplo gazed at the cylindrical towers,
soaring into the shadows above. "Wat is on the surface, Sartan?"

"I thought you were going to call ne by nmy name,"” Alfred said mldly.

"I will, when it's inportant,” Haplo grunted. "It |eaves a bad taste in ny
nmout h. "

"To answer your question, | have no idea what is on the surface. You know far
nore about this world than | do." Alfred s eyes glistened as he considered the
possibilities. "I would specul ate, however, that—=

"Hush!" Hapl o held up a warni ng hand.

Remenbering their danger, Alfred turned deathly white and froze where he
stood, body trenbling. Hapl o cl anbered over the broken rocks with stealthy



ease, being careful to dislodge no small chunk that could fall, rattling, and
reveal their presence. The dog, padding softly as its master, went ahead, ears
pricked, hackl es raised.

Hapl o di scovered that the street didn't end, as he had thought, against the
sheer rock wall. He found a path running along the stalagmtes at the cliff's
base. A hasty and crude attenpt had been made to obliterate the path's

exi stence, or perhaps just slow whatever was comng along it. Piles of rock
had been stacked in front of it to hide it. Mlten pools of |lava nmade a slip
extremely treacherous. Haplo eased hinself over the rock piles, follow ng
after the dog, who seenmed to have an extraordinary talent in picking out safe
pl aces for its master to cross. Alfred remai ned behind, quaking, shivering al
over. Haplo could have sworn he heard the nan's teeth chatter

Roundi ng the last junble of rock, the Patryn reached the mouth of a cave. Its
hi gh, arched entrance was invisible fromland, but could be seen clearly from
the seaside. A magma tributary flowed into the cave. On one side of the |lava
fl owHapl o' s side—the path continued, leading into the cavern's lava-Ilighted
interior.

Hapl o paused near the entrance, listening. The sounds he'd first heard were
cl earer nowvoi ces, echoing through the cavern. A large nunber of people, to
judge by the sonetines clanorous noise, although occasionally everyone fel
silent and one al one continued speaking. The echoes distorted the words, he
coul dn't understand what | anguage was spoken, and it had a cadence that was
unfamiliar to him Certainly it was not |ike any of the elven, human, and
dwarven di al ects he'd heard on Arianus and Pryan.

The Patryn eyed the cave specul atively. The path | eadi ng inside was w de,
littered with boul ders and broken rock. The lava flow |ighted the way, but
there were pockets and pits of dark shadow al ong the side of the tunnel where
a man—particularly a man accustomed to noving with the silence of the

ni ght —Ai ght easily hide. Haplo could probably slip up on whatever and whoever
were inside that tunnel, get a close look at them and fromthat observation
make hi s plans accordingly.

"But what the devil do | do with Al fred?"

Hapl o gl anced back, saw the tall, gangly Sartan perched on his rock like a
stork on a battlenent. The Patryn thought of the clunsy feet, clattering anong
t he stones, and he shook his head. No, taking Alfred was inpossible. But

| eavi ng hi n? Sonet hi ng was bound to happen to the fool. If nothing else, he'd
fall into a pit. And Haplo's |lord would not be pleased at |osing such a

val uabl e pri ze.

Dam it all, the Sartan was skilled in magic! And he didn't need to hide it;
at | east, not yet.

Hapl o made his way back quietly, carefully to where Alfred shivered on his
perch. Cupping his hand, putting it to the Sartan's ear, the Patryn whi spered,
"Don't say a word. Just listen!"

Al fred nodded, to show he understood. Hi s face coul d have been used as a nask
in a play called Terror

"There's a cavern beneath the cliff. Those voices we can hear are com ng from
i nside. They're probably a Iot farther off than they sound, the cave's
distorting them"

Al fred appeared highly relieved and al so ready to turn and head back for the



boat. Hapl o caught hold of the worn and shabby sl eeve of the blue velvet coat.
"W're going into the cave."

The Sartan's eyes opened wi de, showing red rinms around the pale blue iris. He
gul ped and woul d have shaken his head if his neck had not gone stiff.

"Those Sartan markings we saw. Don't you want to know the truth? If we |eft
now, we mght not ever find out."

Al fred's head drooped, his shoul ders slunped. Hapl o knew he had his victim
netted, he had only to drag himalong. At |ast the Patryn understood the
driving force in AlIfred's Iife. Wiatever the cost, the Sartan had to know if
he was truly alone in this universe or if there were others of his race |eft
alive and, if so, what had happened to them

Al fred closed his eyes, drew a deep, shivering breath, then nodded. "Yes," his
lips nouthed, "I'Il come with you."

"It's going to be dangerous. Not a sound. Not one sound or you could get us
both killed. Understand?"

The Sartan appeared agoni zed, | ooked hel pl essly down at his own too-I|arge
feet, at the hands that dangled at the wist as if conpletely beyond their
owner's control

"Use your magic!" Haplo told himirritably.

Al fred drew back, frightened. Haplo said nothing. He nmerely pointed in the
direction of the cave, pointed to the rock-strewn and treacherous path,
pointed to the glow ng pools of nolten rock on either side.

Al fred began to sing, his nasal voice bouncing off the roof of his nouth. He
sang softly; Haplo, standing near him could barely hear it. But the Patryn,
sensitive to the slightest noise that mght betray them had to bite his
tongue to keep fromtelling the man to shut up. Sartan rune nagic invol ves
sight and sound and novenent. |f Haplo wanted Alfred to use his magic, Haplo
woul d have to put up with this teeth-jarring chant. He waited and wat ched. The
Sartan was danci ng now, hands weaving the runes his voice conjured, his
ungainly feet nmoving in graceful patterns drawn by his voice. And then Alfred
was no | onger standing on the rock. He rose slowy into the air, hovered about
a foot above the ground. Spreading his hands in a deprecating manner, he
sm | ed down on Hapl o.

"This is the easiest," he said.

Hapl o supposed so, but he found it disconcerting, and he had to quiet the dog,
who seened to like Alfred well enough on the ground but who took offense at an
Alfred floating in mdair.

The Sartan had certainly done what was required of him Alfred, drifting anong
the rocks, made | ess sound than the currents of hot wind that swirled around
them Then what's wong? Hapl o wondered irritably. Am | jeal ous? Because

can't do it nyself. Not that I'd want to do it mnyself!

Patryns draw their nagical energy fromthe possibilities of the seen, the
felt, the physical; they take it fromthe ground, the plants and trees, the
rocks, and all objects around them To let go of reality was to fall into a
voi d of chaos. Sartan nagic was of the air, of the unseen, of the
possibilities woven in faith and belief. Haplo had the strange sensation that
he was being foll owed by a ghost.



He turned his back on the bobbing Sartan, called the dog to heel, and set his
mnd to what he was doing, finding the way back al ong the path. He hoped
Al fred struck his head on a rock

The path inside the cavern proved all that Haplo had foreseen. It was wide,
far easier to travel than even he'd supposed. A |arge wagon could have rolled
through it without rmuch difficulty.

Hapl o kept to the sides of the cavern wall, making hinmself one wth shadows.
The dog, absolutely fascinated by a flying Alfred, |agged behind, staring
upward in profound disbelief at the remarkable sight. The Sartan, hands

cl asped nervously before him sailed sedately along after them

They coul d hear the voices inside the cavern clearly now It seened that
roundi ng the next corner in the tw sting cave nmust bring the people speaking
into view. But, as Haplo had said, sound bounced anong the rocks and off the
cavern ceiling. The Patryn and his conpani on traversed a consi derabl e distance
before the clarity of the words spoken warned Hapl o that he was finally
drawi ng near.

The magma stream decreased in width, the darkness grew thicker around them
Alfred was now little nore than an indistinguishable blur in the fading light.
The dog, whenever it stepped into deep shadow, vani shed conmpletely. The stream
had once been broad and wi de; Haplo could see its bed cut cleanly into the
rock. But it was drying up, cooling, and he noted the resultant drop in
tenperature in the darkening cave. The stream ended al together. Light failed,

| eaving themin inpenetrabl e darkness.

Hapl o cane to a halt and was inmediately struck from behind by a heavy object.
Cursing beneath his breath, he fended off the floating Al fred who, not seeing
the Patryn stop, had barreled right into him Haplo was considering conjuring
light—a sinple skill, learned in chil dhood—but the blue gl ow of the runes
woul d announce his presence on this world. He nmight as well shout it. Alfred
woul d be no help either, for the same reason

"Stay here," he whispered to Alfred, who nodded, only too happy to obey. "Dog,
watch him"

The dog settled down, head cocked, studying Alfred inquisitively, as if trying
to figure out how the man performed such a marvel ous feat.

Haplo felt his way along the rock wall. The lava fl ow behind provided himwth
anbi ent |ight enough to know he wasn't about to plunge into a chasm He
ventured around anot her bend in the path and saw, at the end, bright light,
yellow light, fire light. Light produced by living beings, not |ight made by
lava. And around the light, across the light, and beneath the Iight, noved the
sil houetted shapes of hundreds of people.

The back of the cavern was vast, opening out into a |arge room capabl e of
hol di ng an arny confortably. And had he found an arny? WAs this the arny that
had sent the shore people scurrying away in panic? Hapl o watched and |i stened.
He heard themtal ki ng, understood what they said. The darkness grew deep
around him he struggled with overwhel mi ng despair and defeat.

He had found an army—an armny of Sartan
What was to be done? Escape! Return through Death's Gate, carry word of this

di saster to his lord. But his lord would ask questions, questions Haplo could
not now answer.



And Al fred? It had been a mistake to bring him Haplo cursed hinmself bitterly.
He should have left the Sartan behind on the ship, left himin ignorance. Then
he coul d have taken the Sartan back to the Labyrinth, keeping himin conplete
i gnorance of the fact that his people were alive and well on Abarrach, the
worl d of stone. Now, with just one shout, Alfred could end Haplo's m ssion

end his lord' s hopes and dreans, end Hapl o.

"Bl essed Sartan,"” whispered a soft voice behind him nearly causing Haplo to
junp out of his rune-covered skin.

He turned swiftly, to find Alfred hovering in the air overhead, staring down
at the fire-lighted bodies noving in the cavern. Haplo tensed, waiting,
casting a furious glance at the dog, who had failed its trust.

At least 1'll have the satisfaction of killing one Sartan before | die.

Alfred stared into the cavern, his face a pale glimer in the reflected
firelight, his eyes sad and troubl ed.

"Go ahead, Sartan!" Haplo demanded in a savage whi sper. "Wy don't you get it
over with? Call to them They're your brothers!"

"Not mne!" AlIfred said in hollow tones. "Not minel"
"What do you nmean? That's Sartan they're speaking.”

"No, Haplo. The Sartan | anguage is the | anguage of life. Theirs"-Alfred lifted
a hand, ghostly in its grace, and pointed—is the | anguage of death."

CHAPTER * 13
SALFAG CAVERNS, ABARRACH

"WHAT DO YOU MEAN, LANGUAGE OF DEATH? COVE DOWN HERE! " Hapl o reached up

caught hold of Alfred, and pulled himnearer. "Now talk!" he ordered in a soft
under t one.

"I understand it little nore than you do," the Sartan said, |ooking hel pl ess.
"And I'm not sure what | nean. It's just that. . . well, listen for yourself.
Can't you tell the difference?"

Hapl o did as he was advi sed, pushing aside the turbulent enotions warring in
himto pay close attention. Now that he concentrated, he had to admt Alfred
had a point. The Sartan | anguage sounded di scordant to Patryn ears. Accustoned
to hard, sw ft, harsh, and unconprom sing words that expressed what one had to
say in the quickest, sinplest, shortest way possible, the Patryns considered
the Sartan | anguage el aborate, airy-fairy, cluttered with flights of fancy and
unnecessary verbiage and an inexplicable need to explain that which required
no expl anati on.

But to hear these cave-people talk was tantamount to hearing the Sartan

| anguage turned inside out. Their words did not fly, they crawl ed. Their

| anguage evoked no i mages of rainbows and sunshine in Haplo's nmnd. He saw a
pal e and sickly light, a light given off by something rotting and corrupt. He
heard a sorrow deeper than the dark depths of this world. Haplo prided hinself
on never feeling "soft" enotion, but this sorrow touched himto the core of
hi s bei ng.

Slowy, he released Alfred fromhis rough grip. "Do you understand what's



goi ng on?"

"No, | don't. Not clearly. But | think I could become accustoned to the
| anguage in tine."

"Yeah, ne, too. Just like | could become accustomed to bei ng hanged. Wat're
you going to do?" Haplo eyed Alfred narrowy.

"Me?" Alfred was astounded. "Do? What do you nean?"

"Are you going to turn ne over to then? Tell them|'mthe ancient eneny? You
probably won't even have to tell them They'll remenber.”

Alfred did not answer imediately. His lips parted several tinmes as if he

i ntended to speak, but shut when he changed his nind. Hapl o had the inpression
that the nman was not trying to decide what to do, but how to explain his
deci si on.

"This may sound strange to you, Haplo. | have no desire to betray you. Oh,
I've heard your threats against ne and, believe nme, | don't take themlightly.
| know what will happen to ne in the Nexus. But now we are strangers in a

strange worl d—a world that appears to grow exceedingly nore strange the deeper
we probe it."

Al fred appeared confused, alnmst shy. "I can't explain myself, but | feel a
a kinship to you, Haplo. Perhaps because of what happened to us going

through Death's Gate. |I've been where you were. And | think, if I'mright,

that you' ve been where | was. I'mnot explaining this very well, amI|?"

"Ki nship! The hell with all that. Keep in nind one thing—+'myour way out of
here. Your only way out of here."

"True," said Alfred gravely. "You are right. It appears, then, that while we
are on this world we nmust depend on each other for survival. Wuld you |ike ne
to pledge it?"

Hapl o shook his head, fearing he mght be called on to pledge sonething in
return. "I'Il trust you to save your own skin and because that includes saving
mne, | guess that'll be good enough."

Al fred gl anced about nervously. "Now that that's settled, shouldn't we be
goi ng back to the ship?"

'Are these people Sartan?"

"Ye—es .

"Don't you want to find out nore about then? Wat they're doing on this
wor | d?"

"I suppose so . .." Alfred hesitated.

Hapl o ignored his reluctance. "We'll nove closer, see if we can figure out
what's going on."

The two men and the dog crept ahead, keeping to the shadows of the tunne

wal |, edging their way toward the light until Hapl o deenmed they were cl ose
enough to see wi thout being seen, hear wi thout being heard. He raised a
war di ng hand and Al fred bobbed up cl ose beside him hovering silently in the
air. The dog flopped down on the rock floor, keeping one eye on its master and



the other on Alfred.

The cavern was filled with people, all of them Sartan. Sartan appear to be
human at first glance, with the exception that their hair rarely varies in
color. Even among children, the hair is alnbst always white, shading toward
brown at the bottom Patryn hair coloration is exactly the opposite. Haplo's
hair was brown on top, shading to white at the bottom Alfred had al nost no
hai r (perhaps the bal ding was anot her unconscious attenpt at di sguise) and was
thus not easily recognizabl e.

Sartan al so tended to be taller in height than those of the | esser races.
Thei r magi cal power and the know edge of that power gave them extraordinarily
beautiful and radi ant countenances (Al fred being the exception).

These people were Sartan, beyond doubt. Haplo's eyes darted swiftly over the
cromd. He saw only Sartan, none of the |esser races, no elves, no hunmans, no
dwar ves.

But there was sonething odd about these Sartan, something wong. The Patryn
had met one living Sartan-Al fred. Hapl o had seen visions of the Sartan on
Pryan. He'd | ooked on themw th scorn, but he was forced to adnit that they
were a beautiful, radiant people. These Sartan seenmed aged, faded; their

radi ance di mred. Some of themwere, in fact, hideous to | ook on. Haplo was
repell ed by the sight of themand saw his own revul sion reflected strongly in
Al fred' s eyes.

"They're holding a cerenony of sone sort," Alfred whispered.

Hapl o was about to tell himto shut up when it occurred to the Patryn that he
m ght |earn something to his advantage. He swall owed his words and counsel ed
pati ence, a hard lesson he'd | earned in the Labyrinth.

"A funeral "
dead. "

said Alfred in a pitying tone. "They're holding a funeral for the

"If so, they've waited | ong enough to entonb them" Haplo nuttered.

Twenty corpses of varying ages, fromthat of a small child to the body of a
very old man, lay on the rock floor of the cavern. The crowd stood at a
respectful distance, giving Haplo and Al fred—unobserved wat chers—an excel | ent
view. The corpses were conposed, hands fol ded across the chest, eyes closed in
eternal sleep. But some had obviously been dead a long time. The air was foul
wi th the odor of decay, although—probably by their magi c—the Sartan had
succeeded in keeping the flesh fromrotting away.

The skin of the dead was white and waxy, the cheeks and eyes sunken, the |ips
blue. On some, the nails had grown abnornmally Iong, the hair was wild and
unconmbed. Hapl o thought there was something familiar about the sight of the
dead, but he didn't know what. He was about to mention his notion to Alfred,
when the Sartan signaled himto be quiet and watch

A man stepped forward, stood before the dead. Prior to the nman's appearance,
the crowd had been whi spering and murrmuring anong t hensel ves. Now, they al
fell silent, all eyes turned to him Haplo could al nost feel their |ove and
respect reach out to the unknown nman.

Hapl o was not surprised to hear Al fred whisper, 'A Sartan prince."
knew a | eader when he saw one.

The Patryn

The prince raised his hands to draw their attention, an unnecessary gesture,



because it seemed everyone in the cave had their eyes fixed on him

"My people"—and it seened that the man was speaking as much to the dead as to
the Iiving—we have traveled far from our honel and, our bel oved honel and.

H s voice choked, and he had to pause a nonment to regain his composure. It
seened his people loved himthe nore for his weakness. Several put hands to
their eyes, w ped away tears.

He drew a deep breath, continued. "But that is behind us now What is done is
done. It is up to us to continue on, to build new lives on the weckage of the
ol d.

' Ahead of us"—the prince flung out an arm pointed, if he had known it,
directly at Haplo and a startled AlIfred—lies the city of our brethren

The silence broke, angry nutterings interrupted. The prince raised his hand in
a gentle but perenptory and comandi ng gesture and the voi ces ceased, although
they left behind the heat of their enptions, like the heat welling up fromthe
magna sea

"I say 'our brethren' and | nean 'our brethren'. They are of our race, perhaps
the only ones of our race left on this world or anywhere for that matter. Wat
they did to us—+f they did anything to us—they did unknowing. | swear it!"

"Robbed us of all we possessed!" cried one elderly wonan, shaking a gnarled
fist. The weight of years gave her the right to speak. "W've all heard the
runors you' ve tried to keep silent. They robbed us of our water, of our heat.
Dooned us to die up there of thirst, if the cold didn't kill us first and
starvati on second. And you say they didn't know | say they knew and they
didn't care!" Snapping her nmouth shut, the old woman wagged her head w sely.

The prince sniled at the old woman, a snile that was patient and fond. She
obviously recall ed pl easant nenories. "Nevertheless | say they didn't know,
Marta, and | am confident that | speak truly. How could they?" The prince

rai sed his gaze directly to the rock ceiling above his head, but his | ook
seened to penetrate the stalactites and carry himfar above the shadows of the
cavern. "We who lived up there have | ong been parted from our brethren who
live here beneath. If their lives have been as difficult as ours, it is no
wonder that they have forgotten our very existence. W were fortunate to have
W se ones anobng us, who remnenbered our past and from whence we cane."

Reaching out, the prince laid a hand on the armof a man who had cone to stand
beside him At the sight of this man, Al fred sucked in a deep and horrified
breath that echoed anong the rocks.

The prince and nost of the people standing around himwere wapped in al
types and manner of clothing, primarily animal furs, as though the region
they'd |l eft had been an exceedingly cold one. The man to whomthe prince
referred was clad differently. He wore a bl ack skullcap and | ong bl ack robes
that, although the worse for wear, were clean and well kept. The robes were
trimred in silver runes. Haplo recognized these sigla as Sartan, but could
make nothing el se of them Obviously, Alfred could but when Hapl o cast him an
i nterrogatory glance, the Sartan shook his head and bit his |ip.

Hapl o returned his attention to the prince,

"W have brought our dead with us these Iong and hard mles. Many have died
al ong the way." The prince wal ked over, knelt beside one corpse, who lay in



the front of the rest and wore, on its w spy-haired head, a golden crown. "M
own father lies anong them And | swear to you"—the prince raised his hand in
sol emn vow—1 swear to you before our dead that | believe the people in Kairn

Necros to be innocent of the harmthey did us. | believe that when they hear
of it they will weep for us and will take us in and shelter us, as we would do
the sane for them | believe this so strongly that I, nyself, will go to them

al one, unarnmed, and throw nyself on their nmercy!"

The nmen rai sed spears, clashing them agai nst shields. The people cried out in
shock. Haplo was in shock hinsel f-the peace-loving Sartan were actually

wi el di ng weapons. Several pointed at the dead, and Hapl o saw that four corpses
were those of young nmen, whose bodies lay on their shields.

The prince was forced to shout to be heard over the clanor. H s handsone face
grew stern, he sent a flashing-eyed gl ance around them and his peopl e hushed,
chagrined, at the sight of his anger. "Yes, they attacked us. Wat did you
expect? You came on themtoo suddenly, arnmed to the teeth, making demands! |f
you had renai ned patient—=

"It isn't easy, remaining patient, seeing your children starving!" nmunbl ed one
man, his eyes on a thin little boy, clinging to his father's | eg. He reached
out a hand, fondled the small head. "W asked themonly for food and water."

" Asked them at spear point," the prince said, but his face softened in
conpassion, took the sting fromhis words. "Raef, don't you think
understand? | held the body of nmy father in nmy arms. |— He | owered his head,
put his hands to his eyes.

The man in the black robes said something to himand the prince, nodding,

| ooked up again. "The battle, too, is past and done. W cannot undo it. | take
the blame. | should have kept the people together, but | thought it best to
send you on while | stayed behind to prepare nmy father's corpse. | wll carry
our apologies to our brethren. | amcertain they will be understanding."

To judge by the |l ow grow anong the crowd, the prince's certainty was not
shared by his people. The old worman burst into tears. Hastening forward, she
cl asped her feeble hands on the prince's arm begged him as he | oved them
not to go.

"What woul d you have nme do, Marta?" the prince asked, gently patting the
gnarl ed hand.

She | ooked up at him suddenly fierce. "I would have you fight, Iike a man!
Take back fromthem what they stole fromus!"

The I ow grow increased in volune, spear clashed against shield. The prince
clinmbed on a boulder, so that he could see and be seen by all the crowd
gathered in the cave. His back was to Haplo and Al fred, but Haplo could tel
by the rigid stance and the squared shoul ders that the man had been pushed
al nost past endurance.

"My father, your king, is dead. Do you accept me for your ruler?" The edge in
his voice sliced through the noise like the whistle of a sword's sharp bl ade.
"Or is there one of you that neans to challenge me? If so, step forward! W
wi Il have the contest here and now "

The prince tossed aside his fur cloak, revealing a body young and strong and
wel | nmuscled. By his novenents, he was lithe and obviously skilled in the use
of the sword he wore on his hip. For all his anger, he was cool and kept his
wits about him Haplo would have thought tw ce about confronting this nman. No



one among the crowd took the prince up on his offer. They appeared ashaned,
and all of themlifted their voices in a shout of support that m ght have been
heard in the far-distant city. Again, spear clashed against shield, but it was
i n honage, not in defiance.

The man in black robes cane forward, speaking aloud for the first tine. "No
one chal | enges you, Edmund. You are our prince"—another shout—and we will
follow you as we followed your father. It is natural, however, that we fear
for your safety. If we |ose you, who will we turn to?"

The prince clasped the man's hand, |ooked around at his people and, when he
spoke, his enotion could be heard plainly in his voice. "Now it is | who am
ashaned. | lost nmy tenmper. | am nothing special, except that | have the honor
to be ny father's son. Any one of you could |ead our people. Al of you are
wort hy. "

Many of his people wept. Tears flowed freely down Al fred' s face. Hapl o, who
had never supposed he could feel pity or conpassion for anyone outside his own
peopl e, | ooked at these people, noted their shabby clothing, their wan faces,
their pitiful children, and he was forced to rem nd hinself sternly that these
were Sartan, these were the eneny.

"W shoul d proceed with the ceremony,"” said the man in black robes, and the
prince agreed. He stepped down from his boul der and took his own place anong
hi s peopl e.

The man in black robes wal ked anbng the corpses. Lifting both hands, he began
to make strange designs in the air and, at the sane tine, he started to chant
words in a loud, singsong voice. Myving anong the dead, passing up and down
the silent rows, he drew a sigil above each one. The eerie singing grew

| ouder, nore insistent.

Haplo felt the hair rise on his head, his nerves tingled unpleasantly, his
skin craw ed, though he had no idea what was being said. This was no ordi nary
funeral .

"What's he doi ng? What's goi ng on?"

Alfred's face had gone livid, eyes wide and staring in horror. "He's not
entonbing the dead! He's raising them™

CHAPTER * 14
K.
SALFAG CAVERNS, ABARRACH

" NECROVANCY! " HAPLO WHI SPERED | N DI SBELI EF, CONFLI CTI NG EMXions, wld
t houghts overwhel ming himw th confusion, "My Lord was right! The Sartan do
possess the secret of bringing back the dead!"

"Yes!" Alfred gasped, winging his hands. "W did, we do! But it should not be
used! Never be used!"

The man in black had begun to dance, weaving gracefully anong the corpses,

twi ning in and out between them hands floating above them continuing to make
t he sane, singular signs that Haplo recogni zed now were powerful runes. And

t hen Hapl o knew suddenly what had struck himas famliar about the corpses.
Looking into the crowd, he noted that many anmong the living, particularly

t hose huddl ed near the back of the cavern, were not living at all. They had



the sanme | ook as the cadavers, the same white fl esh, sanme sunken cheeks and
shadowed eyes. Far nore of these people were dead than alivel

The necronmancer was nearing the end of the cerenbny, seemingly. Wite

i nsubstantial fornms rose fromthe corpses. Possessed of shape and substance,
the forms lingered near the bodies fromwhich they sprang. At a commandi ng
gesture fromthe necromancer, the misty fornms drew back, yet each kept near
its corpse, like shadows in a sunless world.

These shadows retained the formof the being each had left. Some stood
straight and tall over the bodies of straight, tall nen. Qhers stooped over
the bodies of the aged. One little one stood near the corpse of the child.
Each appeared reluctant to be separated fromthe bodies, sone nade a feeble
attenpt to return, but the necromancer, with a stern and shouted comrand,
drove them away.

"You phantasns have nothing to do with these bodi es now. Abandon them They
are no |l onger dead! Life returns! Get away fromthemor | wll cast you and
t he body into oblivion!"

From his tone, the wi zard woul d have liked to banish these ethereal shapes
al t oget her, but perhaps that was inpossible. Meekly, sorrowfully, the
phantasns did as they were conmanded, each noving away fromits corpse, each
standing as near as it dared without risking the ire of the necronancer.

"What have ny peopl e done? What have they done?" Alfred npaned.

The dog, |eaping up suddenly, gave a sharp, warning bark. Alfred |lost his
magi ¢, tunbled to the ground. Haplo ripped the bandages from his hands, turned
to face the threat. His only hope was to fight and try to escape. The sigla on
his skin gl owed blue and red, the magic throbbed in his body, but, at the
sight of what he faced, he was hel pl ess.

How di d one fight something already dead?

Hapl o stared, confounded, unable to think through the nagic, unable to sort
out the possibilities that governed it to find any that mght help him Hs
split-second del ay proved costly. A hand reached out, closed over his arm
grasping himwith a chill grip that came near freezing his heart. It seened to
himthat the runes on his skin actually shriveled up beneath that deadly
touch. He cried out in bitter pain, slunped to his knees. The dog, cringing,
fell onits belly and how ed.

"Alfred!" Haplo cried, through teeth clenched agai nst the agony. "Do
somet hi ng! "

But Alfred took one | ook at their captors and fainted.

*

Dead warriors led Haplo and carried the comatose Alfred into the cavern. The
dog trotted quietly behind, although it took great care to avoid the touch of
t he dead, who seened not to know what to do with the animal. The cadavers laid
Al fred down on the floor in front of the necromancer. They brought Hapl o,
sullen and defiant, to stand before the prince.

Had Ednmund's |life been nmeasured in gates, as was Haplo's, the prince nust have
been near the Patryn's age, around twenty-eight.

And it seermed to Haplo, as he looked into the serious, intelligent, shadowed



eyes of the prince, that here was a man who had suffered rmuch in those
twenty-ei ght years, perhaps as nuch as Hapl o hinself.

"W caught them spying," one of the dead warriors said. The cadaver's voice
was al nost as chilling as the lifeless touch. Haplo strove to remain
noti onl ess, although the pain of the dead fingers biting into his flesh was
excruci ati ng.

"I's this one arnmed?" Ednund asked.
The cadavers —three of them —shook their grisly heads.

"And that one?" The prince glanced at Alfred with a half-snmle. "Not that it
would matter if he were.”

The dead indicated he wasn't. The cadavers had eyes, but the eyes never | ooked
at anything, never shifted or noved, never brightened or di med, never cl osed.
Their phantasns, drifting restlessly behind the cadavers, had eyes that

retai ned the wi sdom and knowl edge of the living. But the phantasns, it seened,
had no voice. They could not speak

"Restore himto consciousness and treat himgently. Rel ease the other one,"
the prince ordered the cadavers, who renmoved their fingers fromHaplo's arm
"Return to your watch."

The dead shanbl ed of f, the tattered remmants of their clothing fluttering
behi nd t hem

The prince gazed curiously at Haplo, particularly Haplo's rune-covered hands.
The Patryn waited stolidly to be denounced, to be judged the ancient eneny and
turned into a cadaver hinself. Ednund reached out to touch

"Don't worry," the prince said, speaking slowy and loudly as one does to a
person who doesn't speak the | anguage. "I won't hurt you."

A flash of searing blue |light streaked fromthe runes, crackled around the
prince's fingers. He cried out in shock, nore than pain. The jolt was a nild
one.

"Dam right," Haplo said, in his own | anguage, testing. "Try that again, and
you'll be dead."

The prince drew back, staring. The necromancer, who had been chafing Al fred' s
tenples in a vain attenpt to rouse the man, ceased his work and | ooked up in
ast oni shnent .

"What | anguage is that?" The prince spoke in his own, in the corrupt Sartan
t hat Hapl o under st ood, was beginning to understand nore clearly all the tine,

but could not speak. "It's strange. | know what you said, although |I swear
I've never heard such speech before. And you understand ne, although you do
not speak ny words. And that was rune-mmgi ¢ you used. | recognize the

construct. Were do you cone fronm? Necropolis? Did they send you? Wre you
spyi ng onus?"

Hapl o cast a mistrustful glance at the necromancer. The wi zard appeared

power ful and shrewd and ni ght prove his greatest danger. But there was no
recognition in the necronmancer's piercing, black eyes, and Hapl o began to

rel ax. These peopl e had been through so nuch in the present, perhaps they had
lost all know edge of their past.



The Patryn considered his answer. He had | earned enough, from overhearing the
conversation earlier, to know that it wouldn't help his cause if he told them
he was from what he guessed nmust be the city they'd seen. This time, the truth
seemed far safer than a lie. Besides, he knew that Alfred, once called on to
expl ain hinsel f, would never nanage otherw se.

"No, I'mnot fromthe city. I"'ma stranger to this part of the world. | sailed
here in a ship down the magma sea. You can see ny ship." Hapl o nodded toward
the shoreside town. "I'mwae're"—he : included Al fred grudgi ngl y—not spies."

"Then what were you doi ng when the dead caught you? They said you had been
wat ching us for a long tinme. They had been watching you for a long tine."

Haplo Iifted his chin, gazed steadily at the prince. "W've traveled a vast
di stance. W entered the town, discovered signs that there'd been a battle,

the people all fled. W heard your voices, echoing down the tunnel. In ny
pl ace, would you have rushed in and proclai med yourself to me? O would you
have waited, watched, |istened, |earned what you coul d?"

The prince sniled slightly, but the eyes remained serious. "In your place,

m ght have returned to ny ship and sail ed away from somet hing that did not
appear to be any of ny concern. And how is that you came by such a conpani on?
One so different fromyourself."

Al fred was slowy com ng around. The dog stood over him |Iicking his cheeks.
Hapl o rai sed his voice, hoping to jolt Alfred to attention, know ng he woul d
be called to corroborate the Patryn's story.

"My conmpanion's nane is Alfred. And you're right. He is different. W cone
fromdifferent worl—er . . . cities. He joined up with ne because he had no
one else. He is the last survivor of his race.”

A synpathetic nmurmur arose fromthe cromd. Alfred sat up weakly, cast a swft,
frightened gl ance around him The dead guards were out of sight. He breathed
somewhat easier and, with the help of the necromancer, struggled awkwardly to
stand up. Brushing off his clothes, he made a bobbing bow to the prince.

"I's this true?" Ednmund said, pity and compassion softening his tone. 'Are you
the last of your people?"

"I thought | was," said Alfred, speaking Sartan, "until | found you."
"But you are not one of us," Ednund said, growing nore and nore perplexed. "I
under st and your speech, as | understand his"—he waved a hand at Hapl o—but
it, too, is different. Tell me nore.”

Al fred appeared highly confused. "I+ don't know what to say."
"Tell us how you cane to be here in this cave," suggested the necromancer

Al fred cast the Patryn a wild | ook. H's hands fluttered vaguely. "l —we sailed
in a ship. It's docked over there. Sonewhere." He gestured vaguely, having

lost all sense of direction. "W heard voi ces and cane | ooking to see who was

down here.”

"Yet you thought we m ght be a hostile arny,"

run away?"

the prince said. "Wy didn't you

Alfred smled wanly, gently. "Because we didn't find a hostile arny. W found
you and your people, honoring your dead."



A nice way to put it, Haplo thought. The prince was inpressed with the answer.

"You are one of us. Your words are ny words, even though they are different.
Far different. In your words"—the prince hesitated, trying to articulate his

t hought s—=1 see radiant |light and a vast expanse of endless blue. | hear
rushing wind and | breathe fresh, pure air that needs no magic to filter out
its poison. In your words | hear .. . life. And that nakes ny words sound dark
and cold, like this rock on which we stand."

Edmund turned to Haplo. "And you, too, are one of us, but you're not. In your
words | hear anger, hatred. | see a darkness that is not cold and lifeless but
is alive and noving, like a living entity. | feel trapped, caged, a yearning
for escape.”

Hapl o was inpressed, although he endeavored not to showit.

He woul d have to be careful around this perceptive young man. "I amnot |ike
Alfred," the Patryn said, choosing his words carefully, "in that ny people
still survive. But they are being held prisoner in a place far nore terrible
than you can ever imagi ne. The hatred and anger are for those who inprisoned
us. | amone of the fortunate who nmanaged to survive and escape. | am | ooki ng
now for new | ands where ny people can find homes—

"You won't find them here," said the necronmancer coldly, abruptly.

"No," Edmund agreed. "No, you won't find homes here. This world is dying.
Al ready our dead outnunber the living. If nothing changes, | foresee a tine,
and it is comng on us very soon, when the dead alone will rule Abarrach."

CHAPTER * 15
SALFAG CAVERNS, ABARRACH

"NOW WE MUST PROCEED W TH THE RESURRECTI ON. AFTER THAT, WE woul d be honored
if you would be our guests and join our repast. It is meager," Ednmund added
with a rueful smle, "but we are happy to share what we have."

"Only if you will allow us to add our food to yours," Alfred said, bobbing
anot her awkward bow.

The prince | ooked at Alfred, at his enpty hands. He | ooked at Haplo and his
enpty, rune-covered hands. Edmund appeared sonewhat puzzled, but was too
polite to question. Haplo glanced at Alfred to see if he was astoni shed over
this peculiar statenment of the prince's. How could a Sartan food supply be
[imted when they, like the Patryns, had alnost limtless powers of magic to
i ncrease it? Haplo caught Alfred glancing with rai sed eyebrows at him The
Patryn qui ckly averted his gaze, refusing to give the Sartan the satisfaction
of knowi ng that they were sharing simlar thoughts.

At a sign from Edmund, dead warriors escorted the two strangers off to a
corner of the cavern by thensel ves, away fromthe people, who continued to
stare at them curiously, and away fromthe corpses, still lying on the rock
fl oor.

The necromancer took his place anong the dead, whose phantasns began to withe
and stir, as if touched by a hot wind. The corpses continued to lie still and
unnovi ng. The necromancer began his chanting once nore, raised his hands and
brought themtogether with a sharp clap. The bodies twitched and jerked, a
jolt of magical energy striking each one of them The small corpse of the



child sat up alnost imrediately and rose to its feet. The eyes of the snall
phant asm behind it appeared to search for sonmeone in the crowd. A woman,

weepi ng, cane forward. The child's cadaver ran to her, white, cold hands
outstretched in |love and | ongi ng. The woman reached out to her child. A man,
face drawn in grief, halted her, took the sobbing woman in his arns and drew
her away. The little girl's corpse stood in front of them staring at them
Slowy, the arnms of the cadaver dropped to its sides; the wi spy, ethereal arms
of the phantasm renai ned outstretched.

"My people .. . what have they done?" Alfred repeated in a tear-choked voice
"What have they done?"

One by one, the cadavers regained the senblance of |life. Each time, the eyes
of the phantasm sought out |oved ones anobng the living, but the living turned
away. One by one, each of the dead took its place in the back of the cavern
joining the crowd of other dead, who stood behind the Iiving. The young
warriors joined ranks with their dead fellows. The aged, anong the |last to be
persuaded to return, rose up |like weary sleepers who have at last lain down to
rest and are loath to awaken. The child |ingered near her parents for sone
time, then finally, withdrewto mngle with other small cadavers. Haplo saw
that there were many children anong the dead, few anong the living. He
recal l ed Edmund's words, This world is dying, and he under stood.

But Hapl o understood sonet hing el se. These peopl e possessed the key to eternal
life! What greater gift could Haplo bring to his lord, to his people? No

| onger would the Patryns be at the mercy of the Labyrinth. If the Labyrinth
killed them they would sinply rise up and fight on, their nunbers grow ng,
until finally it was conquered. And then, no arny in the universe could stop
them no living army could hope to defeat an arny of the dead!

| have only to learn the secret of the rune-magic. And here, Haplo thought,
his gaze going to Alfred, is one who can teach me. But | must be patient, bide
my tine. The Sartan doesn't know yet nuch nore than | do. But he will learn

He can't help hinself. And when he does, I1'll have him

The | ast cadaver to rise to its feet was the elderly man wearing the gol den
crown. And it seened likely, at first, that the old man was going to defy them
all. Its phantasm was stronger than the others, and it stood over the body
defiantly, braving the necronmancer's pleas and even—after an apol ogetic | ook
at the grief-stricken prince—threats. At last, the necromancer, scow ing,
shook his head and threw up his hands in a gesture of defeat. Edmund hinsel f
stepped forward, spoke to the body lying on the ground at his feet.

"I know how weary you are of life, Father, and how you | ong for and have

earned rest. But think of the alternative. You will sink into dust. Your mind
wi I I continue working, yet you will know the hopeless, bitter frustration of
bei ng powerless to affect the world around you. You will live like this

t hrough the centuries, trapped in nothingness! Resurrection is far better
Father! You will be with us, the people who need you. You can advise us . "
The old man's phantasmwithed, rippled in a wind that only it could feel. It

appeared frustrated with the fact that it couldn't conmuni cate what it
obvi ously, desperately desired to reveal

"Fat her, please!" Ednmund pl eaded. "Return to us! W need you!"
The phantasm wavered, then dw ndl ed, nearly di sappearing. The cadaver stirred.

The sane nagical jolt passed through it that had passed through the others,
and it rose, feebly, to its feet.



"Father, ny king," said the prince, bow ng | ow

The phantasm barely a shadow, twisted in the air like mst rising froma
pond. The cadaver lifted its wasted, waxen hand in acceptance of the homage,
but then the head with the golden crown and its fixed, expressionless eyes,
swiveled this way and that, as if wondering what to do next. The prince's own
head bowed, his shoul ders slunped. The necromancer drew near

"I amsorry, Your Highness."
"It isn't your fault, Baltazar. You told me what to expect."

The corpse of the king remained standing before its people, its regal pose a
terrible nockery of what the man had once been

"I had hoped he might be different," said Ednund, speaking in a | ow voice, as
if the dead man ni ght overhear him "In life, he was so strong, so resol ute—=

"The dead can be nothing nmore than they are, My Lord. For them their life
ends when the mind ceases to function. We can return life to the body, but

t here our power stops. We cannot give themthe ability to learn, to react to
the Iiving world around them Your father will continue to be king, but only
to those to whom he was king before their deaths."

The necronmancer gestured. The dead king had turned the sightless eyes to the
back of the cavern, to the dead who stood there. The corpses bowed i n honage
and the dead king, its phantasm whispering in grief, abandoned the Iiving who
did not know hi manynore, and went to join the dead.

Edmund started to go after him Baltazar plucked himby the sleeve.
"Your Majesty. " The necromancer indicated with a glance that they needed to
talk in private. The two drew apart fromthe rest of the people, who made way
for themin respect.

Hapl o, with a casual gesture, sent the dog after them The dog pushed near
Edmund' s | eg. Unconsciously, the man's hand reached down to pet the soft fur.
Hapl o heard, through the animal's ears, every word that was said.

you shoul d take the crown!" the necromancer was urging in | ow tones.

"No!" The prince's response was sharp. H s eyes were on the cadaver of his
father, walking with proud and ghastly men anong the | egions of the dead. "He
woul dn't understand. He is king."

"But, My Liege, we need a living king—=*

"Do we?" Edmund's smile was bitter. "Wiy? The dead out nunmber us. |If the living
are content to follow nme as their prince, then | amcontent to remain their
prince. Enough, Baltazar. Don't push ne."

The yout hful voice hardened, the eyes flashed. The necromancer bowed silently,
glided off to other duties involving the cadavers. Ednmund stood by hinself a

l ong while, his thoughts turned i nward. The dog whi ned, nuzzled the hand
absently petting him The prince glanced down, sniled wanly.

"Thank you for your confort, Friend," he said to the dog. 'And you are right,
| am being a neglectful host."

Recalled to his guests, Edmund came over to seat hinself down on the rock



fl oor beside Haplo and Alfred.

"We had animals like this anong us once." Ednund fondl ed the dog, who wagged

its tail and licked his hand. "I remenber, as a boy— He paused, sighed, then
shook his head. "But you're not interested in that. Please, be seated. Forgive
the informality," he added. "If we were in ny palace in ny land, | would
entertain you with royal ceremony. But, then, if we were in ny palace, we'd be
freezing to death, so |I suppose you prefer it where you are. | know | do. At
least, | think I do."

"What terrible occurrence destroyed your kingdon?" Alfred asked.

The prince | ooked at himw th narrowed eyes. "The sane occurrence that
destroyed yours, undoubtedly. At least, so | must guess, to judge by what 1've
seen on ny travels."

Edmund was regarding themw th renewed suspicion. A fred stamrered, appeared
hi ghly confused. Haplo sat forward, attenpted to salvage the situation by
changi ng the subject. "Did | hear somnething about food?"

Edmund gestured. "Marta, bring our guests supper!"”

The ol d woman approached respectfully, carrying in her hands several dried
fish. She set the fish down before them and, bow ng, rose to |eave

But Hapl o, watching her, saw her eyes dart jealously to the fish, then to
hinmself and to Alfred.

"Go, old worman," the prince said sharply. His cheeks were flushed. It seened
he had noted the | ook, as well.

"Wait," Haplo called. Reaching out, he handed sonme of the fish back. "Take
this for yourself. As we said, Your Highness," he added, when he saw Ednund
start to protest, "we can provide our own."

"Yes." Alfred joined in eagerly, glad to have sonmething to do. He lifted the
fish in his hands. The ol d woman, clasping the food dose to her bosom

hast ened away.

"I am deeply shamed,"” Edmund began, but his words died on his |ips.

Al fred was singing the runes to hinself, his voice raised in the high-pitched
nasal whine that seemed to pierce right through Hapl o's head. The Sartan held
one fish in his hand, then he held two, then three appeared. Ceasing the
chant, Alfred handed the food to the prince, who stared at it, w de-eyed. The
Sartan offered another fish, deferentially, to Haplo.

H s runes gl owed blue and red and where there had been one fish there were now
twel ve, then twenty-four. Haplo arranged the fish on the flat rock, renenbered
to give one to the dog, who—wai th an uneasy gl ance at the dead—dragged its

di nner off to a dark recess to enjoy it in private.

"Such magic is wonderful, truly wonderful," the prince said in awed tones.
"But .. . you can do this," Afred said, nibbling at the salty-tasting flesh.
Heari ng a sound, he | ooked up

A child, aliving child, was staring enviously at the dog. Alfred notioned the
boy near and handed the fish to him The boy caught hold of it, and hurried
off. He presented the dried fish to an adult male, who stared at it in



ast oni shment. The child pointed back at them Haplo had the distinct feeling
he was about to go into the seafood trade.

"It is said that in the old days we could perform such feats,"” Edmund
remarked, his awed gaze fixed on the neat. "But now our nagic i s concentrated
on our survival in this world.. " He gl anced back at the cadavers, standing
patiently in the shadows. "And on theirs."

Al fred shuddered, seemed about to say sonething.

Hapl o gave hima swift poke in the ribs, and the Sartan fell neekly silent and
began to conjure up nore fish

"You'll find food and supplies in that town," Haplo said, nodding back toward
it. "Surely you saw that much while you were there."

"We are not thieves!" Edmund raised his chin proudly. "W will not take what
is not ours. If our brethren in the city offer it freely, that will be
different. W will work, we will pay them back."

"Some of our people think it is our 'brethren' who should be paying us back
My Liege." The new voice cane fromBaltazar. He stared with stern eyes at the
magi ¢ bei ng perf orned.

Quietly and wi thout fuss, Haplo was replicating fish with his magic and
handing it to those who crept near. Alfred was doing the same. A large crowd
surrounded them The necromancer said nothing until everyone had been fed and
departed. Crossing his | egs beneath the black robes, he seated hinsel f and

pi cked up a bit of the food.

He studied it carefully, as if he expected it to disappear in his hands the
nmonent he touched it. "So you have not yet lost the art,"”

"Perhaps," said the prince, eyeing Alfred, "your land is different from ours.
Per haps there is hope for the world, after all. | tend to judge everything by
what | see. Tell nme that | have judged wongly!"

Alfred couldn't lie, he couldn't tell the truth. He stared at them opening
and cl osi ng his nout h.
"It's a big universe,"” Haplo said easily. "Tell us about your part of it. \Wat
he sai d—your necronmancer—-about your brethren paying you back. Wat does that
mean?"

"Be wary, Your Mjesty," warned Baltazar. "Wuld you confide in strangers? W
have only their own words to trust that they are not spies from Necropolis!"
"W have eaten their food, Baltazar." The prince sniled faintly. "The |l east we
can do in return is answer their questions. Besides, what does it matter if
they are spies? Let themtake our story back to Necropolis. W have nothing to
hi de.

"The realmof nmy people is ... or was ... up there."
beyond t he shadows of the cavern ceiling. "Far, far up there

Edmund gl anced upward

"On the surface of this world?" Hapl o asked.

"No, no. That would be inpossible. The surface of Abarrach is either cold and
barren rock or vast plains of ice shrouded by darkness. Baltazar has travel ed
to that realm He can describe it better than I."



' Abarrach nmeans world of stone in our |anguage as well as in yours." Baltazar
nodded at Haplo and Alfred. "And it is just that, at |least as far as the

anci ents—who had the tine and talent to devote thenselves to study—were able
to determine. Qur world consists of rock through which penetrate countl ess
caverns and tunnels. Qur 'sun' is the nolten heart burning in Abarrach's core.

"The surface is as H s H ghness described it. It supports no life nor any
possibility of life. But, beneath the surface, where we had our hones. . . ah,
there the living was very pleasant. Very pleasant." Baltazar sighed over his
nmenori es.

"The col ossus— he began

"The what?" Alfred interrupted.

"Col ossus. Don't you have themin your world?"

"He's not certain," said Haplo. "Tell us what you nean."
"G gantic round col ums of stone—=

"That support the cavern? W saw those outside."

"The Col ossus do not support the cavern. Such support isn't necessary. They
were created by nagical neans by the ancients. Their purpose was to transfer
the heat energy fromthis part of the world up to us. It worked. W had
bountiful supplies of food, water. Wich makes what happened all the nore

i nexplicable."

"And that was—

"Adrop in our birthrate. Every year the nunber of children being born to us
decreased. |In some ways, however, the phenonenon proved fortunate. Qur nopst
powerful w zards turned their attention to the secrets of creating life.

I nstead, we di scovered—=

"—+he means of extending life past death!" Al fred excl ai med, voice quivering
i n shock and di sapproval

Fortunately, perhaps because of the |anguage differences, Bal-tazar m stook
shock for awe. He smiled, nodded conplacently. "The addition of the dead to

t he popul ati on proved nost beneficial. Keeping themalive does | eech much of
our magical power, but—n past days—we had little need for magic. The dead
provi ded all physical |abor. Wen we noticed that the nmagma river near our
city was beginning to cool, we thought little of it. W continued to receive
energy from bel ow, heat traveled up through the col ossus. The Little People

m ned the rock. They built our dwellings for us, and naintained the col ossus—

"Wait!" Haplo stopped Baltazar. "Little People? Wat Little People?"

The necronmancer frowned, thinking back, "I don't know much about them They
are gone now."

"I recall hearing stories about the Little People fromny father/ Ednund said.
"And | net them once. They |l oved nore than anything to dig and delve in the
rock. They coveted the mnerals they found there, calling them such nanes as
"gold" and 'silver/ and brought forth jewels of rare and wondrous beauty—

"Dwarves?" Alfred ventured at a guess.



"That word sounds strangely in ny ears. Dwarves." Baltazar |ooked to the
prince, who nodded thoughtfully in agreenent. "W had another nanme for them
but that is near the nmark. Dwarves."

"Two other races are believed to populate this world," Alfred continued,
either ignoring or sinply not seeing Haplo's attenpts to stop the Sartan from
sayi ng too nmuch. "Elves were one, humans another."

Nei t her Bal tazar nor Edmund appeared to recognize the nanes.

"Mensch," suggested Haplo, using the termby which both Sartan and Patryns
referred to the | esser races.

"Ah, mensch!" Baltazar brightened in recognition. He shrugged. "Reports exi st
in the witings of our grandfathers. Not that they ever saw any, but they
heard of themfromtheir fathers and their fathers before them These nensch
must have been extrenely weak. Their races died out alnpbst i mediately after
they cane to Abarrach.”

"You nmean... no nore remain on this world! But, they were left in your care.”
Al fred began in severe tones. "Surely you—

Thi s had gone far enough. Haplo whistled. The dog left off eating. Follow ng
its master's gesture, it trotted over and, plopping itself down beside Al fred,
gl eefully began to lick the man's face.

"Surely you—stop that! Nice doggie. Go ... go away, nice doggie." Afred
attenpted to shove the dog aside. The dog, thinking this was now a gane,
entered into the spirit of the contest. "Down! Sit! N ce doggie. No, please.
Do go away! |-

"You're right, necromancer," Haplo struck in coolly. "These nensch are weak. |
know sonet hi ng of them and they couldn't have survived in a world such as
this, a fact that sone shoul d have recogni zed before they brought them here.
It sounds like you'd found the good life. Wat happened?”

Bal tazar frowned, his tone dark. "Disaster. The blow didn't fall at once. It
cane on us gradually, and that nade it worse, | think. Little things began to
go wong. Qur water supply nysteriously began to dwi ndle away. The air grew
col der, fouler; poisonous gases were seeping into our atmosphere. W used up
nore and nore of our nmagic in efforts to protect ourselves fromthe poison, to
reproduce water, to grow food. The Little Peopl e—+those dwarves as you called

t hem—succunbed. W could do nothing to help them w thout endangering

our sel ves. "

"But, your magic— Al fred protested, having finally persuaded the dog to sit
quietly at his side.

"Aren't you listening? Qur magi c was needed for ourselves! W were the
strongest, the fittest, the best suited to survive. W did what we could for
the... these dwarves, but in the end they died as the other nensch died before
them And then it becane nore inportant than ever for us to resurrect and

mai ntai n our dead."

Hapl o shook his head in profound adm ration. "A |labor force that never needs
rest, never eats the food or drinks the water, doesn't mnd the cold,
hardshi p. The perfect slave, the perfect soldier."

"Yes," agreed Baltazar, "w thout our dead, we living could not have nanaged."



"But don't you understand what you've done?" Alfred cried in earnest, agonized
tones. "Don't you realize—>

"Dog!" Hapl o ordered
The ani mal junped back to its feet, tongue lolling, tail waggi ng.

Alfred raised his hands in front of his face and, with a fearful glance at
Hapl o, fell silent.

"Certainly we realize," said the necromancer crisply. "W regained an art that
was, according to the old records, lost to our people.”

"Not lost. Not lost,"” Alfred said sorrowfully, but he said it beneath his
breath. Haplo heard it through the ears of the dog.

"OfF course, you rmust not think us idle in attenpting to di scover what was
goi ng wong," Edmund added. "W investigated and came at |ast, and npst
reluctantly, to the conclusion that the col ossus, which had once provided us
life, were now responsible for depriving us of it. Warmh and fresh air had
once flowed through the colums. Now our heat was being tapped and drawn of f —=

"By the people in that city?" Haplo waved his hand in the direction of the
bui | di ngs over which he'd flown. "That's what you suspect, isn't it?"

He barely listened to the answer. The subject didn't much interest him He
woul d have preferred to pursue the subject of necromancy, but didn't dare make
his intense interest known, either to these men or to Alfred. Patience, he
counsel ed.

"It was an accident. The people of Necropolis could have no way of know ng
that they were harm ng us," Ednmund was arguing warmy, his gaze going to the
necr onmancer Baltazar scow ed, and Hapl o recogni zed this as an ol d di sagreenent
bet ween them

The necr omancer —per haps because there were strangers present—forebore offering
an opinion contrary to that of his ruler. Haplo was about to attenpt to turn
the conversation back to the dead when a clatter and commotion in the cavern
drew everyone's attention. Several cadavers—soldiers by the remants and
fragnments of their uniforns—ane running fromthe direction of the cavern's
ent rance.

The prince rose inmediately to his feet, followed by the necromancer. Baltazar
caught hold of the prince's arm pointed. The corpse of the dead king cane
shuffling forward, also intent on interview ng the guards.

"I told Your Highness this would be a problem" Baltazar said in | ow tones.

Anger flushed the prince's pale skin. Ednund started to say sonething, bit off
what ever hasty words he m ght have spoken

"You were right and I was wong," he said instead, after a frowning pause.
"Are you pleased to hear nme confess as nmuch?"
"Your Hi ghness nisunderstands ne,"
mean—

the necromancer said gently. "I didn't

"I know you didn't, My Friend." Ednmund si ghed wearily. Exhaustion drained the
color fromhis thin cheeks. "Forgive ne. Please excuse us," he had just the



presence of mind to say to his guests, and wal ked hurriedly over to where the
corpse of the king was conferring with the corpses of his subjects.

Hapl o made a notion with his hand and the dog, unnoticed, trotted al ong behi nd
the prince. The living in the cavern had fallen silent. Exchanging grim

gl ances, they began hastily packi ng away what itens they had brought out to
aid themin their nmeager neal. But, when they could turn their attention from
their work, their eyes fixed on their prince.

"It isn't honorable for you to spy on themlike that, Haplo," Alfred said in a
| ow voi ce. He gl anced unhappily at the dog, standing at the prince's side.

Hapl o didn't consider the comrent worthy of response.

Al fred fidgeted nervously, toying with his bit of uneaten fish. "Wat are they
sayi ng?" he asked at | ast.

"Why should you care? It isn't honorable to spy on them"™ Haplo retorted.
"Still, you mght be interested to know that these dead, who are apparently
scouts, report that an arny has landed in the town."

"An arny! \What about the ship?"

"The runes will keep anyone fromconming near it, let alone harming it. \Wat
shoul d concern you nmore is that the arny is marching this way"

"An armnmy of the living?" Alfred asked in a | ow voice, seeming to dread the
answer .

"No," Haplo said, watching Alfred closely. 'An arny of the dead."
Al fred groaned, covered his face with his hand.

Hapl o | eaned forward. "Listen, Sartan," he said urgently, softly. "I need sone
answers about this necromancy and | need them quick."

"What makes you think I know anything about it?" Alfred asked uneasily,
keepi ng his eyes avert ed.

"Because of that handwringi ng and npani ng and whi ni ng you' ve been doi ng ever
since you saw what was goi ng on. Wat do you know about the dead?"

"I"'mnot certain | should tell you," Afred said, lowering his bald head
bet ween hunched shoul ders, the turtle ducking into its shell.

Hapl o reached out, caught hold of the Sartan's wist, and gave it a painful

twi st. "Because we're about to be caught in the mddle of a war, Sartan

You' re obviously incapabl e of defending yourself, which | eaves your safety and
mne up to nme. Are you going to tal k?"

Alfred grimaced in pain. "I'Il.. . tell you what | know."

Hapl o grunted in satisfaction, let |oose of the man.

Al fred rubbed his bruised flesh. "The cadavers are alive, but only in the
sense that they can nove around and obey orders. They remenber what they did

inlife, know nothing beyond."

"The king then..." Haplo paused, not quite understanding.



"Still thinks of hinself as king," Afred said, his gaze going to the cadaver,
to the white head and hoary | ocks crowned with gold. "He's still trying to
rul e, because he thinks he is still the ruler. But, of course, he doesn't have
any conception of the current situation. He doesn't know where he is, probably
t hi nks he's back in his own honel and. "

"But the dead sol di ers know—

"They know how to fight, because they remenber what they were trained to do in
life. And all a living commander has to do is point out an eneny."

"What are those spirit things that follow the cadavers around like their
shadows? What do they have to do with the dead?"

"In a way, they are their shadows, the essence of what they were when they
were alive. No one knows much about the phantasns, as they are called. Unlike
t he corpse, the phantasm seens to be aware of what is happening in the world,
but it is powerless to act,"”

Al fred sighed, his gaze going fromthe dead king to Ednund. "Poor young man.
Apparently he believed his father woul d sonmehow be different. Did you see the
way the old man's phantasm fought against returning to this corrupt form of
life? It was as if it knew©h, what have they done? Wiat have t hey done?"

"Well, what have they done, Sartan?" Hapl o denmanded inpatiently. "It seens to
me that necronmancy could have its advantages."

Al fred turned, regarded the Patryn with serious, grave intensity. "Yes, so we
t hought once, long ago. But we made a terrible discovery. The bal ance nmust be
mai nt ai ned. For every person brought back untinmely to this life, another

per son—somewhere—dntinely dies." He cast a despairing glance around the people
huddl ed in the cavern. "It is possible, extrenely possible, that these people
have unwittingly been the doom of our entire race."

CHAPTER
16
SALFAG CAVERNS, ABARRACH

" THEORET!I CAL NONSENSE! " HAPLO SNORTED | N DI SGUST. "YOU CAN T prove such a
t hi ng. "

"Perhaps it already has been proven," Alfred replied.

Haplo rose to his feet, not intending to stay around and listen to any nore of
the Sartan's whinperings. So the dead had a few nmenory problenms, a short
attention span. Haplo considered that if he were in their position, he m ght
not want to dwell on the present either. If he were in their position

woul d he want to be resurrected?

The t hought brought himto a standstill. He pictured hinmself |lying on the rock
floor, the necromancer standing over him his body rising.

Hapl o shoved the question out of his mnd, continued wal king. He had nore
i portant matters to consider

Maybe not, whi spered a voice inside him If you die on this world—-and you very
nearly died on two other worlds—then they'll do this to youl



The staring eyes that | ooked straight ahead into their past. The waxy, white
flesh, the blue nails and lips, the | ank, unconbed hair. Revulsion twi sted his
stomach. For an instant, he considered fleeing, running away.

Appal l ed, he got a grip on hinmself. What the hell's the matter with nme?
Runni ng out! Runni ng away! From what? A bunch of corpses!

"The Sartan's doings," he nuttered angrily. "That sniveling coward' s working
on ny imagination. If | were dead, | don't suppose it'd matter to ne one way
or the other." But his gaze shifted fromthe cadaver to the phantasns, those
pat heti c, shadowy forns always hovering near their bodies, within reach, yet
unabl e to touch

"Father, leave this to ne," Edmund was tal king to the cadaver wth

prai seworthy patience. "Stay with the people. I will go with the soldiers and
see what this is all about."

"We're under attack fromthe people in the city? What city? | don't remenber
any city." The dead ki ng sounded querul ous, the holl ow voice frustrated,
conf used.

"There isn't tine to explain, Father!" The prince's patience was slipping.
"Pl ease, don't concern yourself. | will deal with it. The people. You stay
with the people.”

"Yes, the people." The cadaver caught hold of that, seened to hang on tightly.
"My people. They look to nme for |eadership. Yet what can | do? Qur land is

dyi ng! W nust leave it, search for somewhere new. My Son, do you hear ne? W
nmust | eave our |and!"

But Ednmund was no | onger paying attention. He left with the dead sol diers,

hast eni ng back through the cavern toward the entrance. The necronmancer stayed
behind to listen to the cadaver's ranbling. The dog, having no instructions to
the contrary, trotted along at the prince's heels.

Hapl o hurried after the prince but, when he caught up with him he saw tears
glisten on Edmund's cheeks, saw the raw grief in the man's face. The Patryn
fell back a pace, stopped to play with the dog, give the prince tinme to
conpose hinsel f. Edmund halted, brushed the back of his hand hastily over his
eyes, gl anced around.

"What do you want ?" he demanded, voice harsh
"Came to get my dog," Haplo said. "He ran off after you before | could catch
him What's the probl en?"

"There isn't tine . Ednmund hurried on ahead agai n.

The dead soldiers nmoved swiftly, if clunmsily. Walking was difficult for them
They had trouble guiding their steps or making changes in direction if they
encountered an obstacl e. Consequently, they blundered headl ong into the cavern
wal I s, careened off boul ders, stumbled over rocks. But although they coul dn't
seemto conprehend obstacles, no obstacle stopped them They trundled through
red- hot magma pools without hesitation. The glow ng | ava burned off whatever
clothes or armor they mght have had left, turned the dead flesh into charred
| unps. Neverthel ess, the |unps kept on moving.

Haplo felt the revulsion rise in himagain. He'd seen sights in the Labyrinth
t hat woul d have driven npbst nen insane, yet he was forced to harden what he
had considered a will of iron in order to keep follow ng al ong behind the



gruesone arny.

Edmund shot hima glance, as if the prince would like very much to tell this
interloper to go away. Hapl o kept his expression purposefully friendly,
concer ned.

"What did you say was goi ng on?"

"An arnmy from Necropolis has | anded on the shores of the town," Ednund
answered shortly. Sonething seened to occur to him for he continued, in a
nore conciliatory tone. "lI'msorry. You have a ship docked there, | believe
you said."

Haplo started to reply that the runes on his ship would protect it, thought
better of it. "Yeah, I"'mworried about it. 1'd like to see for nyself."

"I'"d ask the dead to check it for you, but they're unreliable in their
reports. For all | know, they could be describing an eneny they fought ten
years ago."

"Why do you use them as scouts, then?"
"Because we cannot spare the living."

So, what Alfred told me was true, Haplo thought. At |east that nuch. And that
br ought another problemto nind. The Sartan ... by hinmself..

"Go back," Haplo ordered the dog. "Stay with Alfred."

The ani mal obediently did as it was told.

*

Al fred was exceedingly m serable and al nost wel comed the animal's return,

al t hough he knew very well it had been sent back by Haplo to spy on him The
dog fl opped down beside him gave the man's hand a swift lick with its tongue
and nudged its head beneath his palmto encourage Alfred to scratch behind its
ears.

The return of the necromancer was far | ess wel cone. Baltazar was a hale and
hearty man. Hi s straight stance, comranding air, |ong black flow ng robes
enphasi zed hi s hei ght, naking himappear taller than he was. He had the

i vory-hued skin of these people who had never known sunshine. H's hair, unlike
that of nmobst Sartan, was so black as to be al nost blue. Hi s beard, squared-off
about three inches beneath his jaw, glistened like the obsidian rock of his
honel and. The bl ack eyes were exceedingly intelligent, shrewd, and intent,

st abbi ng whatever it was they | ooked at and holding it up to the light for
further exam nation.

Bal tazar turned those relentless eyes on Alfred, who felt their sharp bl ade
enter and drain himdry.

"I amglad for this opportunity to talk with you alone," said Baltazar
Alfred wasn't, not in the least, but he had lived nuch of his life in court
and a polite rejoinder cane automatically to his lips. "lIs .. . is there going

to be troubl e?" he added, squirm ng beneath the gaze of the black eyes.

The necronmancer sniled and informed Al fred—politely—that, if there was
trouble, it was no concern of his.



This was a point Alfred m ght have argued, because he was anong these peopl e,
but the Sartan wasn't very good at arguing and so he neekly kept quiet. The
dog yawned and | ay blinking at them sl eepily.

Bal tazar was silent. The living in the cave were silent, watching and waiting.
The dead were silent, standing around at the back of the cavern, not waiting,
because they had nothing for which to wait. They sinply stood and woul d
apparently keep standing until one of the living told them otherwi se. The
king's cadaver didn't seemto know what to do with itself. None of the living
spoke .to it, and it eventually drifted forlornly to the back of the cave to
join its dead subjects in doing nothing.

"You don't approve of necromancy, do you?" Baltazar asked suddenly.

Alfred felt as if the magma fl ow had diverted course and gone up his |l egs and
body directly to his face. "N-no, | don't."

"Then why didn't you cone back for us? Wiy did you | eave us stranded?"

"I + don't know what you mnean."

"Yes, you do." The fury in the necronmancer's voice was all the nore appalling
because the anger was contai ned, the words spoken softly, for Afred s ears
al one.

Not quite al one. The dog was |istening, too.

"Yes, you do. You are Sartan. You are one of us. And you did not come from
this world."

Al fred was conpl etely nonplussed, he had no idea what to say. He couldn't lie.
Yet how he could tell the truth when, as far as he knew, he didn't know it?

Bal tazar smiled, but it was a frightening smle, tight-lipped, and filled with
a strange and sudden exultation. "I see the world from which you cone, | see
it in your words. A fat world, a world of light and pure air. And so the
ancient |egends are true! Qur |ong search nust be nearing an end!"

"Search for what?" Al fred asked desperately, hoping to change the subject. He
di d.

"The way back to those other worlds! The way out of this one!" Baltazar |eaned
near, his voice pitched | ow, tense and eager, "Death's Gate!"

Al fred couldn't breathe, he felt as if he were strangling.

"I f—+f you will excuse ne," he stammered, trying to stand, trying to escape.
"I... I"'mnot feeling well =

Baltazar laid a restraining hand on Alfred's arm "I can arrange for you to
feel worse," He cast a glance at one of the cadavers.

Al fred gul ped, gasped, and seened to shrivel. The dog raised its head,
grow ed, asking if the Sartan needed hel p.

Bal t azar appeared startled at Alfred s reaction, the necromancer | ooked
sonewhat ashamed.

"l apol ogi ze. | shouldn't have threatened you. I amnot an evil man. But," he



added in a |l ow, passionate voice, "l am a desperate one."

Al fred, trenbling, sank back down onto the cavern floor. Reaching out an
unst eady hand, he gave the dog a hesitant, reassuring pat. The ani mal | owered
its head, resumed its quiet watch.

"That other nman, the one with you, the one with the runes tattooed on his
skin. What is he? He is not Sartan, not |like you, not like me. But he is nore
like us than the others—the Little People." Baltazar picked up a small,
shar p- edged stone, held it to the softly glowing light that filled the cavern
"This stone has two faces, each different, but both part of the sane rock. You
and | are one side, it seens. He is another. Yet all the sane."”

Bal tazar's bl ack eyes pinned the struggling Alfred to the wall. "Tell ne! Tel
me about him Tell me the truth about yourself! Did you come through Death's
Gate? Wiere is it?"

"I can't tell you about Haplo," Al fred answered faintly. "Another man's story
is his totell or to keep hidden, as he chooses." The Sartan was beginning to
pani c, decided that he could find refuge in the truth, even if it was only
partial truth. "As to how | came here, it... was an accident! | didn't mean
to."

The necronmancer's bl ack eyes bored into him turned their sharp blade this way
and that, probing and piercing. Finally, grunting, he w thdrew his gaze.
Broodi ng, Baltazar sat staring at the location on the rock fl oor where the
dead had lately rested.

"You are not lying," he said finally. "You cannot lie, you are not capabl e of
deceit. But you're not telling the truth, either. How can such a di chotony
exi st within you?"

"Because | don't know the truth. | don't fully understand it and, therefore,
i n speaking of the small portion | see only very inperfectly, | mght do
irreparable harm It is better if | keep what | know to nyself."

Bal tazar's bl ack eyes blazed with anger, reflected the yellow firelight.

Al fred faced him steadfast and calm blanching only slightly. It was the

necr omancer who broke off the attack, his frustrated rage dwindling to a heavy
SOrrow.

"It is said that such virtue was once ours. It is said that the very notion of
one of our own kind sheddi ng the blood of another was so inpossible to
concei ve that no words existed in our |anguage to speak of it. Well, we have

t hose words now. nurder, war, deceit, treachery, trickery, death. Yes, death."

Baltazar rose to his feet. H's voice cracked, its hot rage cool ed and

hardened, |ike nolten rock that has flowed into a pool of chill water. "You
will tell me what you know about Death's Gate. And if you won't tell me with
your living voice, then you'll tell me with the voice of the dead!"

Hal f -turni ng, he pointed at the cadavers. "They never forget where they have
been, what they have done. They forget only the reasons why they did them And
thus they are quite willing to do themagain . . . and again . . . and again."

The necromancer glided away, striding down the tunnel after his prince.
Al fred, stricken dunb, gazed after him too horrified to be able to say a
wor d.

CHAPTER * 17



SALFAG CAVERNS, ABARRACH
"I KNEW | SHOULD NEVER HAVE LEFT THAT WEAKLING ON H'S OM"

Hapl o funed to hinmself when Alfred' s stamering and confused denials came to
his ears through those of the dog. The Patryn al nbst turned around, returned
to try to salvage the situation. He realized, however, that by the time he
made his way back through the cavern, the worst of the damage woul d al ready be
done and so he kept going, following the prince and his arny of cadavers to
the cavern's end.

By the conclusion of the conversation between Baltazar and Al fred, Haplo'd
been gl ad he'd kept out of it. Now he knew exactly what the necromancer

pl anned. And if Baltazar wanted to take a little trip back through Death's
Gate, Haplo would be nore than pleased to arrange it. O course, Alfred would
never permt it, but—at this point—-A fred had becone expendable. A Sartan
necromancer was worth far nore than a sniveling Sartan norali st.

There were problens. Baltazar was a Sartan and, as such, inherently good. He
could threaten nurder, but that was because he was desperate, intensely | oyal
to his people, to his prince. It was unlikely that he woul d | eave his people,
abandon his prince, go off on his owmn. Haplo's lord would npost certainly take
a dimview of an arny of Sartan marching through Death's Gate and into the
Nexus! Still, the Patryn reflected, these snarls in the skein could be worked
out .

"The enemy." The prince, slightly ahead of Haplo, came to a halt.

They had reached the end of the cavern. Standing conceal ed in the shadows,
they coul d see the approaching force—a ragged, tattered army of corpses,
shuffling and shanbling in what they remenbered as mlitary formation. Severa
of the eneny in the forward ranks had al ready encountered the prince's troops
and skirm shes were occurring on the field.

It was the strangest battle Haplo had ever seen. The dead fought using skills
t hey remenbered having used in life, giving and taking sword bl ows, parrying
and thrusting, each obviously intent on killing their opponent. But whether
they were fighting this particular eneny or one they had fought years past was
open to debate.

One dead soldier parried a thrust his opponent never delivered. Another took a
sword through the chest without bothering to defend itself. Blows were dealt
in a deliberate, if aimess manner, and were sonetinmes bl ocked, and sonetines
not. Sword bl ades wi el ded by dead hands sank deep into dead flesh that never
felt it. The cadavers wenched the blade free and kept at it, striking each

ot her again and again, doing significant damage but never naki ng much headway.

The battle between the dead ni ght have gone on indefinitely had the strength
of both sides been equal. The army from Necropolis was, however, in a far nore
advanced state of corruption and decay than the prince's army. These dead
appeared |l ess well cared for than the prince's dead, if such a thing could be
sai d.

The flesh of the cadavers had, in many instances, fallen fromthe bones. Each
had suffered nunerous injuries, nost —it appeared —after their deaths. Many
of the dead soldiers were nissing various parts of their bodies —a bone gone
here and there, perhaps a part of an armor a piece of a leg. Their arnor was
badly rusted, the |l eather straps that held it together had alnost all rotted
away, |eaving breastplates dangling by a thread, leg protectors falling down
around the cadaver's ankles, often tripping themup



The corpses made nindl ess attenpts to march over or through obstacles and were
constantly inpeded by their own falling accoutrements. Thus the arny of dead
appeared to spend nore tine tunbling over itself than it did advanci ng. Those
that were fighting were being battered into shapel ess heaps of bones and arnor
over which their phantasnms wavered and twi sted with pleading, outstretched

wi sps of arns. It mght have been a conmic sight, if it hadn't been horrific.

Haplo started to | augh, felt —by the clenching of his stomach —that, if he
did so, he mght retch

"dd dead," said the prince, watching them
"What ?" Hapl o asked. "Wat do you nean?"

"Necropolis is using their old dead, the dead of generations past." Edmund
noti oned to the dead captain of his army. "Send one of your nmen to fetch

Bal tazar. You can always tell the old dead." The prince, speaking of f handedly,
turned back to Haplo. "The necromancers weren't so skilled in their art. They
| acked the know edge of how to keep the flesh from decaying, of howto

mai ntai n the cadavers."

"Do your dead al ways fight your wars?"

"For the nost part they do, now that we have built up substantial armes.
Once, the living fought wars." Edmund shook his head. 'A tragic waste. But
that was nmany years ago, long before | was born. Necropolis sent the old dead.
| wonder," he continued, frowning, "what this nmeans."

"What could it nmean?"

"It could be a feint, an attenpt to draw us out, force us to reveal our true
strength. That's what Baltazar would say," the prince added, smling. "But it
could also be a sign fromthe people of Necropolis . that they don't nean us
serious harm As you can see, our new dead could defeat this lot with ease. |
bel i eve Necropolis wants to negotiate."

Edmund gazed ahead, eyes squinting against the bright red gl ow of the nmagna
sea. "There nust be living anobng them Yes, | see them Marching at the rear."

Two bl ack-robed and cow ed necromancers wal ked some di stance behind their
shabby arny, well out of range of spear throw Haplo was startled to note the
presence of living wizards, but realized, on observation, that the
necronmancers were required not only to lead the arny and maintain the magic
that held the crunbling bodies together, but also to act as macabre shepherds.

More than once, a corpse cane to a standstill, ceased to fight, or sonetines
one would fall down and not get back up. The necro-f mancers hastened into
their flock, prodding and conmandi ng, urging themforward. \When a cadaver fel
down, it mght, on standing, face the wong direction and head off on sone
erratic course directed by its faulty nmenory. The necromancer, like a

consci enti ous sheepdog, raced after it, turned the dead soldier around, forced
it to once nore join the fray.

Edmund' s dead, which Hapl o supposed could be called the "new dead,"” did not
appear subject to these failings. The small

skirm shing force fought well, reducing eneny nunbers by literally battering
the old dead into the ground. The | arger portion of the arny renmai ned grouped
behind their prince in the cavern opening, a skilled arnmy awaiting conmand.



Edmund' s only precaution was to continually rem nd the dead captain of its
orders. At each renminder, the captain would nod its head alertly, as if

recei ving such instructions for the first time. Haplo wondered if the prince's
nmessenger woul d renenber the nessage by the tine it reached Baltazar

Edmund stirred restlessly. Suddenly, giving way to inmpul se, he leapt up on a
boul der, showi ng hinmself to the advancing arny. "Hold!" he cried, raising his
hand up, pal moutward, in a gesture of parley.

"Halt!" cried the enenmy necromancers, and both armes, after a nonment of

confusion, lurched to a stunbling standstill. The necronmancers remai ned
stationed behind their troops, able to see and hear, but still protected by
their dead.

"Why do you march on ny peopl e?" Edmund denanded.

"Why did your people attack the citizens of Safe Harbor?" It was a fenmal e who
spoke, her voice ringing clear and strong through the sulfurous air.

"Qur people did not attack," the prince countered. "W came to the town
seeking to buy supplies and were set on—

"You cane arned!" the woman interrupted coldly.

"OfF course, we cane armed! We have passed through perilous |ands. W have been
attacked by a fire dragon since we |left our honel and. Your people attacked us
wi t hout provocation! Naturally, we defended ourselves, but we neant them no
harm and, as proof, you can see that we left the town with all its wealth safe
and untouched, although ny people are starving."

The two necromancers conferred together in | ow voices. The prince renai ned
standi ng—a proud and lordly figure—en the black rock

"What you say is true. W saw that rmuch for ourselves," said the other
necromancer, a male. He wal ked forward, noving around the arny's right flank

| eaving the female at the rear. The wi zard | owered his cow, showing his face
He was young, younger than the prince, with a snooth-shaven jaw, |arge green
eyes, and the long chestnut-colored hair of the Sartan, the white tips curling
on his shoulders. His mien was serious and grave and fearl ess as he advanced
on his eneny. "WII| you talk with us nore?"

"I will, and wel cone," said Edmund, starting to junp down fromhis rock

The young necromancer held up a warding hand. "No, please, W would not take
unfair advantage of you. Have you a minister of the dead who can acconpany
you?"

"My necromancer is comng now, as we speak," said Edmund, bowi ng at this show
of courtesy. Haplo, glancing back into the cavern, saw the bl ack-robed figure
of Baltazar hastening in their direction. Either the cadaver had renenbered
its message or the necronmancer had deci ded he should be on hand and had
already started this way. And there, stumbling al ong behind him as clunsy as
a cadaver hinself, was Alfred, acconpanied by the faithful dog.

While waiting for Baltazar to catch up with them Ednund marshal ed his arny,
permtting enough of his troop strength to be seen to make an inpression on
t he enemy, yet not enough to give away their true nunbers. The eneny
necronancer waited patiently at the head of his own army. If he was at al

i npressed with Edmund's show of force, the youthful face didn't reveal it.



The fenal e necromancer kept her face covered, her cowl pulled | ow over her
head. Attracted by the sound of the rich, smooth voice, Haplo was extrenely
curious to see her features. But she stood unnoving as the rocks around her
Cccasional ly, he heard her voice, chanting the runes that kept the dead
functi onal .

Bal tazar, breathing heavily fromthe exertion, joined the prince and the two
noved out of the tunnel to the neutral territory in front of each armnmy. The
young necronmancer advanced in his turn, neeting them hal fway. Haplo sent the
dog trotting after the prince. The Patryn | eaned back against a wall, settled
hi nsel f confortably.

Al fred, huffing and puffing, tunbled into him "D d you hear what Baltazar
said to me? He knows about Death's CGate!"

"Shhh!" ordered Haplo irritably. "Keep your voice down or everyone in this
bl asted place will know about Death's Gate! Yes, | heard him And, if he wants
to go, I'll take him"

Al fred stared, aghast. "You can't mnean that!
Hapl o kept his eyes fixed on the negotiators, disdained to answer.

"I understand!" Alfred said, voice trenbling. "You want... this know edge!"
The Sartan pointed a finger at the rows of cadavers lined up in front of them

"Damm right."
"You will bring doomon us all! You will destroy everything we created!"

"No!" Hapl o said, shifting suddenly, jabbing his words into Alfred' s breast
with his finger. "You Sartan destroyed everything! W Patryns will return it
to what it was! Now shut up, and let me listen."

"I"ll stop you!" Alfred stated, bravely defiant. "I won't let you do this. |—=
Loose gravel gave way beneath his foot. He slid, slipped. H s hands scrabbl ed
frantically in the air, but there was nothing to hold onto and he | anded on
the hard rock floor with a thud.

Hapl o gl anced down at the bal ding m ddl e-aged nan who lay in a pathetic heap
at his feet. "Yeah, you do that," the Patryn said, grinning. "You stop ne."
Loungi ng agai nst the wall, he turned his attention to the parley.

"What is it you want of us?" the young necromancer was asking, once the
formalities of introduction had been effected.

The prince recited his story, telling it well, with dignity and pride. He nmade
no accusati ons agai nst the people of Kairn Necros but took care to attribute
the wrongs his own people had suffered to m schance or ignorance of the true
si tuation.

The Sartan | anguage, even in its corrupt form is adept at conjuring up i nages
inthe mnd. By his expression, it was obvious that the young necromancer saw
far beneath the surface of Edmund's words. The young man attenpted to keep his
face inpassive, but a flutter of doubt and self-conscious guilt brought a
crease to the snooth forehead and a slight trenor to the lips. He gl anced
swiftly at the female standing notionless at the rear of the arny, inviting
her hel p.

The wonman, understanding, glided forward and arrived in tinme to hear the end



of the prince's tale.

Rermovi ng the cowW from her head with a graceful notion of two fair hands, the
worman turned a soft-eyed gaze on Ednund. "Truly, you have suffered nuch. | am
sorry for you and for your people.”

The prince bowed. "Your compassion does you honor, m stress—*

"Madam " she corrected him glancing, with a smle, at the necromancer
standi ng beside her. "My public name [1] is Jera. This man is ny husband,
Jonat han of the ducal House of Rift Ridge."

"My Lord Jonathan, you are blessed in your wife," said Edmund with courtesy.
"And you, Your Grace, in your husband."

"Thank you, Your Highness. Your story is indeed a sorrowful one," Jera
continued. "And | fear that ny people are, in many ways, responsible for your
m sfortune—=

"I spoke no word of blanme," said Ednund.
"No, Your Highness." The worman smiled. "But it is all too easy to see
accusation in the images your words conjure. | do not believe, however"—a
frown creased the marbl e-snmooth forehead—"that the dynast will take kindly to
his subjects coming to himas beggars—

Edmund drew hinself up tall and straight. Baltazar, who had previously said no
word, glowered dourly, black brows drawn tight, black eyes reflecting the
lurid red of the magma sea

"Dynast!" Baltazar repeated incredul ously. "Wat dynast? And to whom do you
refer as subjects? W are an i ndependent nonarchy—

"Peace, Baltazar." Ednmund laid his hand on the wizard's arm "Your G ace, we
do not cone to beg of our brethren." He enphasized the word. "Anbng our dead
we nunber fanners, skilled artisans, warriors. W ask only to be given the
chance to work, to earn our bread and shelter in your city."

The wonman stared at him "Truly, you didn't know you were under the
jurisdiction of Qur Mdst Holy Dynastic Majesty?"

"Your Grace"—Ednund appeared enbarrassed at being forced to contradict—1 am
the ruler of my people, their only ruler—=

"But, then, of course!" Jera clasped her hands together, her expression bright
and eager. "That explains everything. It's all a dreadful m sunderstandi ng!
You nust come inmediately to the capital, Your H ghness, and make your

obei sance to H's Majesty. My husband and | will be honored to escort you and
gi ve you introduction."

"Cbei sance!" Baltazar's black beard stood out against his |livid conpl exion
"It is rather for this self-proclained dynast—

"I thank you for your gracious invitation, Duchess Jera." Ednund's hand
clasped his mnister's armwith slightly nore pressure than nmust have been
exactly confortable. "The honor in acconpanying you is mne. | cannot |eave ny
peopl e, however, with a hostile arny canped before them?"

"W will withdraw our army," offered the duke, "if you pl edge your word that
your army will not sail across the sea."



"Since ny arny has no ships, such a feat is inpossible, Your Gace."

"Beggi ng Your Highness's pardon, a ship is docked at Safe Harbor. W have
never seen its like before and we assuned that it—=

" Ah, now | understand!" Ednund nodded, gl anced back at Haplo and Alfred. "You
saw t he ship and thought we intended to sail our arny across the sea. As you
menti oned, Your Grace, there is, much m sunderstandi ng anong us. The ship

bel ongs to two strangers, who | anded at Safe Harbor just this cycle. W were
pl eased to entertain themw th what hospitality we could, although," the
prince added, flushing, pride vying with shanme, "they gave us nore than we
could offer them"

Al fred clanmbered to his feet. Haplo stood straight. The duchess turned to
them Her face, although not beautiful by any purity or regularity of feature,
was made attractive by an expression of singular intelligence and an obviously
strong and resolute will. The eyes, a green-flecked brown, were exceedi ngly
fine, reflecting the quickness of the mnd that noved behind them Her gaze
flicked over the two strangers and Jera inmedi ately picked out Haplo as the
shi p's owner.

"W passed your vessel, sir, and found it extrenely interesti ng—

"What type of runes are those?" her husband interjected with boyi sh eagerness.
"I'"ve never seen—

"My dear,"” his wife interposed gently, "this is hardly the tine or place for

di scussions of rune-lore. Prince Edmund will want to informhis people of the
honor that awaits himin being presented to H s Dynastic Majesty. W will neet
you in Safe Harbor, Your H ghness, at your convenience." Jera' s green eyes

focused on Hapl o and, behind him Alfred. "It would be our honor, as well, to

i ntroduce these strangers to our fair city."

Hapl o regarded the woman thoughtfully. This prince hadn't known himfor the
anci ent eneny, but the Patryn had cone to realize, by this conversation, that
Edmund' s peopl e were nothing nore than a small satellite circling a | arger and
brighter sun. A sun that might be nuch better inforned.

I could | eave now and no one woul d ever blane ne, not even My Lord. But he and
| both would al ways know that | turned tail and ran

The Patryn bowed. "It is we who would be honored, Your G ace."”

Smiling at him Jera glanced back at the prince. "W will send word ahead of
your com ng, Your Highness, in order that all nmay be in readi ness to receive
you. "

"You are nost kind, Your Gace," Ednmund replied.

Everyone made final polite bows, then the group separated. The duke and
duchess returned to their dead arny, herded them together (several had
wandered away during the tal ks), prodded theminto formation, and headed them
back toward Safe Harbor

Bal tazar and the prince reentered the cavern. "A dynast," the necronancer was
saying in grimtones. "The people of the sovereign nation of Kairn Telest are
not hi ng but his subjects! Tell me now, Ednmund, that the inhabitants of
Necropol i s brought disaster to us in ignorance!™



The prince was obviously troubled. His eyes went to the far distant city,
barely visible beneath the mass of clouds hanging | ow over it. "Wat can | do,
Bal tazar? What can | do for our people if | don't go?"

"Il tell you. Your H ghness! These two"—the necromancer gestured at Haplo
and Al fred—know the | ocation of Death's Gate. These two came through it!"

The prince gazed at themw th wondering, astonished eyes. "Death's Gate? Did
you? |Is it possible that—=

Hapl o shook his head. "It wouldn't work, Your Hi ghness. It's a long, |ong way
fromhere. You' d need ships, a lot of ships, to transport your people."

"Ships!" Edmund smiled sadly. "W have no food, and you tal k of ships. Tel
me," he added, after a pause. "Do the city people know about. .. Death's
Gat e?"

"How shoul d I know, Your Hi ghness?" Hapl o answered, shrugging-

"If he's telling the truth," hissed Baltazar. "And we can get ships! They have
shi ps!" He nodded his head toward Necropolis.

"And how will we pay for them Baltazar?"

"Pay, Your Hi ghness! Haven't we paid already? Haven't we paid with our |ives?"
t he necronmancer demanded, fist clenched. "I say it's tinme we take what we
want! Don't go crawing to them Ednund! Lead us to them Lead us to war!"
"No! They"—the prince gestured to the departing duke and duchess—were
synmpathetic to us. W have no reason to believe the dynast will be |ess eager
to listen and to understand. | will try peaceful neans first."

" "We,' Your Highness. I'mgoing with you, of course—*

"No." Edmund took the necromancer by the hand. "You stay with the people. If
anyt hi ng happens to ne, you will be their |eader."

"At | ast your heart speaks, Your Highness." Baltazar was bitter, sorrow ul

"I truly believe all will be well. But | would be a poor ruler if | did not
provi de for contingencies."” Edmund continued to press the man's hand. "I may
rely on you, My Friend? More than friend, nentor. .. ny other father?"

"You may rely on me, Your Hi ghness." The last part of the necromancer's
sentence was little nore than a choked whi sper

Edmund wal ked back to confer with his people. Baltazar remained behind a
nmonent in the shadows to conpose hinself.

When the prince was gone, the necromancer raised his head. Ravages of a
terrible, heart-wenching grief had aged the pallid face. The stabbing
bl ack- eyed gaze struck Alfred, passed through the trenbling body of the
Sartan, and bored into Haplo.

I amnot an evil man. But | am a desperate one. Haplo heard the necromancer's
words echo in the fire-1ighted darkness.

"Yes, My Prince," Baltazar prom sed fervently, softly. "You may rely fully on
me. Qur people will be safel™



CHAPTER * 18
NECROPOLI S, ABARRACH

"A  MESSAGE, YOUR  MAJESTY, FROM  JONATHAN, THE DUKE O RFT
Ri dge. "

"Duke of Rift Ridge? Isn't he dead?"

"The younger, Your Majesty. You recall, Sire, that you sent himand his w fe
to deal with those invaders on the far shore—=

"Ah, yes. Qite." The dynast frowned. "This is in regard to the invaders?"

"Yes, Your Mjesty."

"Clear the court," the dynast conmanded.

The Lord Hi gh Chancellor, knowing that this matter would be dealt with
circunmspectly, had deliberately spoken in | ow tones, intended for H's

Maj esty's ears alone. The order to clear the court came as no surprise, nor
did it present difficulty. The Lord Hi gh Chancellor had only to neet the eyes
of the ever-watchful chanmberlain to have the matter acconpli shed.

A staff banged on the floor. "Hi s Majesty's audience is ended," announced the
chanber | ai n.

Those with petitions to present rolled their scrolls up with a snap, tucked
them back into scroll cases, nmade their bows, and backed out of the throne
room Those who were nerely court hangers-on, who spent as nuch time near His
Dynastic Majesty as possible, hoping for notice fromthe royal eye, yawned,
stretched, and proposed to each other ganmes of rune-bone to ease themthrough
anot her boring day. The royal cadavers, extrenely well preserved and well

mai nt ai ned, escorted the assenbly out of the throne roominto the vast
corridors of the royal palace, shut the doors, and took up positions before
them indicating that His Majesty was in private conference.

When the throne room no | onger buzzed with conversation and affected |aughter,
t he dynast commanded, with a wave of his hand, that the Lord H gh Chancell or
was to comrence. The Lord Hi gh Chancellor did so. Opening a scroll, he began
to read.

"Hi s Grace's npst reverent respect—
"Skip all that."
"Yes, Your Mjesty."

It took some nonments for the Lord Hi gh Chancellor to make his way through
conpliments showered on the dynast's person, conplinments showered on his
illustrious ancestors, conplinents showered on the dynast's just rule, and so
forth and so on. The chancellor finally found the heart of the nessage and
delivered it.

" '"The invaders conme fromthe outer circle, Your Mjesty, a | and known as
Kairn Telest, the Geen Caverns, due to the ... er ... former anount of
vegetation grown in that region. O late, it seems, this region has

experi enced bad fortune. The magma river has cool ed, the people's water source
has dried up.' The G een Caverns, it seens, Your Majesty,"” the Lord Hi gh
Chancel | or added, |ooking up fromhis perusal of the nessage, "could now be



call ed the Bone-Bare [1] Caverns."

Hs Majesty said nothing, merely grunted in acknow edgnent of the Lord High
Chancellor's wit. The Lord H gh Chancellor resuned his reading. " 'Due to this
di saster, the people of Kairn Tel est have been forced to flee their |and. They
have encountered i nnunerable perils on the journey, including— "

"Yes, yes," said the dynast inpatiently. He fixed his Lord H gh Chancell or
with a shrewd | ook. "Does the duke nention why these people of the G een
Caverns felt it necessary to come here?"

The Lord Hi gh Chancellor hastily scanned the nmessage to the end, read it over
again to make certain he'd made no m stake—+the dynast had a | ow tol erance for
m st akes—then shook his head. "No, Your Mjesty. It mght al nost seem from
the tone, that these people stunbled on Necropolis by accident.”

"Hah!" The dynast's lips parted in a thin, cunning smle. He shook his head.
"They know, Pons. They know! Well, go on. Gve us the gist of it. \Wat are
thei r demands?"

"They make no demands, Your Majesty. Their |eader, a Prince"—the Lord High
Chancel lor referred again to the paper to refresh his menmory—Edmund of sone
unknown house requests the opportunity to pay his respects to Your Dynastic
Maj esty. The duke adds in a concluding note that the people of Kairn Tel est
appear to be in a nost wetched state. It has occurred to the duke that it is
probable we are in sone way responsible for the aforesaid disasters and he
hopes Your Majesty will neet with the prince at your earliest opportunity"

"I's this young duke of Rift Ri dge dangerous, Pons? O is the man nmerely
st upi d?"

The Lord Hi gh Chancell or paused to consider the question. "I don't consider

hi m dangerous, Your Majesty. Nor is he stupid. He is young, idealistic,

i ngenuous. A touch naive as concerns politics. He is, after all, the younger

son and was not raised to have the responsibilities of the dukedomthrust on
hi m so suddenly. Wrds conme fromthe heart, not his head. | amcertain he has

no i dea what he is saying."
"His wife, though, is another matter."

The Lord Hi gh Chancell or appeared grave. "I amafraid so, Your Majesty.
Duchess Jera is extrenely intelligent."

"And her father, deuce take him continues to be a confounded nui sance."

"But that is all he is these cycles, Sire. Banishing himto the AOd Provinces
was a stroke of genius. The earl must do everything in his power nerely to
survive. He is too weak to cause trouble."

"A stroke of genius for which we have you to thank, Pons. GCh, yes, we
renmenber. You needn't keep rem nding us of it. And that old man nay be
struggling to survive but he has enough breath left in himto continue to
speak out against us."

"But who is listening? Your subjects are loyal. They | ove Your Mjesty..

"Stop it, Pons. W get enough of that nuck shovel ed over our feet from
everyone el se around here. W expect sone sense fromyou."

The Lord Hi gh Chancell or bowed, grateful for the dynast's good opinion;



knowi ng, however, that the flower of royalty would cease to grow unless it was
nurtured by the aforenentioned mnuck.

The dynast had withdrawn his attention fromhis mnister. Rising fromthe

t hrone made of gold and di anonds and the other precious minerals that were so
abundant in this world, H's Majesty took a turn or two around the |arge

gol d-and-silver-inlaid dais. Pacing was a habit of the dynast's; he clai ned

t hat novenent aided his thought processes. Often the dynast conpletely

di sconfited those presenting suits to himby leaping up fromthe throne and
circling it several times before returning to it to pronounce judgnent.

At least it kept the courtiers on their toes, Pons reflected with sone
anusement. Whenever His Majesty rose to his feet, everyone in the court was
expected to cease conversation and performthe ritual, reverent obei sance.
Courtiers were forever called on to cease their conversation, fold their hands
in their sleeves, and bow with heads practically to the floor whenever His

Maj esty took it into his head to wal k out a problem

Paci ng was just one of the dynast's many little eccentricities, the nopst

not abl e of these being a | ove of tournanment conbat and an addiction to the
gane of rune-bone. Any of the new dead who had been at all proficient in
either gane during their lives were brought to the pal ace, where they
performed no other service except to offer H's Majesty sparring partners
during the waking half of the cycle or play at rune-bone with Hi s Majesty far
into the sleeping half. Such peculiarities | ed many to m sjudge the dynast,
consi deri ng hi mnot hing but a shall ow m nded ganester. Pons, having seen those
many fall, was not among them Hi s respect for and his fear of His Dynastic
Maj esty were both deep and well founded.

Pons waited, therefore, in respectful silence for His Majesty to deign to
notice him The matter was obviously serious. The dynast devoted five conplete
revol utions around the dais to it, his head bowed, hands cl asped behind his
back.

In his md-fifties, Kleitus XIV was a well-forned, nuscul ar man of striking
appear ance whose beauty, when young, had been highly praised in poetry and
song. He had aged well and woul d, as the saying went, nake a handsone corpse.
A powerful necromancer hinself, he had many |ong years left to stave off that
fate.

At last H's Majesty ceased his heavy tread. H's black fur robes, treated with
purple dye to inbue themwith the royal hue, rustled softly as he once again
settled hinself into his throne.

"Death's Gate," he nuttered, tapping a ring on the armof the throne. CGold
agai nst gold, it gave out a nusical, netallic note.

"That's the reason."”

"Per haps Your Majesty worries needlessly. As the duke wites, they could have
cone here by chance—=

"Chance! Next you will be talking of 'luck' Pons. You sound like an inept
rune- bone player. Strategy, tactics—that's what wins the game. No, you mark
our words. They have cone here in search of Death's Gate, |ike so nany others

before them"

"Let them go, then, Mjesty. W have dealt with such madmen before. Good
ri ddance to bad rubbi sh—=



Kl eitus frowned, shook his head. "Not this time. Not these people. W dare
not . "

The Lord Hi gh Chancellor hesitated to ask the next question, not truly certain
he wanted to know the answer. But he knew what was expected of him the echo
chanmber for his ruler's thoughts. "Wy not, Sire?"

"Because these people are not insane. Because . . . Death's Gate has opened
Pons. It has opened and we have seen beyond!"

The Lord Hi gh Chancell or had never heard his dynast speak like this, had never
heard that crisp and confident voice | owered, awed, even . . . fearful. Pons
shivered, as if he felt the first flush of a virulent fever.

Kleitus was staring far off, staring through the thick granite walls of the
pal ace, gazing at a place the Lord Hi gh Chancellor coul d neither see nor even
i magi ne.

"I't happened early in the waking hour, Pons. You know that we are a |ight

sl eeper. W& woke suddenly, startled by a sound that, when we were truly awake,
we couldn't place. It was |like a door opening... or shutting. W sat up and
drew aside the bed curtains, thinking there m ght be sone emergency. But we
were alone. No one had entered the room

"The inmpression that we had heard a door was so powerful, that we lighted the
| anp beside the bed and started to call for the guard. W renmenber. We had one
hand on the bed curtain and we were just drawi ng the other back fromlighting
the [ anp when everything around us ... rippled.”

"Ri ppl ed, Your Mjesty?" Pons frowned.

"We know, we know. It sounds incredible." Kl eitus glanced at his chancell or
smled ruefully. "W know of no other way to describe it. Everything around us
| ost shape and substance, dinmension. It was as if ourselves and the bed and
the curtains and the lanp and the table were suddenly nothing but oil spread
over still water. The ripple bent us, bent the floor, the bed, the table. And
in an instant, it was gone."

"A dream Your Mjesty. You were not yet awake
"So we m ght have supposed. But in that instant, Pons, this is what we saw. "

The dynast was a powerful w zard anmong the Sartan. \When he spoke, his words
brought sudden images to the mind of his mnister. The i mages fl ashed past so
swiftly that Pons was confused, dazzled. He saw none clearly, but had a

di zzyi ng i npressi on of objects whirling about him simlar to an experience in
chi | dhood when his nother had been wont to take himby the hands and twirl him
around and around in a playful dance.

Pons saw a gi gantic machi ne, whose netal parts were fashioned after the parts
of a human body and which was working with frantic intensity at nothing. He
saw a human woman with bl ack skin and an el ven prince wagi ng war agai nst the
prince's own kind. He saw a race of dwarves, led by one in spectacles, rising
up against tyranny. He saw a sun-drenched green world and a beautiful shining
city, enpty, devoid of life. He saw huge creatures, horrible, eyeless,
ranpagi ng through a countryside, nmurdering all who cane in their path and he
heard themcry, "Were are the citadel s?" He saw a race of people, grim
frightening in their hatred and anger, a race with runes traced on their skin.
He saw dragons .



"There, Pons. You understand?" Kleitus sighed again, half in awe, half in
frustration.

"No, Your Majesty!" the chancellor gasped, stammered. "I do not understand!
What —wher e—how | ong—

"We know not hi ng nore about these visions than you do. They canme to us too
fast and when we tried to lay hold of one, it slipped away, |ike the |aze

t hrough our fingers. But what we are seeing, Pons, are other worlds! Wrlds
beyond Death's Gate, as the ancient texts wite. W are certain of it! The
peopl e must not cone to know this, Pons. Not until we are ready."

"No, of course not, Sire."

The dynast's face was grave, his expression hard, resolute. This realmis
dyi ng. W have | eeched off other realns to maintain it—=

W have deci mated other realns to maintain it, Pons corrected, but only in his
own t houghts.

"We've kept the truth fromthe people for their own good, of course. O herw se
t here woul d be panic, chaos, anarchy. And now cones this prince and his
peopl e—=

"—and the truth," said Pons.

"Yes," agreed the dynast. 'And the truth."

"Your Mpjesty, if | may speak freel y—=
"Si nce when, Pons, do you do anything el se?"

"Yes, Sire," The Lord High Chancellor smled faintly. "What if we were to

al | ow these wetched peopl e admttance, establish them—say—+n the AQd
Provinces. The land is al nost conpletely worthless to us now that the Fire Sea
has retreated.”

"And have these people spread their tales of a dying world? Those who think
the earl a doddering old fool would suddenly begin to take him seriously."

"The earl could be handl ed—= The Lord Hi gh Chancellor emtted a delicate
cough.

"Yes, but there are nore like him Add to their nunbers a prince of Kairn
Tel est, talking of his cold and barren realm and his search for a way out,
and you will destroy us all. Anarchy, riots! Is that what you want, Pons?"

"By the ash, no!" The Lord H gh Chancel |l or shudder ed.

"Then quit prattling nonsense. W will portray these invaders as a threat and
decl are war against them Wars always unite the people. W need tine, Pons!
Time! Time to find Death's Gate ourselves, as the prophecy foretold."

"Mpj esty!" Pons gasped. "You! The prophecy. You?—=

"OfF course, Chancellor," Kleitus snapped, appearing slightly put out. "Ws
there ever any doubt in your nind?"



"No, certainly not, Your Mjesty." Pons bowed, thankful for the chance to
conceal his face until he could rearrange his features, banish astoni shnent
and replace it with abiding faith. "I am overwhel med by the suddenness of
of everything, too nmuch happening at once." This, at |east, was true enough

"When the tine is right, we will lead the people forth fromthis world of
darkness to one of light. W have fulfilled the first part of the prophecy—=

Yes, and so has every necromancer in Abarrach, thought Pons.

"It remains now for us to fulfill the rest,"” Kl eitus continued.
"And can you, Your Majesty?" asked his chancellor, obediently taking his cue
fromthe dynast's slightly raised eyebrow

"Yes," answered Kl eitus.
Thi s astoni shed even Pons. "Sire! You know the | ocation of Death's Gate?"

"Yes, Pons. At long last, ny studies have provided me with the answer. Now you
understand why this prince and his ragtag followers, arriving at precisely
this noment, are such a nuisance.”

A threat, Pons translated. For if you could discover the secret of Death's
Gate fromthe ancient witings, then so could others. The "ripple" you
experienced did not enlighten you so nmuch as terrify you. Someone nay have
beat you to it. That is the real reason this prince and his people nust be
destroyed.

"I stand hunbl ed before your genius, Mjesty." The chancel |l or bowed | ow.
Pons was, for the nost part, sincere. If he had doubts, it was only because he
had never quite taken the prophecy seriously. He hadn't even truly believed in
it. Coviously, Kleitus did. Not only believed in it, but had gone about

fulfilling it! Had he actually discovered Death's Gate? Pons m ght have been
dubi ous, except for the sight of those fantastic inages. The visions had sent
athrill through the chancellor's nmind and body as nothing el se had done these

past forty years. Recalling what he'd seen, he felt, for a nonent, quite wild
with excitenent and was forced to discipline hinmself severely, wench hinself
back from bright and hopeful worlds to the dark and dreary business at hand.

"Your Majesty, how are we to start this war? It is obvious the Kairn Tel est do
not want to fight—=

"They will fight, Pons," said the dynast, "when they find out that we have
executed their prince."

CHAPTER * 19
FI RE SEA, ABARRACH

PRI NCE EDMUND TOLD HI S PECPLE WHERE HE WAS GO NG AND WHY. They listened in
unhappy silence, afraid of losing their prince, yet knowi ng that there was no
ot her way.

"Baltazar will be your |eader in ny absence,"”
end. "Follow him obey himas you would ne."

Edmund announced sinply, at the

He left amd silence. Not one found words to call out a blessing to him
Al though in their hearts they feared for him they feared a terrible, bitter



death even nore and so they let himgo in silence, choked by their own guilt.

Bal t azar acconpani ed the prince back to the end of the cavern, arguing all the
way that Ednund shoul d at |east take bodyguards—the nost stalwart of the new
dead—nto Necropolis. The prince refused.

"We come to our brethren in peace. Bodyguards inply mstrust."

"Call it a guard of honor then," Baltazar urged. "It is not right that Your
H ghness goes unattended. You will look like . . . like . "

"Li ke what | am" Ednund said in grimtones. "A pauper. A prince of the
starving, the destitute. If the price we nust pay to find help for our people
is bending our pride to this dynast then | will kneel gladly at his feet."

"A prince of Kairn Telest, kneeling!" The necronancer's black brows forned a
tight-knit knot above shadowed eyes.

Edmund hal ted, rounded on the man. "W could have remained standing upright in
Kairn Tel est, Baltazar. W'd be frozen stiff in that posture, of course—*

"Your Highness is correct. | beg your pardon." Baltazar sighed heavily.
"Still, I don't trust them Admt it to yourself, Edmund, if you refuse to
admt it to ne or anyone el se. These people destroyed our world deliberately.
W come on themas a reproach.” "So nmuch the better, Baltazar. Quilt softens
the heart— "O hardens it. Be wary, Ednmund. Be cautious." "I will, ny dear
friend. I will. And, at least, | don't travel quite alone." The prince's gaze
gl anced of f Haplo, lounging idly against the cave wall, and Al fred,
endeavoring to pull his foot out of a crack in the floor. The dog sat at the
prince's feet and wagged its tail.

"No." Baltazar agreed dryly. "And | like that least of all, sonmehow | don't
trust these two any nore than | trust this so-called dynast. There, there.
['"lI'l say nothing nore except farewell, Your H ghness! Farewell!"

The necronmancer cl asped the prince close. Ednund returned the enbrace fondly
and both nmen separated, the one headi ng out the cavern, the other remaining
behi nd, watching the red of the Fire Sea bathe the prince inits lurid light.
Hapl o whi stled, and the dog dashed up to trot along at its naster's side.

*

They reached Safe Harbor without incident, if one didn't count stopping to
haul the nervous Al fred out of whatever predi cament he managed to bl under into
al ong the way. Haplo cane close to inpatiently ordering the Sartan to utilize
his magic, float as he had done when they entered the cavern, let magic lift

t hose clunsy feet up over rocks and crevices.

But Hapl o kept quiet. He guessed that both he and Alfred were far stronger in
magi ¢ than any of these people. He didn't want themto know how strong.
Conjuring up fish had them awestruck, and that was a spell a child could
perform Never reveal a weakness to an eneny, never reveal a strength. Now al
he had to worry about was Al fred. Haplo decided, after reflection, that Al fred
woul dn't be tenpted to give away his true powers. The nman had spent years
trying to conceal his magic. He wasn't about to use it now.

Arriving in Safe Harbor, they net the young duke and duchess standing on the
obsi di an pier. Both necromancers were admri ng—or perhaps inspecting—Haplo's
shi p.



"Do you know, sir?" The young lord, catching sight of them turned fromhis
exam nation of the ship and hastened toward Haplo. "I've thought of where |'ve
seen runes like this before! The game—rune-bone!" He waited for Haplo's
response, obviously expected Haplo to know what he was tal king about.

Haplo didn't.

"My dear," said the observant Jera, "the man has no idea what you nean. Wy
don't we—

"Ch, really?" Jonathan appeared quite astonished. "I thought everyone—t's

pl ayed with bones, you know. Runes |like those on your ship are inscribed on

t he bones. Wy, say, come to think of it, the same runes are on your hands and
arnms, too! Wiy, you might be a wal king gane wall!" The duke | aughed.

"What a dreadful thing to say, Jonathan! You're enbarrassing the poor man,"
renonstrated his wi fe, although she gazed at Haplo with an intensity the
Patryn found di sconcerting.

Hapl o scratched at the backs of his hands, saw the woman's green eyes focus on
the runes tattooed on the skin. He coolly thrust his hands into the pockets of
his leather trousers, forced hinself to smle pleasantly.

"I"'mnot enbarrassed. I'minterested. | never, heard of a game such as you
describe. 1'd like to see it, learn howit's played."
"Not hi ng easier! |I've a set of rune-bones at hone. Perhaps, when we |and, we

could go back to our house—*

"My dearest," said Jera, anused, "when we |and we are going to the pal ace
Wth Hi s Hi ghness." She gave her husband a nudge, recalling himto the fact
that he had, in his enthusiasm inpolitely ignored the prince.

"I beg Your Hi ghness's pardon."
never saw anything quite like this ship.

Jonat han flushed red. "It's just that | really

"No, please don't apol ogi ze." Edmund, too, was staring at the ship and at
Haplo with newkindled interest. "It is remarkable. Quite remarkable."

"The dynast will be fascinated!" Jonathan stated. "He adores the game, never
nm sses an evening's play. Wait until he sees you and hears about your ship. He
won't let you go," he assured Haplo earnestly.

Haplo didn't find that idea at all encouraging. Alfred cast himan al arnmed
gl ance. But the Patryn had an unexpected ally in the duchess.

"Jonathan, | don't believe we should nention the ship to the dynast. After
all, Prince Edmund's business is far nore serious. And |"—the green eyes
turned on Hapl o—would Iike to have ny father's counsel on this matter before
we discuss it with anyone else.”

The young duke and duchess exchanged gl ances. Jonat han's face sobered

i mediately. "A wi se suggestion, nmy dear. My wife has the brains in the
famly.'

"No, no, Jonathan," Jera protested, faintly blushing. "After all, you were the
one who noticed the connection between the runes on the ship and the gane."

"Common sense, then," Jonat han suggested, snmiling at her and patting her hand.
"W nake a good team |'m subject to whim to inpulse. | tend to act before



think. Jera keeps nme in line. But she, on the other hand, would never do
anything exciting or out of the ordinary if |I wasn't around to nake her life
interesting." Leaning down, he kissed her soundly on her cheek

"Jonat han! Pl ease!" Her face was mantled with blushes. "Wat will H's H ghness
think of us!"

"Hi s Hi ghness thinks he has rarely seen two people nore deeply in love," said
Edrmund, smiling.

"W have not been married very |long, Your Hi ghness," Jera added, stil
bl ushing, but with a fond gl ance at her husband. Her hand tw ned around his.

Hapl o was thankful that the conversation had turned fromhim He knelt down
besi de the dog, nade a show of exam ning the animal.

"Sar-Alfred," he called. "Cone here, will you? I think the dog' s picked up a
rock in his paw. You hold him wll you, while | take a | ook?"

Al fred | ooked pani cked. "Me, hold ... hold the—=

"Shut up and do as | say!" Haplo shot hima vicious glance. "He won't hurt
you. Not unless | tell himto."

Bendi ng down, the Patryn lifted the animal's left front paw and pretended to
examine it. Alfred did as he was told, his hands gingerly and ineffectively
graspi ng the dog's niddle.

"What do you make of all this?" Haplo demanded in a | ow voice.

"I"'mnot certain. | can't see well,
you could turn it to the light—=

Al fred answered, peering at the paw "If

"I don't nean the dog!" Haplo al mbst shouted in exasperation, fought down his
frustration, lowered his voice. "I mean the runes. you ever hear anything of
this game they're tal ki ng about ?"

"No, never." Alfred shook his head. "Your people were not a subject to be
treated lightly anong us. To think of naking a gane— He | ooked at the runes
on Hapl o's hand, shining blue and red as they worked their magi c agai nst the
heat of the magma sea. Alfred shivered. "No, it would be inpossible!"

"Like me trying to use your runes?" Hapl o asked. The dog, pleased with the
attention, sat patiently, submtting its paw to being poked and prodded.

"Yes, much the sane. It would be difficult for you to touch them just as you
can't easily speak them Maybe it's coincidence," Alfred offered hopefully.
"Meani ngl ess scrawl s that have the appearance of runes."

Hapl o grunted. "I don't believe in coincidence, Sartan. There, you're al
right, boy! What did you mean, whining like that over nothing?"

Playfully, he rolled the dog over, scratched it on the belly. The dog wiggl ed
on its back, indulging in a long |l uxurious scratch along its spine. Flipping
over, it junped up, shook itself, refreshed. Haplo rose to his feet, ignoring
Al fred, who, in attenpting to stand, |ost his bal ance and sat down heavily.
The duke hastened to assist him

"WIl you sail your ship across the Fire Sea or travel with us?" the duchess
asked Hapl o.



The Patryn had been pondering this question hinmself. If they were truly using
Patryn runes in that city, there was the possibility, however renote, that
someone mght be able to break through his carefully planned defenses. The
ship would be nore difficult for himto reach, docked in this harbor on the
opposite shore, but there would be fewer to see it and gape at it and perhaps
attenpt to meddle with it.

"I"ll sail with you, Your Grace," Haplo replied. "And | eave ny ship here."
"That is wise," the |ady said, nodding her head, and it seemed her thoughts
had run the same course as the Patryn's. He saw her gl ance stray to the

cl oud-covered city, perched on a cliff at the rear of the enornous cavern, and
he saw her frown. Al was not well there, apparently, but then Hapl o had seen
few pl aces where living beings existed that were not subject to strife and
turmoil. Those had, however, been run by humans, elves, dwarves. This city was
run by Sartan, noted for their ability to dwell together in peace and in
harmony. Interesting. Very interesting.

The smal |l group wal ked down the length of the enpty, deserted dock toward the
duke's ship. It was an iron nonster designed—as were nost ships in the real ns
Hapl o had travel ed—+n the shape of a dragon. Far larger than Haplo's elven
ship, the black iron dragonship was fearsonme in appearance, its huge, ugly,

bl ack head rearing up out of the magma sea. Red lights gleaned fromits eyes,
red fire burned in its gaping mouth, smoke issued in puffs fromthe iron
nostrils.

The arny of the dead straggl ed ahead of them dropping bits of bone, arnor, a
hank of hair as they marched. One cadaver, alnopst conpletely reduced to a
skel eton, suddenly keel ed over, its legs crunbling beneath it. The dead
soldier lay on the dock in a confused heap of bones and armor, its helm
perched at an insane angle on its skull.

The duke and duchess paused, whispering together in hasty conference,
considering the feasibility of attenpting to raise the thing again. They
decided to leave it. Tine was pressing. The armny continued on, clanking and
rattling down the obsidian pier toward the ship. Haplo, glancing back at the
skel eton, thought he could see its phantasm hovering over it, wailing like a
not her over a dead child.

What was the unheard voice crying? To be brought back to this nmockery of life
agai n? Haplo again felt revulsion twi st inside him He turned away, shoving
the thought fromhis mnd. Hearing a snuffling sound, he gl anced
contenmptuously at Alfred, saw tears sliding dowmn the nman's cheeks.

Hapl o sneered, but his own gaze lingered on the wetched arny. A Sartan arnmny.
He felt unaccountably, unconfortably disturbed, as if the neatly arranged
worl d he had | ong envi sioned had suddenly turned upsi de down and inside out.

"What type of magic powers has this ship?" Hapl o asked, having wal ked the

l ength and breadth of the top deck and seen no sign of magi c emanati ons, no
Sartan wi zards chanting runes, no Sartan runes traced on hull or rudder. Yet
the iron dragon sped swiftly across the magma sea, bel ching cl ouds of

bill owi ng snoke fromits nostrils.

"Not mmgic. Water," answered Jonathan. "Steam actually." He seemed slightly
enbarrassed by the fact, defensive at Haplo's | ook of surprise. "The ships
used to be powered by magic, back in the early days."



"Before the magi c was needed to raise and naintain the dead," Al fred said,
casting a |l ook of pitying horror at the cadavers ranged in ragged lines on the
deck.

"Yes, quite true," Jonat han answered, nore subdued than Haplo recalled having
seen himsince their first meeting. "And, to be perfectly honest, to maintain
oursel ves. You both are |earning what magical strength it takes nerely to
survive down here. The trenendous heat, the noxious funmes take their toll
When we arrive at the city itself, you will be subjected, constantly, to a
terrible type of rain that nourishes nothing but eats away at
everyt hi ng—stone, flesh—=

"And yet this land is habitable, conpared to the rest of the world, Your
Grace," said Ednund, his gaze on the stormridden clouds shrouding the city.
"Do you think we fled the nonent life grewdifficult for us? W fled only when
it grew inpossible! There comes a point when not even the nost powerful
rune-magic will sustain life in a real mwhere there is no warnth, where the
water itself turns hard as rock, and perpetual darkness falls over the |land."
"And every cycle that passes," Jera said softly, "the magma sea on which we
sail shrinks a little nore, the tenmperature in the city drops a fraction of a
degree. And we are near its core! So ny father has deternined."

"I's that true?" the prince asked, troubled.

"My dear, you shouldn't be saying such things," Jonathan whi spered nervously.
"My husband's right. According to the edicts, it's treason to even think such
t houghts. But, yes, Your Hi ghness, | do speak the truth! Myself and others
like nme and ny father will continue to speak the truth, although sone don't
want to hear it!" Jera lifted her chin proudly. "My father studies scientific
subj ects, physical |laws and properties, matters that are | ooked down on as
bei ng beneath our people's notice. He could have becone a necromancer, but he
refused, saying that it was time the people of this world focused their
attention on the living, not the dead."

Edmund appeared to find this statenment sonmewhat radical. "I agree with that
viewto a certain extent, but w thout our dead, how could we living survive?
W woul d be forced to use our nmagic to performnmenial tasks, instead of
conserving it for our maintenance."

"If we allowed the dead to die and if we built and used machi nes, such as the
ones powering this ship, and if we worked and studied and | earned nore about
the resources of our world, it is my father's belief that we would not only
survive but prosper. Perhaps we mght even learn ways to bring life back to
regi ons such as your own, Your Hi ghness."

"My dear, is this wise, talking like this in front of strangers?" Jonathan
mur mur ed, his cheeks pale.

"Far better to talk like this in front of strangers than those who cal

t hensel ves our friends!" Jera answered bitterly. "The time is |long past, says
nmy father, when we should cease to wait for those fromother worlds to cone
and 'rescue' us. It is time we rescued ourselves."

Her gaze flicked, as if by accident, to the two strangers. Haplo kept his eyes
firmy fixed on the woman, his expression inpassive. He dared not risk a

gl ance at the Sartan, but he knew without [ooking that Al fred would | ook as
guilty as if the words Yes, | Come from Another World were witten across his



f or ehead.

"And, yet, you, Your G ace, became a necronancer,’
the unconfortabl e silence.

Ednmund observed, breaking

"Yes, | did," Jera said, sadly. "It was necessary. W are caught in a circle
that is like a snake, who can maintain its life only by feeding off its own
tail. A necromancer is essential to the running of any househol d. Most

especially to ours, since we have been banished to the A d Provinces,"

"What are those?" Ednund asked, glad to change the subject, steer it away from
tal k he obviously consi dered dangerous, perhaps bl asphenous.

"You will see. W nust pass through themon our way to the city."

"Per haps you, Your Hi ghness, and you, gentlenen, would be interested in
observing how the ship operates?" Jonathan of fered, anxious to end this
conversation. "You'll find it really quite amusing and entertaining."

Hapl o agreed readily, any type of know edge about this world was essential to
hi m Edmund agreed, perhaps secretly thinking that ships |ike these would
carry his people to Death's Gate. Alfred went al ong sinply, Haplo thought
uncharitably, so that the inept Sartan m ght have the opportunity of falling
headfirst down a flight of iron steps into the ship's hot, dark belly.

The ship was operated by a crew of cadavers, better kept than the arny, who
had perforned their tasks in life and so continued to performthemin death.
Hapl o expl ored the nysteries of something called a "boiler" and marvel ed
politely at another essential piece of equipnment known as a "paddl e wheel,"
its iron heated red-hot, that churned through the magma, pushing the
dragonshi p al ong from behi nd.

The nmechani cs remi nded the Patryn forcibly of the great Kicksey-w nsey, the
wondr ous machine built by the Sartan and now run by the Gegs of Arianus; the
wondr ous machi ne whose purpose no one had understood until the child, Bane,
figured it out.

The tine is long past when we shoul d cease to wait for those from other worlds
to conme and "rescue" us.

Hapl o, ascendi ng back on deck, thankful to | eave the terrible heat and

oppr essi ve darkness below, recalled Jera's words. The Patryn couldn't help
grinni ng. What sweet irony. The one who had cone to "rescue" these Sartan was
their ancient eneny. How his |ord woul d | augh!

The iron ship sailed into a harbor, far larger and much busier than the one
they had just left. Ships plied the nagna sea both above and bel ow where t hey
docked. The thriving New Provinces, Jonathan pointed out, were | ocated near
the shores of the Fire Sea, close enough to benefit fromthe heat, yet far
enough not to suffer fromit.

Once of f the ship, the duke and duchess turned the captaincy of their arny
over to another necromancer, who shook his head at the sight of the cadavers
and marched them off to effect what repairs he coul d.

Thankful to be rid of their charges, Jera and her husband gave their guests a
brief tour of the dockyard. Haplo had the inpression that, for all Jera's

gl oony tal k, Necropolis—to judge by the goods piled up on the docks or being
| oaded onto ships by teans of cadavers—was a thriving and weal thy comunity.



They left the pier, heading for the main highway into the city. But, before
they reached it, Jera brought the party to a halt, pointed back at the
shoreline of the fiery ocean

"Look, there," she said, her hand extended. "See those three rocks, standing
one on top of the other. | placed themin that position before we left. And
when | placed themthere, the nagma sea reached to their base.”

The ocedri Was not at the base any longer. Haplo could have set his hand down
in the breadth of enpty shoreline left between rock and sea.

"Already, in this short span of tine," said Jera, "the nagna has receded t hat
far. What will happen to this world, to us, when it has cool ed conpl etely?"

CHAPTER 20
NEW PROVI NCE HI GHWAY, ABARRACH

AN OPEN-AIR CARRIAGE AWAITED THE  DUKE, DUCHESS, AND THEIR
guests. The vehicle was constructed of the sane grasslike substance, woven

t oget her and covered with a high-gloss finish painted in gl owing colors, Haplo
had noted in the village.

"A much different material fromthat used to build your ship," said Jera,
climbing into the carriage and seating hersel f beside Hapl o.

The Patryn kept silent, but Alfred tunbled into the trap with his usual grace.
"Wyod, you nmean? Yes, wood is quite cormon in ... er. .. well. . ." He
realized his error, stamered, but it was too |ate.

Hapl o saw, in the Sartan's enthusiastic words, visions of the trees of
Arianus, lifting their green and | eafy bows to the sun-drenched bl ue skies of
that distant world.

The Patryn's first inpulse was to grab Alfred by his frayed coat collar and
shake him By their expressions, Jera and Jonat han had seen the same visions
and were staring at Alfred in undi sgui sed wonder. Bad enough these Sartan knew
or guessed they canme froma world different fromtheir owmn. Did A fred have to
show t hem how nuch different?

Alfred was clinbing into the carriage, still talking, trying to cover his

nm st ake by babbling, and succeeding in doing further damage. Hapl o insinuated
hi s booted foot between Alfred' s ankles, sent himspraw ing headl ong across
Jera's | ap.

The dog, excited by the confusion, decided to add its own and began barki ng
frantically at the beast drawing the carriage—a |arge fur-bearing creature as
long as it was wide with two small beady bl ack eyes and three horns on its
massi ve head. For all its girth, the beast could nove swiftly, it whipped out
a clawed paw at the pesky dog. The dog | eapt ninbly to one side, danced a few
paces out of reach, darted forward to nip at the back I egs.

"Whoa, pauka! Stop! CGet back there!"

The carriage driver—a well-kept cadaver—slashed at the dog with a whip, at the
same time struggling to maintain a grip on the reins. The pauka attenpted to
swing round its head to get a good view (and nouthful) of its antagonist.
Those in the carriage were jounced and jostled, the carriage itself seened
likely to tip over, and all thoughts of another world fled in their concern
over remaining in this one.



Hapl o junped out. Collaring the dog, he dragged the animal away fromthe fray.
Jonat han and Ednmund ran to the head of the pauka, as Haplo learned it was
called fromcertain nal edictory phrases being hurled at it by the dead
coachnman.

"M nd the snout horn!" Jonathan called anxiously to the prince.

"I"ve dealt with these before," Ednund said coolly, and grabbi ng a handful of
fur, he pulled hinself up deftly onto the pauka's broad back. Sitting astride
the plunging, frantic beast, the prince caught hold of the curved part of the
sharp horn located just behind the snout. Gving it a swift, strong tug, he

j erked the pauka's head back

The pauka's beady eyes opened wide. It gave its head a shake that nearly threw
the prince. Ednund clung firmy to the horn, jerked it back a second tine.
Leani ng down, he said a few soothing words and patted the beast on the neck
The pauka paused to consider the matter, cast a bal eful gl ance back at the
grinning dog. The prince said something el se. The pauka appeared to agree and,
with an air of offended dignity, settled stolidly back into the harness.

Jonat han sighed in relief and hastened to the carriage to see if any of the
passengers had conme to harm The prince slid off the pauka's back, patted it
on the neck. The cadaver retrieved its dropped reins. Al fred was extracted
fromJera's lap, fromwhich he emerged extrenely red in the face and profuse
in his apologies. A snmall crowd of dockside necromancers, who had gat hered
around to watch, drifted back to their work, which involved keeping the

| aboring cadavers at theirs. Everyone clinbed aboard the carriage. It rolled
of f, on iron wheels, the dog trotting al ong behind, tongue lolling and eyes
bri ght over the remenbrance of the fun

Not a word nore was said about wood, but Haplo noted that, during the ride,
Jera woul d glance at him her lips curving in a smle

"What lush and fertile |and you have!" said Edrmund, gazing about himw th
undi sgui sed envy.

"These are the New Provinces, Your Hi ghness," said Jonat han

"Land left behind with the falling of the Fire Sea," added the duchess. "Oh,
it is prosperous now. But its very prosperity spells our doom™

"We grow nostly kairn grass here," the duke continued with al nbost desperate
cheerful ness. He was aware of the prince's disconfort and cast a pl eading
gl ance at his wife, begging her to refrain from bringing up unpl easant

subj ect s.

Jera, with another glance through | owered |ids at Hapl o, clasped her husband's
hand in her own in silent apology. Fromthen on she went out of her way to be
charm ng. Hapl o, |eaning back in the carriage, watched the change of
expression on the nobile face, the flash of wit in the eyes, and thought that
only once before in his |life had he ever met a worman to equal this one.
Intelligent, subtle, quick to think and to act, yet not one to act or speak
rashly, she would have made a man a good partner in the Labyrinth. It was
extremely unfortunate that she was bonded to anot her

What was he thinking? A Sartan wonman! Once again, in his mnd, he saw the
nmoti onl ess figures resting peacefully in the crystal tonbs of the nausol eum
Alfred did this to ne. It's all the Sartan's fault. Sonehow, he's playing
tricks on my mind. The Patryn cast the Sartan a sharp glance. If | catch him



at it, he'll die. | don't need himanynore.

But Al fred was hunched m serably in the corner of the carriage, unable to so
much as | ook at the duchess without a wave of blushes sweeping over his bald
head. The nman appeared i ncapabl e of dressing hinmself w thout help, yet Haplo
didn't trust him Looking up, feeling eyes on him he caught Jera, | ooking
back as if she were reading every thought in his mnd. Haplo affected to be
intensely interested in the conversation going on around him

"You grow primarily kairn grass here?" Edmund was aski ng.

Haplo stared at the tall, golden stands of grass undulating in the hot vectors
bl owi ng fromthe magma sea. Cadavers, new dead by the | ooks of them worked in
the fields, busily cutting the grass with curved sickles, stacking it in
bundl es that other cadavers pitched onto trundling carts.

"The plant is extrenely versatile," Jera said. "lIt's flame resistant, thrives
on heat, drawing its nutrients fromthe soil. W use its fibers in al npst
everything, fromthis carriage to the clothes we wear to a kind of tea we
brew. '

She was, Haplo realized, speaking to people from another world, a people who
woul dn't know kairn grass from paukas. Yet all the while she was tal king
directly to the prince, who—probably having grown up eating, sleeping, and
breat hi ng kairn grass—appeared slightly anazed at being thus edified, but was
too polite to say anything.

"Those trees you see growi ng over there are lanti. They can be found in the
wild We cultivate them Their blue flowers are known as lanti |ace and are
highly prized for decoration. Beautiful, aren't they, Your H ghness?"

"It has been sone tine since | have seen the lanti," Ednund said, his
expression grim "If any do still growin the wild, we did not run across
them "

Three thick, stalwart trunks thrust up through the surroundi ng stands of

gol den kairn grass. The trunks tw ned together to form one gigantic braided
trunk that soared high up into the air, the tops lost in the msts. The tree's
linbs, thin and fragile, gleam ng silver-white, were so intertwined that it
appeared i npossible to separate one from another. Sone of these bore flowers
of a soft pale blue color

As the carriage neared the grove of these trees, Haplo noted that the air
snel l ed sweeter, seened easier to breathe. He saw, by the dinmng of the runes
on his skin, that his body was using less nagic to maintain itself.

"Yes," answered Jera, seem ng again to understand his unspoken thoughts. "The
flowers of the lanti have the unique ability to draw the poi sons fromthe

at nosphere and give back pure air in return. That is why the trees are never
cut. To kill a lanti is an of fense puni shabl e by oblivion. One may pick the
bl ue fl owers, however. They are highly valued, particularly by lovers." She
turned a sweet smile on her husband, who squeezed her hand.

"I'f you took this road," said Jonathan, pointing to a snaller highway that
branched off fromthe major one on which they travel ed, "and you conti nued on

it alnpbst to Rift Ridge, you would reach ny famly's estate. | really should
be getting back," he added, |ooking at the road they were | eaving behind with
a longing gaze. "The kairn grass is ready to harvest and, although I left

Fat her's cadaver in charge, sonetinmes it forgets and then nothing is done."



"Your father, too, is dead?" Edmund asked.

"And nmy el der brother, as well. That is why I'mlord of the manor, although

oblivion take me if | ever wanted it or thought 1'd come to it. |I'mnot very
responsible, I"'mafraid,"” Jonathan adnmitted, referring to his own shortcomn ngs
with a cheerful candor that was quite engaging. "Fortunately, | have someone

at ny side who is."

"You underestimte yourself," Jera said crisply. "It cones of being the
youngest. He was spoiled as a child, Your H ghness. Never made to do anyt hi ng.
Now al |l that's changed."

"No, you don't spoil nme at all,"” the duke teased.

"What happened to your father and brother? How did they die?" Ednund asked,

t hi nki ng undoubt edly of his own recent sorrow.

"OfF the same mysterious malady that strikes so nmany of our people," Jonathan
answer ed, al nost hel plessly. "One nonent both were hale and filled with life.
The next— He shrugged.

Hapl o | ooked sharply at Alfred. Because for every person brought back untinely
to life, another—somewhere—dntinely dies.

"What have they done? What have they done?" Alfred s lips noved in a silent
[itany.

Hapl o, thinking about all he'd seen and heard, was begi nning to wonder the
sane.

*

The carriage left the New Provinces, left behind the tall stands of kairn
grass and the lovely, lacy lanti trees. Little by little, the | andscape
changed.

The air grew cooler, the first drops of rain began to fall, a rain that, when
it struck Haplo's skin, caused the protective runes to glow. A shrouding m st
closed in. By Jonathan's order, the carriage rolled to a stop, the cadaver
driver junped fromhis post and hastened around to unfurl a screen of
protective fabric over their heads that offered sone protection fromthe rain.
Li ghtning flickered anmong the trailing clouds, thunder runbled.

"This area," said Jera, "is known as the Ad Provinces. This is where ny
famly lives."

The [ and was bl asted, devoid of life except for a few scraggly rows of sickly
| ooki ng kairn grass, struggling up through piles of volcanic ash, and sone
flowerlike plants that gave off a pale and ghostly light. But although the

| and appeared barren, harvesters nmoved anong the mud pits and sl ag heaps.

"Why? What are they doing?" Afred | eaned out of the carriage. "The old dead,"
answered Jera. "They are working the fields."

"But . . ." whispered Alfred in a horror too profound to be spoken al oud,
"there are no fields!"

Cadavers in the nost deplorable condition, far worse than the army of the old
dead, toiled in the drizzling |laze. Skeletal arns lifted rusted sickles or, in
some cases, no sickles at all but merely went through the motions. O her



cadavers, flesh rotting fromtheir bodies, trailed after the harvesters,

gat hered up nothing, put it carefully nowhere. Barely distinguishable fromthe
m st around them the phantasns trailed disconsolately after the cadavers. O
per haps the m st around them was made up of nothing but phantasms bel onging to
t hose whose bones had sunk into the ground and woul d never rise again.

Hapl o | ooked at the mist and saw hands in it and arns and eyes. It clutched at
him it wanted sonmething fromhimand seenmed to be trying to speak to him Its
chill pervaded body and ni nd.

"Not hi ng grows here now, although once the land was as |ush as the New

Provi nces. The few stands of kairn grass you see grow al ong the underground
col ossus that carry the magma into the city to provide heat. The old dead, who
wor ked this | and once thensel ves when they were alive, are all that remain. W
tried noving themto new | ands, but they kept drifting back to places they had
known, and finally we left themin peace."

"In peace!" Alfred echoed bitterly.

Jera appeared slightly surprised at his attitude. "Wy, yes. Don't you do this
wi th your own dead when they grow too old to be of use?"

Here it comes, thought Haplo, who knew he should stop what Alfred was going to
say. But he didn't. He kept still, kept quiet.

"W have no necromancers anong us," Alfred said, his voice soft and fervent
with conviction. "Qur dead when they die are allowed to rest after their
labors inlife."”

The three in the carriage said nothing, were stunned into silence. They
regarded Al fred with nuch the sane expression of horror as he regarded them

"You mean," said Jera, recovering fromher shock, "you consign your dead, al
your dead, to oblivion?"

"To oblivion! | don't understand. Wat does that nean?" Alfred glanced from
one to the other hel plessly.

"The body rots, falls to dust. The mind is trapped within, powerless to free
itself."

"M nd! What m nd? These have no mnds!" A fred waved a hand at the old dead,
toiling anong the ash and nud.

"OfF course, they have mnds! They work, they performuseful functions."

"So does that dragonship on which we sailed, but it has no mnd. And you're
usi ng your dead the same way. But you have done worse than that! Mich worse!"
cried Alfred.

The prince's expression darkened fromone of tolerant curiosity to one of
anger. Only his innate courtesy kept him quiet, because what he woul d say
woul d obvi ously cause unpl easantness. Jera's brows came together sharply, her
chin jutted forward, her back straightened. She woul d have spoken but her
husband hel d her hand fast, squeezed it tightly. Alfred didn't notice, rushed
headl ong into an icy, disapproving silence.

"The use of such black arts has been known to our people but expressly
forbidden. Surely the ancient texts spoke of such matters. Have those been
| ost ?"



"Per haps destroyed," suggested Haplo coolly, speaking for the first tinme.

"And what do you think, sir?" Jera demanded of the Patryn, ignoring the
pressure of her husband's hand. "How do your people treat their dead?"

"My people, Your Gace, have all they can do to keep the living alive, without
worryi ng about the dead. And it seens to nme that this, for the nmonent, should
be our primary concern. Were you aware that there is a troop of soldiers
headed this way?"

The prince sat bolt upright, tried to see out the screened carriage. He stared
into nothing but mist and rain and hurriedly ducked his head back inside.

"How can you tell?" he demanded, nore suspicious of them now than he had been
when he first encountered themin the cavern

"I have extraordinary hearing," Haplo replied dryly. "Listen, you can hear the
jingle of their harness."

The jingle of harness, the stanping of what sounded |ike hooves on rock cane
to themfaintly above the noise of their own carriage.

Jonat han and his wi fe exchanged startled gl ances, Jera appeared troubl ed.

"I take it, then, that troop nmovenent along this highway isn't exactly
nor mal ?" Hapl o asked, |eaning back in the carriage and folding his arns across
hi s chest.

"Probably a royal escort for H's Hi ghness," Jonathan said, brightening.

"Yes, that's it. Surely,"” Jera agreed, with rather too nuch relief in her
voi ce to be entirely convincing.

Edmund sm | ed, ever courteous, despite whatever private m sgivings he m ght
have had.

The wind rose, the msts thinned. The troops were close and clearly visible.
The sol diers were dead, new dead, in superb condition. At sight of the
carriage, they cane to a halt, forned a |line across the hi ghway, blocking the
way. The carriage stopped on a hastily given command by Jonathan to his dead
driver. The pauka snorted and shook its head restlessly, not |iking the beasts
the sol diers rode

Li zardl i ke creatures, the soldiers' mounts were ugly and m sshapen. Two eyes
on either side of the head revol ved, each independent of the other, giving the
i npression that they could see in all directions at once. Short and squat,
built close to the ground, they had powerful hind |l egs and a thick, barbed
tail. The dead rode on their backs.

"The troops of the dynast," Jera said, speaking in an undertone. "H s soldiers
alone are permtted to ride nud dragons. And the man in the gray robes | eading
themis the Lord H gh Chancellor, the dynast's right hand."

"And the bl ack-robed person riding beside hinP"
"The arny's necromancer."

The chancel l or, mounted astride a mud dragon and | ooki ng extrenely
unconfortable, said a few words to the captain, who guided its beast forward.



The pauka sniffed and snorted, shook its head at the mud dragon snell, which
was foul and rank as if it had clinbed out of a pit of poisonous ooze.

"Al'l of you, please step out of the carriage," requested the captain.

Jera gl anced at her guests. "I think, perhaps, we better," she said

apol ogetically.

They trooped out of the carriage, the prince graciously assisting the duchess.
Al fred stunbled down the two stairs, nearly pitched headfirst into a pit.
Hapl o stood quietly toward the back of the group. An oblique gesture of his
hand brought the dog padding to his side.

The cadaver's expressionl ess eyes peered at the group, its nmouth form ng the
words the Lord Hi gh Chancell or had bidden it say.

"I ride in the nane of the Dynast of Abarrach, ruler of Kairn Necros, regent
of Ad and New Provinces, king of Rift Ri dge, king of Salfag, king of Thebis,
and liege lord of Kairn Telest."

Edmund flushed darkly at hearing his own kingdomthus claimed, but he held his
tongue. The cadaver conti nued.

"I am | ooking for one who calls hinself king of Kairn Telest."

"I amprince of that land," Edmund said, speaking up proudly. "The king, ny
father, is dead and but newy raised. That is why | amhere and he is not," he
added for the benefit of the waiting necromancer, who nodded the black hood in
under st andi ng.

The cadaver captain, however, was sonewhat at a loss. This new infornmation
cane outside the scope of its orders. The chancellor indicated in a few words
that the prince would serve in place of the king, and the captain, reassured,
carried on.

"I am bidden by H s Majesty to place the king—

"Prince," inserted the chancellor patiently.

"—of Kairn Tel est under arrest."

"On what charge?" Ednund demanded. Striding forward, he ignored the cadaver,
gl ared at the chancell or

"OfF entering the realms of Thebis and Salfag, realns foreign to him w thout
first seeking the perm ssion of the dynast to cross their borders—=

"Those so-called real ms are uni nhabited! And neither myself nor my father ever
knew that this 'dynast' even existed!"

The cadaver was continuing its speech, perhaps it hadn't heard the
interruption. "And of attacking w thout provocation the town of Safe Harbor
driving off the peaceful inhabitants, and | ooti ng—

"That is a lie!" Edmund shouted, his fury overtaking his reason

"Indeed it is!" Jonathan cried inmpetuously. "My wife and | have just returned
fromthe town. We can testify to the truth of the matter.’



"His Most Just Majesty will be only too pleased to hear your side of this
dispute. He will let you both know when to cone to the palace." It was the
chancel | or who spoke.

"We're coming to the palace with Hi s Highness," Jonathan stated.

"Quite unnecessary. H's Majesty received your report, Your GGrace. W require
the use of your carriage to the city walls, but, when we arrive in Necropolis,
you and the duchess have H's Majesty's leave to return to your hone."

"But — Jonathan sputtered. It was his wife's turn to restrain himfrom
speaki ng his nind.

"My dear, the harvest," she rem nded him
He sai d nothing, subsided into an unhappy sil ence.

"And now, before we proceed," continued the chancellor, "H s Hi ghness the
Prince will understand and forgive ne if | ask that he surrender his weapon.

And those of his conpanion, too, |—=

The chancellor's gray hood, hiding his face, turned for the first tine toward
Hapl o. The voi ce ceased speaki ng, the hood paused in its rotation, the fabric
quivered as if the head it covered were subject to some strong enotion

The runes on Haplo's skin itched and prickled. What now? he wondered, tensing,
sensi ng danger. The dog, who had been content to flop down in the road during
the lull in the proceedings, junmped to its feet, a lowgrow runbling inits
chest. One of the eyes of the nmud dragon swiveled in the direction of the
small aninmal. A red tongue flicked out of the lizard s nouth.

"I have no weapons," said Haplo, raising his hands.

"Nor |," added Alfred in a small and niserabl e voice, although no one had
asked him
The chancel | or shook hinmself, |like a man waking from a doze he never nmeant to

take. Wth an effort, the gray hood wenched itself fromstaring at Hapl o back
to the prince, who had remai ned noti onl ess.

"Your sword, Your Highness. No one cones arnmed into the presence of the
dynast . "

Edmund stood defiant, irresolute. Duke and duchess kept their gazes | owered,
unwilling to influence himin any way, yet obviously hoping he woul d not cause
trouble. Haplo wasn't certain what he hoped the prince would do. The Patryn
had been warned by his lord not to beconme involved in any |ocal dispute, but
his lord had certainly not counted on his mnion falling into the hands of a
Sartan dynast!

Edmund suddenly and swiftly reached down, unbuckled his sword belt, and held
it out to the cadaver. The captain accepted it gravely, with a salute of a
white and wasted hand. Cold with outraged pride and righteous anger, the
prince clinbed back into the carriage and seated hinself stiffly, staring out
over the blasted | andscape with studied calm

Jera and her husband, prey to shane, could not |ook at Ednmund, who rnust think
now that they had lured himinto a trap. Faces averted, they silently entered
the carriage and silently took their seats. Alfred glanced uncertainly at
Haplo, for all the world as if he were asking for orders! How that nan had



survived on his own this |ong was beyond the Patryn's conprehension. Haplo
jerked his head toward the carriage, and Al fred tunbled in, stunbling over
everyone's feet, falling rather than sitting in his seat.

They were all waiting for Hapl o. Reaching down, patting the dog, he turned the
animal's head toward Alfred

"Watch him" he instructed in a soft undertone that no one heard except the
ani mal . "What ever happens to ne, watch him™"

Hapl o clinbed into the carriage. The cadaver captain rode forward, caught hold
of the pauka's reins, and started the grunbling animal noving, driving the
carriage forward toward the city of Necropolis, the Gty of the Dead.

CHAPTER * 21
NECROPOLI S, ABARRACH

THE CITY OF NECROPOLI S WAS BU LT AGAI NST THE H GH WALLS OF THE kairn [1] that
gave the enpire its name. The kairn, one of the |argest and ol dest on
Abarrach, had al ways been habitated, but had not, until now, been a great
popul ati on center. Those who traveled to this world in the early years of its
hi story had noved to the nore tenperate regions nearer the planet's surface,
those cities that were | ocated, as was popul arly quoted, "between fire and
ice."

Abarrach's world had been nost carefully designed by the Sartan when their
magic first attenpted to save their world by sundering it. "All the nore

ast oni shi ng that what had seemed so right had gone so tragically wong," said
Alfred to himself during the dismal, gloomridden journey to the city.

O course, thought Alfred, this world, like the other three worlds, was never
meant to remain self-sufficient. They were to have conmuni cated, cooperated.
For sone reason, unknown, the cooperation failed, left each world cut off,

i sol at ed.

But the popul ati ons of mensch on Arianus had managed to adapt to their harsh
surroundi ngs and survive, even flourish—er they would if their own squabbl es
and bickering did not kill themoff. It was the Sartan, Al fred' s race, who had
di sappeared on Arianus. It would have been better—far, far better, he

refl ected sadl y—f his race had di sappeared off this one, as well.

"The city of Necropolis," announced the Lord Hi gh Chancell or, disnounting

awkwardly fromhis nmud dragon. "I amafraid that fromhere on we nmust wal k. No
beasts are allowed inside the city walls. That includes dogs." He stared hard
at Haplo's pet. "I'mnot |eaving the dog," Haplo said shortly. "The ani nal

could stay with the carriage," Jera offered, her manner timd. "Wuld he
remain here by hinself, if you told himto? We could take himback to our
dwel l'ing. "

"The dog would, but it won't." Haplo clinbed out of the carriage, whistled the
dog to him "Were | go, the dog goes. Or neither of us goes.”

"The creature is extrenely well trained." Jera, disnmounting fromthe carriage
wi th her husband, turned to the chancellor. "I wll vouch for its good
behavi or while inside the city."

"The law is dear: No beasts inside the city walls,"” the Lord H gh Chancell or
stated, his face flint-hard and sharp, "except those destined for the
mar ket pl ace and they nust be butchered within the specified time after



entering. And if you will not submit to our |aws peaceably, sir, then you will
submit by force."

"Ah, now," said Haplo, smoothing the rune-covered skin on the back of his
hands, "that should be very interesting."

More trouble, Alfred foresaw unhappily. Having his suspicions concerning the
dog and its relationship to Haplo, the Sartan had no idea how this woul d be
resol ved. Haplo woul d sooner part with his life than the animal and it seened,
fromthe | ook on his face, that he would enjoy the opportunity to fight.

No wonder. Face-to-face, at last, with an eneny who had | ocked his people into
a hellish world for a thousand years. An eneny who had deteriorated in nagica
skills ... and in so nmuch el se!l But could the Patryn deal with the dead? He
had been captured easily enough back in the cavern. Al fred had seen pain tw st
the man's face, and the Sartan knew Hapl o well enough to guess that there were
few who had ever seen him so incapacitated. But perhaps now he was prepared,
perhaps the magic in his body was accli mated.

"I don't have time for such nonsense," said the Lord H gh Chancellor coldly.
"We are late for our audience with H's Majesty as it is. Captain, deal with
it."

The dog, having grown bored during the conversation, had been unable to resist
t aki ng another sniff and m schievous nip at the pauka. Haplo's gaze was fixed
on the chancellor. The captain of the guard | eaned down, grabbed the dog up in
strong arns and, before Haplo could prevent it, the cadaver hurled the animal
into a pit of bubbling hot nud.

The dog gave a wild, pain-filled scream Its front paws scrabbled frantically,
liquid eyes fixed in desperate pleading on its master

Hapl o | eapt toward it, but the nmud was thick and viscous and scal di ng hot.
Before the Patryn could save it, the animal was sucked down beneath the
surface and vani shed wi thout a trace.

Jera gasped and hid her face in her husband's breast. Jonathan, shocked and
appal | ed, glowered at the chancellor. The prince cried out in bitter, angry
prot est.

Hapl o went berserk.

Runes on his body flared into brilliant life, glowing bright blue and crinson
red. The vivid light could be seen through his clothing, welling out beneath
the fabric of his shirt, showing clearly the runes drawn on his arnms. The

| eat her vest he wore hid those on his back and chest, the | eather trousers
conceal ed those on his legs, but so powerful were the runes that a gl ow ng
hal o was beginning to formaround him Silent, grim Haplo | aunched hinsel f
directly at the cadaver, who-seeing the threat—ent for its sword.

Hapl o's lunge carried himto his prey before the captain had its sword hal f way
cl ear of the scabbard. But the nonent the Patryn's choking hands touched the
cadaver's chill flesh, white lightning flared and danced crazily around the
two of them Haplo cried out in agony, staggered backward, |inbs tw tching and
writhing convul sively as the charge passed through his body. He sl anmed up
agai nst the side of the carriage. G oaning, he slid dowm to lie, seemngly
unconsci ous, in the soft ash that covered the road.

An acrid odor of sulfur filled the air. The cadaver continued, unperturbed,
the notion of drawing its sword, then | ooked to the chancellor for orders.



The Lord Hi gh Chancell or was staring, w de-eyed, at Haplo, at the glow of the
runes that was just beginning to fade fromthe skin. The minister licked his
dry lips.

"Kill him" was the comrand.
"What ?" Al fred quavered, staring in disbelief. "Kill hinmP Why?"

"Because," Jera said softly, laying a restraining hand on Alfred's arm "it is
far easier to obtain informati on froma cadaver than a stubborn, living man.
Hush, there is nothing you can do!"

"There is sonething I can do," Edmund said coldly. "You cannot kill a hel pless
man! | won't allowit!" He took a step forward, obviously intent on inpeding
the cadaver in its grisly task

The captain never paused, but raised its hand in a comuandi ng gesture. Two of
its troops ran to obey. Dead sol diers grasped the prince from behi nd,
pinioning his arnms skilfully to his sides. Ednund, outraged, struggled to free
hi nmsel f.

"Just a monent, Captain,"” said the chancellor. "Your Hi ghness, is this man
with the strange markings on his skin a citizen of Kairn Tel est?"

"You know very well he isn't," answered Ednund. "He is a stranger. | nmet him
just today, over on the opposite shore. But he has done no harm and has seen a
fai thful conpani on neet a barbarous death. You have punished himfor his
effrontery. Let it go at that!"

"Your Highness," said the Lord H gh Chancellor, "you are a fool. Captain,
carry out your orders."

"How can ny people ... ny people commt these terrible crines?" Alfred babbled
wildly, talking to himself, winging his hands as if he would wing the
answers fromhis own flesh. "If | stood in the mdst of the Patryns, then

yes, | could understand. They were the race that was heartless, anbitious,
cruel.. .. W .. . we were the balance. The wave correcting itself. Wite
magic to their black. Good for evil. But | see in Haplo ... | have seen good
in Haplo. . . . And now | see evil in my fellow Sartan. . . . Wat shall | do?
What shall | do?"

H s i medi ate answer was: faint.

"No!" Alfred gasped, fighting against his inherent weakness. Bl ackness crept
over him '"Action! Must . . . act. Grab the sword. That's it. Gab the sword."

The Sartan flung hinmself at the captain of the guard.

That was the plan. Unfortunately, the Sartan ended up flinging only part of
hinsel f at the captain of the guard. Alfreds upper half went for the sword.
Hs |lower half refused to nove. He fell flat, landed in a headl ong sprawl on
top of Hapl o.

Al fred, looking at him saw the Patryn's eyelids flicker

"Now you' ve done it!" Haplo shot irritably out of the corner of his nouth. "I
had everythi ng under control! Get off nel"

Ei t her the cadaver didn't notice that nowit had two victins instead of one,



or perhaps it assuned that it was to save tinme by dispatching both at once.

"Il + can't!" Alfred was paral yzed with fear, unable to nove. Looking up in
frantic terror, he saw the razor-sharp, if slightly rusted bl ade, descending.

The Sartan gasped the first runes that came to his |ips.

The captain of the dead had been a brave and honorabl e soldier, well respected
and | oved by his nmen. He had died in the Battle of the Pillar of Zenbar, [2]

of a sword thrust in the gut. The horrible wound could still be seen, a

gapi ng, although now bl oodl ess, hole in the cadaver's stomach.

Al fred' s rune-chant appeared to inflict the sane killing bl ow over again.

For a brief instant, a senblance of life flickered in the dead eyes. The
cadaver's wel |l -preserved face wenched with pain, the sword fell froma hand
that reached instinctively at its torn vitals. A silent scream cane from bl ue
lips.

The cadaver doubl ed over, clutching its gut. Those watching in stunned shock
saw its hands curl around the invisible blade of sonme unseen attacker. Then
seem ngly, the sword was wenched free. The cadaver gave a l|last, silent groan
and slid to the ground. It did not get back to its feet, it did not continue
the attack. The captain lay on the ash-covered ground, dead.

No one noved or spoke; all standing near might have been struck by the sane
i nvisible sword. The Lord Hi gh Chancellor was the first inpelled to action

"Bring the captain back!" he commanded the court necromancer

Hast eni ng forward, her black robes fluttering around her, her cow fallen
unheeded, from her head, the necromancer approached the captain's corpse.

She sang the runes.
Not hi ng happened. The captain |ay notionless.

The necronmancer sucked in a deep breath, eyes wi dened in astoni shnent, and
then narrowed in anger. She began to chant the runes again, but the magic died
on her lips.

The cadaver's phantasmrose up before the necromancer and stood between the
wi zardess and its corpse,

"Be gone," ordered the necromancer, attenpting to brush it aside, as she m ght
brush away smoke froma fire

The phantasm remai ned where it was, began to change in appearance. No | onger
was it a pitiful wisp of fog, but the senblance of a man—-strong and proud-who
faced the wi zardess with dignity. And all realized, who stood watching in
amazed awe, that they were seeing the corpse as he had been in life.

The captain faced the necromancer and the watchers saw, or thought they saw,
t he phantasm shake its head in firmdenial. It turned its back on its corpse
and wal ked away, and it seenmed a great and sorrowful wail resounded fromthe
m st around them a wail that was fraught with envy.

O was it the wind, howing anong the rocks?

The necronmancer stood gazing at the phantasmin opennout hed stupefaction. Wen



it di sappeared, she suddenly became aware of her audi ence and snapped her
nmout h shut.

"Good riddance." Bending over the corpse, she spoke,the runes again, adding,
for good neasure, "Get up, damm you!"

The corpse didn't nove

The necromancer's face flushed an ugly red. She kicked at the cadaver. "GCet
up! Fight! Carry out your orders!"

"Stop it!" Alfred cried in anger, regaining his feet with difficulty. "Stop
it! Let the man rest!”

"What have you done?" The necronmancer rounded on Alfred. "Wat have you done
to it? What have you done?"

Al fred, taken aback, stunbled over Haplo's ankles. The Patryn groaned and
stirred.

"Il + don't know " Alfred protested, bunping into the side of the carriage.

The necronmancer advanced on him "Wat have you done?" she demanded, her voice
rising to a shrill scream

"The prophecy!" Jera exclaimed, clutching at her husband. "The prophecy!"

The necromancer overheard, paused in her harangue. She stared at Alfred
narrow y, then |l ooked swiftly to the chancellor for orders. He appeared dazed.

"Why doesn't it get up?" he asked in a shaken voice, staring at the corpse.

The necronmancer bit her lip, shook her head. She went over to discuss the
matter with himin [ ow, urgent undertones.

Jera took advantage of the chancellor's distraction to hasten to Haplo's side.
She was solicitous of the Patryn, attentive to him but the green eyes fixed
in silent questioning on the stanmering Al fred.

"I —1 don't know" he answered, as confused as anyone there. "Truly, | don't
know. It all happened so fast. And ... | was terrified! That sword —" He
shuddered, shivering fromcold and reaction. "I'mnot very brave, you see.
Most of the time | ... | faint. Ask him" He pointed a shaking finger at
Edmund. "When his nmen captured us, | passed out cold! | wanted to faint this
time, but I wouldn't let nyself. Wen | saw the sword ... | spoke the first
words that cane to ne! | can't recall, for the life of ne, what | said!"

"For the life of you!" The necromancer turned, glared at Alfred fromthe
dept hs of her black hood. "No, but you'll recall themsw ftly enough after
death. The dead, you see, never lie, never keep anything conceal ed!"

"I"'mtelling you the truth," said Alfred meekly, "and | doubt if even ny
corpse would have very much to add."

Hapl o groaned again, alnost, it seened, as if he were responding to Alfred's
st at ement.

"How i s he?" Jonathan asked his w fe.

Jera's hand reached out to trace the runes on Haplo's skin. "I think he'll be



all right. The sigla appear to have absorbed nobst of the shock. H s heart beat
is strong and —"

Hapl o' s hand cl osed suddenly and firmy over hers. "Don't ever touch ne
agai n!" he whi spered, voice hoarse

Jera flushed, bit her lip. "I"'msorry. | didn't mean— She flinched, tried to
nmove her arm "You're hurting ne . "

Haplo flung her fromhim regained his feet by his own power, though he was
forced to |l ean for support against the carriage. Jonathan hastened to his
wife's side.

"How dare you treat her like that?" the duke denanded savagel y, swi ngi ng
around on Haplo. "She was only trying to help —"

"Don't, my dear," Jera interrupted. "I deserve his reproach. | had no right.
Forgive me, sir."

Hapl o grunted, nuttered something in ungraci ous acceptance. He was obviously
still not feeling well, but he understood that danger had not | essened.

I f anything, thought Alfred, it has increased.

The chancel l or was giving new instructions to his troops. Soldiers massed
t hensel ves around the prince and his conpani ons, herdi ng them cl ose together

"What in the nane of the Labyrinth did you do?" Hapl o hissed, edging nearer
the wetched Alfred.

"He fulfilled the prophecy!" said Jera in a | ow voi ce.
"Prophecy?" Haplo | ooked fromone to the other. "What prophecy?”

But Jera only shook her head. Rubbing her bruised flesh, she turned away. Her
husband put his arm around her protectively.

"\What prophecy?" Hapl o demanded, turning his accusing stare to Alfred. "Wat
the hell did you do to that corpse?"

"I killed him" said Alfred, adding by way of explanation. "He was going to
kill you—=

"So you saved ny life by killing a dead man. That figures. Only you— Haplo
stopped tal king, stared at the corpse, then | ooked back at the Sartan. "You
say you 'killed" him"

"Yes. He's dead. Quite dead."

The Patryn's gaze switched fromA fred to the infuriated necromancer to the
shar p- eyed duchess to the watchful, suspicious prince.

"I really didn't mean to," Alfred pl eaded unhappily. "I... | was frightened
"CQuards! Keep themapart!" The chancell or gestured, and two cadavers hastened
to separate Alfred and Hapl o. "No tal ki ng anong yoursel ves! Any of you! Your
G aces." He turned to the duke and duchess. "I'mafraid that this

i nci dent changes matters. His Majesty will want to interview all of you.
Guards, bring them"



The chancel |l or and the necronmancer strode on, heading toward the gate in the
city walls. The cadavers closed ranks around their captives, separated them
one fromthe other, and ordered them forward

Al fred saw the Patryn cast one glance at the nud hole into which his faithful
dog had di sappeared. Haplo's mouth tightened, stern eyes blinked rapidly. Then
t he guards took hi maway, blocking himfromAlfred s sight.

A monment of confusion followed. Ednund struck aside the chill hands of the
cadavers, stated that he would enter the city as a prince, not a captive. He
nmoved forward proudly on his own, his guards trailing behind.

Jera took advantage of the situation to whisper hurried, urgent instructions
to her carriage driver. The cadaver nodded and turned the pauka's head toward
hone, guiding the aninmal down a road that ran for some distance beneath the
city wall. Duke and duchess exchanged gl ances, they were of one mnd on
somet hi ng, but what that could be the unhappy Al fred had no idea.

Nor, at the monent, did he care. He had not been Iying. He had no idea what he
had done and he wi shed, with all his heart, he hadn't done it. Lost in dark

t houghts, he didn't notice that the duke and duchess fell into step with him
one on either side, the dead guards tranpi ng al ong behi nd.

CHAPTER * 22
NECROPOLI S, ABARRACH

THE | NHABI TANTS OF NECROPOUS HAD TAKEN ADVANTAGE OF A PECU i ar natural rock
formation in building their city walls. A long row of stalagmtes, poking up
fromthe cavern floor, extended fromone side of the back end of the cavern
around in a half circle, closing it off at the other end. Stalactites flowed
into the stalagmtes, formng a wall that gave the visitor the startling

i mpression he was entering a gigantic, bared-toothed nouth.

The stal actic formwas ancient, dating back to the world's origins, and was
undoubt edly one reason that this point had become one of Abarrach's earliest
out posts of civilization. A d Sartan runes could occasionally be seen on the
massive wall, their magi c having once conveniently filled up gaps left by the
natural architecture

But Sartan nagi ¢ had dw ndl ed, the continual fall of drizzling |laze had worn
nost of the sigla away, and no one now remenbered the secret of restoring
them The dead kept the wall in repair, filling the gaps between the "teeth"
with nolten |lava, punping magma into the cavities. The dead al so guarded the
wal | s of Necropolis.

The city gates stood open during the dynast's waking tine. G gantic doors
woven of strong kairn grass reinforced by the few crude runes these Sartan
renenbered were shut only when the royal eyes closed in sleep. Tinme in this
sunl ess world was regul ated by the ruler of Necropolis, which neant that it
tended to change depending on the whimof H's or Her Majesty.

Time was, therefore, denoted by such appellations as "the dynast's breakf ast
hour" or "the dynast's audi ence hour" or "the dynast's napping hour." An
early-rising ruler forced his subjects to rise early to conduct their business
under his watchful eye. Alate-rising ruler, as was their current dynast,
altered the routine of the entire city. Such changes were no great hardship on
the living inhabitants, who were generally at leisure to alter their lives to
suit their ruler. The dead, who did all the work, never slept.



The Lord Hi gh Chancellor and his prisoners entered the city gates during the
cl ose of the dynast's audi ence hour, one of the busiest tinmes of day for the
city's inhabitants. Audience hour narked a last nmonent's flurry of activity
before the city shut down for the dynast's |uncheon hour and the dynast's
nappi ng hour.

Consequently, the narrow streets of Necropolis were crowded with people, both
living and dead. The streets were, in reality, tunnels, created either
naturally or artificially, designed to give the inhabitants some protection
fromthe constantly falling rain. These tunnels were narrow and tw sting and
tended to be dark, shadowy places, inperfectly Iighted by hissing gas |anps.

Masses of people—both living and dead—.rowded into the tunnels. It seened
barely possible for Alfred, the duke and duchess and the guards to add their
bodies to the throng. Al fred understood that the | aw prohibiting beasts in the
city streets had not been passed arbitrarily but out of necessity. A nud
dragon woul d have seriously inpeded traffic, the huge furry form of pauka
woul d have brought novenment in the streets to a conplete standstill. Studying
t he crowds heavi ng and shovi ng and pushing around him Alfred saw that the
dead vastly outnunbered the living. H s heart seemed to shrivel inside him

The guards closed ranks around their prisoners, the several groups were al nost
instantly separated by the crowd. Haplo and the prince vani shed from si ght.
The duke and duchess pressed close to Alfred, one on either side, their hands
cl osing over his arns.

He felt an unusual tenseness, a rigidity in their bodies, and | ooked at each
i n doubt and sudden, sickening apprehension

"Yes," said Jera, her voice pitched | ow, barely audi bl e above the noise | evel
created by the nultitudes jamm ng the streets, "we're going to try to help you
escape. Just do what we tell you, when we tell you."

"But... the prince ... ny fri— Alfred paused. He had been about to term Haplo
his "friend" and wondered uneasily if the word quite proper or even accurate.

Jonat han appeared troubl ed, glanced at his wife, who shook her head firny.

The duke sighed. "I'msorry. But you see that helping themis inpossible. W
wi Il make certain you get away safely, then perhaps together we can do
somet hing to assist your friends."

What he sai d made sense. How could the duke know that, w thout Haplo, Alfred
was a prisoner no matter where he went on this world? He emitted a small sigh
that no one coul d possibly have heard. "I suppose it wouldn't matter if | told
you that | didn't want to escape?"

"You're frightened," said Jera, patting his arm "Thafs understandabl e. But
trust us. We'll take care of you. It won't be that difficult," she added,
casting a scornful glance at their dead guards, shoul dering their way through
the crowd.

"No, | didn't think it would," Alfred said, but he said it to hinself.

"Qur concern is for your safety," added Jonat han

"Is it?" Alfred asked wi stfully.

"Why, of course!" the duke exclaimed, and Alfred had the feeling that the
young man actually believed what he said.



The Sartan couldn't hel p but wonder, with a gentle nelancholy, how ready these
two would be to risk their lives to save a clunsy-footed bunbling fool instead
of a man who'd fulfilled "the prophecy," whatever that m ght be. He considered
asking, decided he really didn't want to know.

"What will happen to the prince, to ... to Hapl o?"

"You heard Pons," said the duchess shortly.

"Who?"
"The chancel lor."

"But he's tal king about murder!" Alfred was aghast. He could believe it of
mensch, believe it of the Patryns . .. but his people!

"It's been done before this,"
after.”

said the duke grimy. "And will be done again

"You must think of yourself," Jera added softly. "There'll be time to think of
hel pi ng your friends escape when you're safe.”

"Or at least we might be able to rescue their cadavers," offered Jonathan, and
Al fred, looking into the young man's eyes, saw that the duke was conpletely in
ear nest .

Everything within Alfred went nunb. He was walking in a dream but if it was a
dream it nust be soneone else's, because he coul dn't wake up. The warm hands
of the duke and duchess steered hi manong the sea of dead, conbating the chil
flow fromthe blue-white flesh of the cadavers pressing around them The odor
of decay was strong in his nostrils and emanated not only fromthe dead but
fromeverything in this world.

The buil di ngs thensel ves, made of obsidian and granite and cooi ed | ava, were
subject to the constant, drizzling, acid-filled |laze. Dwellings and shops,
like the cadavers, were crunbling, falling apart. Alfred saw, here and there,
old runes or what was left of them sigla whose magi c woul d have brought heat
and light to this gloony, forbidding city. But nost were obliterated, either
washed away or covered over by makeshift repair work.

Duke and duchess slowed their pace. Alfred glanced at them nervously.
"Up ahead is a cross-tunnel,” Jera said, drawing near him Her face was firm
resolute, her tone urgent, inpelling. "W'll encounter the normal traffic
tie-ups, confusion. Once we reach that point, be ready to do what we say."

"I think I should warn you—'m not very good at running, fleeing pursuit, that
sort of thing," said Alfred.

Jera smled, arather right smle and | opsi ded, but her green eyes were warm
"We know," she said, patting his armagain. "Don't worry. It should all be
much easier than that."

"Shoul d be," breathed her husband, gul ping with excitenent.
"CalmMy, Jonathan," ordered his wife. "Ready?"

"Ready, mny dear," said the young man.



They arrived at a junction, where four tunnels converged. People flowed in
fromfour different directions. A fred caught a quick glinpse of four
necromancers, clad in plain black robes, standing in the center of the
intersection, directing the streanms of traffic.

Jera turned suddenly and began to push and shove irritably at the cadaver
guard, who marched directly behind her

"I tell you," she shouted loudly, "you' ve nade a mi stake!"

"Yes, be off with you!" Jonathan raised his voice, stopping to renonstrate
with his guard. "You've got the wong people! Can you understand that? The
wrong peopl e! Your prisoners”—he raised his hand and poi nted—went off in that
direction!"”

The cadaver guards cane to a standstill, remaining tightly bunched around

Al fred and the duke and duchess as they'd been ordered. People stunbled to a
halt around them the living pausing to see what was goi ng on, the dead
attenpting single-nmndedly to continue on whatever errands they'd been

assi gned.

A bottl eneck occurred. Those in the back of the crowd, who couldn't see, began
to push and shove those ahead of them demanding in strident tones to know
what was holding up traffic. The situation was deteriorating, and the
necronmancers noved with alacrity to find out what was wong and attenpt to
clear up the snarl.

A cross-tunnel nonitor clad in plain black robes made his way through the
mass. Noting the red trimon the black robes of the duke and duchess, the
necr onmancer recogni zed mnor royalty and bowed | ow. He did, however, glance
slightly askance at the cadavers, who wore the royal insignia.

"How can | assist Your Graces?" asked the nonitor. "What is the probl en?"

"I"'mreally not sure," said Jonathan, the picture of innocent confusion. "You
see, ny wife and our friend and | were wal ki ng al ong mi ndi ng our own busi ness
when these . . . these"—-he waved a hand at the guards as if there existed no
words to describe them—"suddenly surrounded us and began to march us off
toward t he pal ace!"

"They' ve been ordered to guard a prisoner, but they've apparently nislaid him
and | atched on to us," said Jera, glancing about hel pl essly.

Traffic was growing nore and nore snarled. Two of the nonitors attenpted to
direct the flow around the group. A fourth, appearing harassed, tried to herd
them over to the side of the road but the walls of the tunnels prevented t hem
fromnmoving very far. Alfred, standing head and shoul ders above nost of the
rest of the crowd, could see that the backup was spreadi ng through all four
streets. At this rate, the entire city night be brought to a halt.

Soneone was treading heavily on his foot, soneone else had his elbowin his
ribs. Jera was plastered up against him her hair tickled his chin. The
nmoni tor hinself was caught in the tide and had to battle his way out or he
woul d have been carried along in the surging nob.

"We came in the front gate at the sane tinme as the Lord Hi gh Chancel |l or and
three political prisoners!" Jonathan shouted to be heard in the echoing
tunnels. "Did you see then? A prince of some barbarian tribe and a man who
| ooked i ke a wal ki ng rune-bone gane?"



"Yes, we saw them And the Lord Hi gh Chancellor."

"Well, there was a third man, and this |ot was guarding himand then suddenly
t hey were guarding us and he's escaped sonmewhere."

"Perhaps," said the increasingly flustered nonitor, "Your G aces could sinmply
go along with these guards to the pal ace—=

"I, the Duchess of Rift Ri dge, nmarched before the dynast |ike a conmon
crimnal! | could never show nmy face in court again!" Jera's pale skin
flushed, her eyes blazed. "How can you even suggest such a thing!"

"Il +'msorry. Your Grace," the nonitor stammered. "I wasn't thinking. It's
this crowmd, you see, and the heat—=

"Then | suggest you do something about it," Jonathan stated loftily.
Al fred gl anced at the cadavers, who stood stolidly in the center of the

confusion swirling about them faces set in expressions of fixed, albeit
m ndl ess, purpose.

"Sergeant," said the necromancer, turning to the cadaver in the I ead of the
smal | troop, "what is your assigned duty?"

"Quard prisoners. Take themto the pal ace," answered the cadaver, its hollow
voice mngling with the other holl ow voices of the dead mlling about in the
tunnel .

"\What prisoners?" the nonitor asked.

The cadaver paused, searching its past, latched on to a menmory. "Prisoners of
war, sir."

"What battle?" asked the nonitor, a hint of exasperation in his voice.

"Battle." Atrace of a snmile seemed to touch the cadaver's blue lips. "Battle
of the Fallen Col ossus, sir."

"Ah," said Jera, bitingly.

The necronmancer heaved a sigh. "I amextrenely sorry, Your Gaces. Wuld you
like me to deal with this?"

"I'f you please. | could have done it nyself, but there's so much | ess bot her
i nvolved if you take care of the matter, you being a governnent official
You' || know how to subnmit the proper reports.”

"And we didn't want to cause a scene," added Jonat han. "The dead can be so

st ubborn sonetinmes. Once they got it into their heads that we were their
prisoners .. ." He shrugged. "Well, they mi ght have proved difficult. Think of
the scandal if Her Grace and | were seen arguing with cadavers!"”

The nonitor evidently thought of it, for he bowed, then began to wave his
hands in the air, tracing the runes, and chanting. The cadavers' expressions
waver ed, becanme slightly confused, |ost, helpless.

"Return to the palace," stated the monitor crisply. "Report to your superior
that you lost your prisoner. |I'll send soneone with them make certain that
they don't annoy anyone el se along the way. And now, Your G aces," said the
nmoni tor, touching his hand to the cow of his robe, "if you will excuse ne—=



"Certainly. Thank you. You've been nost hel pful.’
a sigil of polite blessing.

Jera rai sed her hand, traced

The nmonitor returned it, hurriedly, then hastened off to deal with the traffic
tie-up clogging the tunnel. Jera |linked her arminto her husband's, who took
hold of Alfred' s el bow They steered the Sartan down a tunnel heading in a
direction at right angles to the one they' d been traveling.

Dazed by the noise, the crowd, the claustrophobic atnmosphere of the tunnels,
it took Alfred a nonent to realize that he and his conpani ons were free.

"\What happened?" he asked, gl anci ng behind, mssing his footing, and stunbling
over hinself.

Jonat han bal anced him "A matter of timng, actually. Do you think you m ght
speed up your pace a bit and keep an eye on where you' re wal king? W' re not
out of this yet and the sooner we reach the Rift Gate, the better."

"I"'msorry." Alfred felt his face burn. He paid close attention to where he
was putting his feet and watched themtravel in the nost extraordinary

pl aces—down hol es, onto other people's feet, turning corners never intended to
be turned.

"Pons was in such haste to get you back to the dynast—here, allow ne to help
you up—he neglected to renew the dead's instructions. You have to do that
periodically or they do what this lot did. They revert back to acting from
menory, their own nmenories.”

"But they were taking us to the pal ace—=

"Yes. They woul d have managed that task quite adequately. Clung to it
tenaciously, in fact. One reason we didn't dare try to get rid of them
ourselves. As it was, that other necromancer confused them enough to break the
thin thread still attaching themto their orders. The smallest distraction can
send them back to bygone days. That's one reason the nonitors are posted
around town. They take charge of any dead who're wandering about aim essly.
Look out for that cart! Are you all right? Just a bit farther, then we should
be through the worst of the traffic.”

Jera and Jonathan hustled Alfred along at a rapid rate, each gl ancing
nervously about as they did so. They kept to the shadows when possi bl e,
avoi di ng the pools of light cast by the gas |anps.

"WIl they cone after us?"

"You may be sure of that!" the duke said enphatically. "Once the guards return
to the palace, Pons will have fresh guards sent out with our descriptions. W
must reach the gate before they do."

Al fred said nothing nore-he couldn't say anything nore, he didn't have breath
left to say it. The passage through Death's Gate, followed by the enotiona
upheaval of the cycles' shocking events and the constant drain on his magic to
hel p hi m survive, rendered the Sartan weak to the point of collapse. Blindly,
wearily, he stunbled al ong where he was | ed.

He had only a vague inpression of arriving at another gate, of emerging
thankfully fromthe maze of tunnels, of Jera and Jonathan answering questions
put to them by a dead guard, of hearing that someone was taken ill and
wonderi ng vaguely who, of a large fur-covered body of a pauka appear out of



the mst, of falling, face first, into a carriage and hearing, as in a dream
the voice of Jera saying, " ny father's house . and of the eternal
horri bl e darkness of this dreadful world closing over him

CHAPTER * 23

NECROPOLI S, ABARRACH

"AND, so, PONS, YQU LOST HHM " SAI D THE DYNAST, IDLY Sl PPI NG AT A potent,
fiery, red-hued liquor known as stal agma, the favored after-dinner drink of

H s Maj esty.

"I amsorry. Sire, but | had no idea | would be responsible for transporting

five prisoners. | thought there would be only one, the prince, and that I
woul d take charge of himpersonally. | had to rely on the dead. There was no
one else."

The Lord Hi gh Chancell or was not concerned. The dynast was fair-m nded and
woul d not hold his mnister responsible for the inadequacies of the cadavers.
The Sartan of Abarrach had | earned | ong ago to understand the linmts of the
dead. The living tolerated the cadavers, responding to themw th patience and
fortitude, much as fond parents tol erate the i nadequaci es of their children

"A gl ass, Pons?" asked the dynast, waving off the cadaver servant and offering
to fill a small golden cup with his own hands. "Quite an excellent flavor."

' Thank you, Your Mjesty," said Pons, who detested stal agma but who woul dn't
have dreanmed of offending the dynast by refusing to drink with him "WIIl you
see the prisoners now?"

"What is the hurry, Pons? It is nearly time for our rune-bone ganme. You know
that."

The chancel | or gul ped down the bitter-tasting liquid as swiftly as possibl e,
fought a nonent to catch his breath, and nopped his sweating forehead with a
handker chi ef .

"The Lady Jera nentioned something, Sire, about the prophecy.”
Kl eitus paused in the act of lifting the glass to his lips. "Did she? \Wen?"

"After the stranger had ... er ... done whatever he did to the captain of the
guard."

"But you said he 'killed it, Pons. The prophecy speaks of bringing life to
the dead." The dynast drank off the liquor, tossing it to the back of his
throat and swallowing it imrediately, as did all experienced stal agma
drinkers. "Not ending it."

"The duchess has a way of twisting words to suit her own conveni ence, Sire.
Consi der the runors that she coul d spread concerning this stranger. Consider
what the stranger hinmself mght do to nake the people believe in him"

"True, true." Kleitus frowned, at first worried. Then he shrugged. "W know
where he is and with whom" The stal agnma put himin a rel axed nood.

"We could send in troops . suggested t he chancel | or

"And have the earl's faction up in arns? |Ifs possible they mght join these
rebels fromKairn Telest. No, Pons, we will continue to handle this matter



subtly. It could give us the excuse we need to put that meddl esone earl and
hi s duchess daughter out of the way for good. W trust you took the usua
precautions, Pons?"

"Yes, Sire. The matter is already in hand."

' Then why worry over nothing? By the way, who takes over the ducal |ands of
Rift Ridge if young Jonathan should die untinely?"

"He has no children. The wife would inherit—

The dynast made a fatigued gesture. Pons | owered his eyelids, indicative of
under st andi ng.

"In that case, his estate reverts to the crown, Your Mjesty."

Kl ei tus nodded, notioned to a servant to pour himanother glass. Wen the
cadaver had done so and w t hdrawn, the dynast lifted his cup, prepared to
enjoy the liquor. Hi s gaze caught that of his chancellor and, with a sigh, he
set the gl ass back down.

"What is it, Pons? That sour face of yours is ruining our enjoynent of this
excel l ent vintage."

"I beg your pardon, Sire, but | wonder if you are taking this matter seriously
enough." The chancel |l or drew nearer, speaking in an undertone, although they
were quite alone, apart fromthe cadavers. "The other man | brought in with
the prince is extraordinary in his own way! Perhaps nore so than the one who
escaped. | think you should see this prisoner imrediately."

"You' ve been droppi ng vague hints about this man. Spit it out, Pons! Wat's so
extraordinary . . . about hin®P"

The chancel | or paused, considering how to produce the greatest inpact. "Your
Maj esty, |'ve seen him before."

"I am aware of your extensive social connections, Pons."
make Kl eitus sarcastic.

St al agma tended to

"Not in Necropolis, Sire. Nor anywhere around here. | saw himthis norning ..
in the vision."

The dynast returned the glass, its contents left untasted, to the tray at his
el bow.

"W will see him. . . and the prince."

Pons bowed. "Very good, Sire. Shall they be brought here or to the audience
chanber ?"

The dynast gl anced around the room Known as the gaming room it was much

smal ler and nore intimate than the grand audi ence hall and was well [ighted by
several ornate gas |anps. Nunerous kairn-grass tables had been placed around
the room On top of each were four stacks of rectangul ar white bones adorned
with red and blue runes. Tapestries lined the walls, portraying various fanous
battl es that had been fought on Abarrach. The roomwas dry, cozy, and warm
heated by steamthat swirled through wought-iron, gold-trinmed pipes.

The entire pal ace was heated by steam a nodern addition. In ancient tines,
the pal ace—eriginally a fortress and one of the earliest structures built by



the first-arriving Sartan—had not been dependent on nechani cal neans to
provide confortable living conditions. Traces of the old runes could be seen
to this day in the ancient parts of the palace, sigla that had provided
warnth, light, and fresh air to the people dwelling within. Mst of these
runes, their use forgotten through neglect, had been deliberately obliterated.
The royal consort considered them an ugly eyesore.

"We will neet our guests here." Kl eitus, another glass of sta-lagma in hand,
took a seat at one of the gami ng tables, and began idly setting up the
rune-bones as if in preparation for a gane.

Pons gestured to a servant, who gestured to a guard, who di sappeared out a
door and, after several nonents, entered with a retinue of guards, marching
the two prisoners into the royal presence. The prince entered with a proud,
defiant air, anger snoldering like boiling |lava beneath the cool surface of
royal etiquette. One side of his face was bruised, he had a swllen lip, and
his clothes were

torn, his hair dishevel ed.

"Allow ne to present, Sire, Prince Edmund of Kairn Telest," introduced Pons.
The prince inclined his head slightly. He did not bow The dynast paused in
setting up his gane board, stared at the young nman, eyebrows raised.

"On your knees to His Mdst Royal Majesty!" the scandalized chancellor hissed
out of the corner of his nouth.

"He is not ny king," said Prince Edmund, standing tall, head back. 'As the
ruler of Kairn Necros, | bid himgreeting and do hi mhonor." The prince
inclined his head again, the gesture graceful and proud.

A snile played about the dynast's lips. He noved a bone into position

"As | trust H's Majesty does nme honor," pursued Ednund, his face flushed, his
brows contracting, "as prince of a land that has now admittedly fallen on evi
ti mes but was once beautiful, rich, and strong."

"Yes, yes," said the dynast, holding a rune-nmarked bone in his hand, rubbing
it thoughtfully across his lips. "All honor to the Prince of Kairn Tel est. And
now, Chancellor"—+the eyes, hidden in the shadow of the black cow trinmed in
purple and in gold, turned toward Hapl o—=what is the name of this stranger to
our royal presence?"

The prince sucked in an angry breath, but kept his tenper, perhaps m ndful of
his people, who were, according to reports, starving in a cave. The other man,
the one with the rune-nmarked skin, stood quietly, unabashed, uninpressed, one
m ght say al nost uninterested in what was goi ng on around hi mexcept for the
eyes that saw everything wi thout betraying that they'd seen anyt hing.

"He calls hinself Haplo, Sire," said Pons, bowi ng | ow. A dangerous man, the
chancel | or m ght have added al oud. A man who | ost control once, but who won't
be goaded into losing it again. A man who kept to the shadows, not furtively,
but instinctively, as if he'd |l earned I ong ago that to draw attention to

hi nsel f was to make hinself a target.

The dynast | eaned back in his chair. He gazed at Haplo through eyes that were
slits only. Kleitus appeared bored, |ethargic. Pons shivered. H s Majesty was
at his nost dangerous when he was in this nood.



"You do not bow before us. W suppose you're going to tell us that we're not
your king either," he remarked.

Hapl o shrugged, sniled. "No offense.”

H's Majesty covered twitching lips with a delicate hand, cleared his throat.
"None taken.. . fromeither of you. In time, perhaps, we will come to an
under st andi ng. "

He sat silent, brooding. Prince Edmund began to fidget with inpatience. Hi's
Maj esty glanced swiftly at himand raised his | anguid hand, gesturing at the

t abl e.

"Do you gane, Your Hi ghness?"

Edmund was taken aback. "Yes . . . Sire. But it has been a long tinme since
pl ayed. | have had little leisure for frivolous activities," he added
bitterly.

The dynast waved such considerations aside. "W had thought to give up our
gane toni ght, but we see no reason to do so now. Perhaps we can cone to an
under st andi ng over the gane board. WII| you join us, sir? Forgive ne, but are
you a prince ... or ... or any sort of royalty that we should acknow edge?"

"No," said Hapl o, and vol unteered nothing el se.

"No, you won't join us, or no, you are not a prince, or no, in general?" the
dynast i nqui red.

"I"d say that pretty well describes the situation, Sire." Haplo's gaze was
fixed on the gam ng pieces, a fact that did not go unnoticed by H s Mjesty.

The dynast permitted hinmself an indul gent |augh. "Cone, sit with us. The gane
is conplex in its subtleties, but it is not difficult to learn. W will teach
you. Pons, you will make up a fourth, of course."

"Wth pleasure, Sire," said the chancell or

An inept rune-bone player at best, Pons was rarely called on to game with his
dynast, who had little patience with the unskilled. But the true game tonight
woul d be played on a far different |level, one with which the Lord Hi gh
Chancel l or was vastly famliar.

Prince Edmund hesitated. Pons knew what the young man was thinking. M ght such
an activity reduce his dignity and dilute the seriousness of his cause? O
would it be politically expedient to give in to this royal whin? The
chancel l or could have assured the young man it didn't matter, his doom was
seal ed no natter what he chose to do.

The Lord Hi gh Chancellor felt sorry for this prince for a brief nmoment. Ednmund
was a young man with heavy burdens, who took his responsibilities seriously,
who was obviously sincere in his desire to help his people. A pity that he
couldn't see he was just another game piece, to be noved where it suited His
Maj esty, or renoved ... if it suited H s Mjesty.

The prince's well-bred courtesy won out. He wal ked over to the gam ng table,
sat down opposite the dynast, and began arrangi ng the bones in the starting
position, which required that they be lined up to resenble the walls of a
fortress.



Hapl o hesitated, as well, but his reluctance to nove was perhaps nothing nore
than a reluctance to | eave the shadow and venture into the strong light. He
did so, at last, walking forward slowy to take his place at the table. He
kept his hands beneath the table, |ounged back in his chair. Pons seated

hi nsel f opposite.
"You begin, sir," said the chancellor, acting on a cue fromthe dynast's
uprai sed eyebrow, "by arranging the pieces thusly. Those marked with the bl ue
runes are the base. Those with the red are stacked on top of the blue and
those with both blue and red markings formthe battlements."

The dynast had conpleted building his wall. The prince, frustrated and angry,
was hal fheartedly constructing his. Pons affected to be interested in putting
his together, but his gaze crept to the nan opposite. Haplo noved his right
hand out from beneath the table, lifted a rune-bone, and slid it into place.

"Remar kabl e," said the dynast.
Al nmovenent at the ganming table ceased, all eyes were fixed on Haplo's hand.

There could be no doubt. The runes on the bones were far cruder in nature than
the runes tattooed on the man's skin —a child's scraw conpared to the
flowi ng script of a grown man —but they were the sane.

The prince, after a nonent's involuntary fascination, wenched his gl ance away
and continued to work on his wall. Kl eitus reached out his hand to Haplo's,
intending to seize it and study it closer

"I wouldn't do that, Sire." Haplo said quietly, not noving his hand. He wasn't
maki ng an overt threat, but a quality in the voice caused the dynast to pause.
"Perhaps your man there told you." Eyes flicked to Pons. "I don't like to be

t ouched. "

"He said that when you attacked the guard the marks on your skin gl owed. By
the way, may we apol ogi ze for that tragic incident? It is one that we deeply
regret. We had no intention of harm ng your pet. The dead tend to ..
overreact."

Pons, watching closely, saw Haplo's jaw nuscle twitch, the lips tighten
O herwi se, the face remmi ned inpassive.

H s Majesty was continuing, "You attacked a soldier, he said, wthout a weapon
i n your hands, and yet you seemed confident of your ability to fight one arned
with a sword. But you didn't intend battling with bare hands, did you, sir?
These marks"—the dynast did not touch, but pointed—these sigla are nagic.
Magi ¢ was your intended weapon. | amcertain you can understand that we are
fasci nated. Where did you cone by these runes? How do they work?"

Haplo Iifted another rune-bone, placed it beside the one he noved into
position. Lifting another, he set it next to the first.

"W asked you a question," said the dynast.
"W heard you," replied Haplo, lips twisting in a snile

The dynast flushed in anger at the nockery. Pons tensed. The prince glanced up
from his buil di ng.

"Insol ence!" Kleitus glowered. "You refuse to answer?"



"I't's not a question of refusing, Sire. |I've taken a vow, an oath. | could no
nore tell you how ny nagi c works than"—Haplo's eyes flicked to the dynast,
returned coolly to the game—than you could tell me how your nagic raises the
dead. "

The dynast sat back in his chair, turning a gane piece over and over in his
hand. Pons rel axed, enitting a |l ong breath, unconscious, until now, that he'd
been holding it in.

"Well, well,"” said Kleitus at last. "Chancellor, you are del aying the gane.
H s H ghness has al nbst conpleted his wall and even the novice, here, is ahead
of you."

"I beg your pardon, Sire," said Pons hunbly, know ng and understanding his
role in this charade

"This palace is old, isn't it?" said Haplo, studying the room

Pons, affecting to be absorbed in building his wall, eyed the nman from beneath
lowered lids. The question had an idle, making-polite-conversation sound to
it, but this wasn't the type of nman who engaged in nindl ess chatter. \Wat was
he after? The chancellor, watching carefully, saw Haplo's gaze stray to
several partially obliterated rune markings on the walls.

Kleitus took it on hinmself to respond. "The old part of the palace was built
out of a natural formation, a cavern within a cavern, one mght say. It stands
on one of the highest points of elevation in Kairn Necros. The roons on the
upper |l evels once provided a quite magnificent view of the Fire Sea, or so
we're led to believe by ancient report. That was, of course, before the sea

wi thdrew." He paused to take a drink of liquor, glanced at his chancell or

"The pal ace was originally a fortress," Pons obedi ently picked up the thread
of the story, "and there is evidence that a vast nunmber of people passed

t hrough here at one tine, undoubtedly on their way to the nore habitable upper
regions."

The prince frowned. Hi s hand jerked, he knocked several pieces off his
partially conpl eted wall

"As you may have surm sed," Pons continued, "this roomis in one of the ol der
parts of the palace. Although, of course, we've nade consi derabl e nodern

i nprovenents. The royal famly's living quarters are |ocated back here; the
air's purer, don't you agree? O ficial chanbers and halls and ballroons are to
the front, near where you entered.”

"Seens a confusing sort of place,"”
a pal ace. "

Hapl o pursued. "More |like a bee's hive than

"Bee's hive?" asked the dynast, raising an eyebrow and stifling a yawn. "I'm
not famliar with that term"

Hapl o shrugged. "What | nean is, a fellow could get hinself lost in here
wi t hout too nuch trouble.”

"One | earns one's way around," said the dynast, anmused. "However, if you would
truly be interested in seeing a place in which it is easy to | ose oneself, we
could show you the cataconbs."

"Or, as we know them the dungeons,"” the chancellor inserted, with a snigger



"Pay attention to your wall, Pons, or we shall be here all night."
"Yes, Sire."

Not hi ng nore was said. The walls were conpleted. Pons noted that Hapl o, who
mai nt ai ned that he had never played, constructed his wall with perfect
accuracy, although many begi nning players found the nmarki ngs on the bones
confusing. It was al nost, the chancellor thought, as if the runes said
something to himthey said to no one el se.

"Excuse me, ny dear sir," said Pons fussily, |eaning over to whisper to Haplo.
"I believe you' ve nade a m stake. That particular rune doesn't belong up on
the battlements, where you've put it, but down bel ow. "

"Properly placed, it goes there," said Haplo in his quiet voice.
"He's right, Pons," said Kleitus.

"I's he really, Sire?" The chancellor was flustered, |aughed at hinself. "I
must have it wong, then. |I've never been very good at this game. | confess
that all the bones | ook alike. These markings nean nothing to ne,"

"They mean nothing to any of us, Chancellor,"” said the dynast severely. 'At
| east they didn't, up until now. " A glance at Haplo. "You have to nmenorize
them Pons. 1've told you that before."

"Yes, Your Majesty. It's good of Your Majesty to have such patience with ne."
"Your bid, Your Hi ghness," said Kleitus to the prince.
Edmund stirred restlessly in his chair. "One red hexagon."

The dynast shook his head. "I'mafraid, Your H ghness, that a red hexagon is
an i nproper opening bid."

The prince sprang to his feet. "Your Majesty, | have been arrested, beaten
insulted. If | had been alone, without a responsibility for others, | would
have rebel |l ed agai nst such treatnent that is not due fromone Sartan to
another, let alone fromone king to another! But | ama prince. | hold the
lives of others in my keeping. And | cannot concentrate on a ... a gane"-he
waved a hand contenptuously at the board—=when ny people are suffering from
cold and starvation!"

"Your people attacked an innocent village—=

"We did not attack, Sire!" Ednund was rapidly | osing control

"W wanted to buy food, wine. W intended to pay for it, but the people
attacked us before we had a chance to say a word! Strange, now that | think of
it. It was as if they'd been led to believe we would attack them ™"

The dynast cast a | ook at Haplo, to see if he had anything to add.

Hapl o toyed with a rune-bone, appeared bored.

"A perfectly natural precaution,"” said the dynast, returning his attention to
the prince. "Qur scouts sight a large force of arned barbarians, noving toward

our city, comng fromthe outland. What woul d have been your assunption?"

"Barbarians!" Edmund went white to the |lips. "Barbarians! W are no nore



barbarians than ... than this fop of a chancellor is a barbarian! CQur
civilization is older than yours, one of the first established follow ng the
Sundering! Qur beautiful city, open to the air, makes this one |ook |like the
stinking rat's warren that it is!"

"And yet | believe you' ve cone to beg to be allowed to live inside this
"stinking rat's warren,'" said Kleitus, |eaning back and | ooking |anguidly at
the prince through slit eyelids.

The prince's livid face suffused with a red, feverish flush. "I have not cone
to beg! Work! W will work to earn our keep! Al we ask is shelter fromthe
killing rain and food to feed our children. Qur dead and our living, too, if
you want, will work in your fields, serve in your arny. W will"—Edmund
swal | owed, as though forcing down the bitter stalagma—we w |l acknow edge you

as our liege lord ..
"How good of you," murmnured the dynast.

Edmund heard the sarcasm Hi s hands cl osed over the back of the chair, the
fingers punching holes through the strong kairn grass in the desperate need to
control his raging anger. "I wasn't going to say this. You have driven ne to
it."

Haplo stirred at this juncture. It seened he m ght have interrupted, but he
apparently thought better of it, relapsed into his former state of inpassive
observer.

"You owe us this! You destroyed my people's honmes! You | eeched our water, you
stol e our heat and used it for your own. You nmade our beautiful lush land a
barren and frozen desert! You killed our children, our elderly, our sick and
infirm |1 have maintained to ny people that you brought this disaster on us

t hrough ignorance, that you knew nothing of our existence in Kairn Telest. W
didn't cone in retribution. W didn't come in revenge, although we could have.
W canme to ask our brethren to right the wong they inadvertently committed. |
will keep on telling themthis, although I know, now, that it is alie."”

Edmund left his place behind his chair. H's fingers bled, the sharp prongs of
the splintered kairn grass had driven through the flesh. He didn't seemto
noti ce. Mving around the table, he bent gracefully to one knee and spread his
hands.

"Take my people in. Your Majesty, and | give you ny word of honor that | will
keep ny know edge of the truth fromthem Take ny people in and I wll work
with them side by side. Take ny people in, Sire, and I will bend ny knees to
you, as you require." Although in nmy heart, | despise you.

The [ ast words were not spoken al oud. There was no need. They hissed in the
air like the gas that lit the | anps.

"W were right, you see. Pens," said Kleitus. "A beggar."
The chancel l or could not help but sigh. The prince, in his youth and beauty,
graced by conpassion for his people, had a majesty about himthat lifted him

in stature and in rank far above nost kings, |et alone beggars.

The dynast | eaned forward, fingertips touching. "You'll find no succor in
Necropol i s, Ednund, prince of beggars."

The prince rose to his feet, suppressed anger |eaving patches of chill white
in the feverish crinmson of his skin.



"Then there is nothing nore to say. | will return to ny people.”

Hapl o stood up. "Sorry to break up the gane, but I"'mwith him" he said,
jerking his thumb in the direction of the prince.

"Yes, you are," said the dynast in a soft and nmenaci ng tone that only Pons
heard. "I suppose this means war, Your Hi ghness?"

The prince didn't stop wal ki ng. He was hal fway across the room Haplo at his
side. "l told you, Sire, ny people do not want to fight. W will travel on
per haps proceed farther down the shoreline. If we had ships—

"Ships!" Kleitus sucked in a breath. "Now we cone to it! The truth. That's
what you' ve been after all along! Ships, to find Death's Gate! Fool! You wll
find not hing except death!"

The dynast gestured to one of the arnmed guards, who nodded in response.
Lifting his spear, the cadaver ained and threw.

Edmund sensed the threat, whirled around, raised his hand in an attenpt to
ward off the attack. Futile. He saw his death com ng. The spear struck him
full in the chest with such force that the point shattered the breastbone and
energed fromthe man's back, pinned himto the floor. The prince died the
instant the blow was struck, died without a scream The sharp iron tore apart
the heart.

By the expression of sadness on the face, his last thoughts had been, perhaps,
not of regret for his own young life, cut tragically short, but of how he had
failed his people.

Kl eitus gestured again, notioned toward Hapl o. Another cadaver raised its
spear.

"Stop him" the Patryn said, in a quick, tight voice, "or you'll never learn
anyt hi ng about Death's Gate!"

"Death's Gate!" Kleitus repeated softly, staring at Haplo. "Halt!"

The cadaver, arrested in the act of throwing the spear, let it slip fromthe
dead hand. It fell, clattering, to the floor, the only sound to break the
tense sil ence.

"\What ," demanded the dynast at |ast, "do you know of Death's Gate?"

"That you'll never get through it if you kill me," returned Hapl o.
CHAPTER * 24

NECRCPOLI S, ABARRACH

I T HAD BEEN A GAMBLE, BRI NG NG UP THE SUBJECT OF DEATH S GATE

The dynast m ght have blinked once, shrugged his shoul ders, and ordered the
cadaver to pick up the dropped spear and try again.

Hapl o wasn't risking his life. H's nmagic would protect himfromthe spear's
deadly point, unlike the poor devil of a prince, who |lay sprawl ed dead on the
floor at the Patryn's feet. It was the revelation of his potent magi cal power
t hat Hapl o sought to avoid, one reason he'd faked unconsci ousness when t hat



cadaver had attacked hi mon the road.

Unfortunately, he hadn't counted on Al fred rushing to his rescue. Dam the
man! The one time fainting woul d have been beneficial, the blasted Sartan
weaves some inexplicably conpl ex and powerful nagical spell that stands
everyone's hair on end. It was always better, Haplo had | earned, to encourage
your eneny to underestimate you rather than overestimate. You were far nore
likely to catch hi mnapping.

But at least this ganble had apparently paid off. Kl eitus hadn't blinked and
shrugged. He knew about Death's Gate, would al nbst have had to know about it.
Qoviously intelligent, a powerful necromancer, such a man would certainly have
| ooked for and found any ancient records those early Sartan had |eft.

H s "opening bid" strategy flashed through Haplo's m nd while the prince's
splattered blood was still warmon the Patryn's rune-covered skin.

The dynast had recovered his composure, was affecting indifference. "Your
corpse will provide ne with whatever information | mght require, including
i nformation about this so-called Death's Gate."

"It mght," Haplo countered. "Or it mght not. My nmagic is kin to yours,
that's true, but different. Far different. Necromancy has never been practiced
anong ny people and there could be a reason for it. Once the brain that
controls these sigla"—he held up his arm—is dead, the nagic dies. Unlike you,
nmy physical being is inextricably bound with the magic. Separate one fromthe
other and you may have a cadaver who can't even renenber its nane, much | ess
anyt hing el se."

"What makes you think we care what you remenber?"

"Ships, to find Death's Gate. Those were the words you used, alnost the | ast
words this poor fool heard." Haplo gestured at Ednund's torn body. " Your

worl d's dying. But you know it isn't the end. You know about the other worlds.
And you're right. They exist. |'ve been there. And | can take you back wth
ne."

The cadaver had picked up the spear and was holding it ready, aimnmed for
Hapl o' s heart. The dynast made an abrupt gesture, and the cadaver |owered the
weapon, brought it down butt end agai nst the cavern floor, and resuned
standing at attention

"Don't harmhim Take himto the dungeon,"” ordered Kl eitus. "Pons, take both
of themto the dungeons. W nust think this matter through.™

"The prince's body, Sire. Shall we send it to oblivion?"

"\Where are your brains, Pons?" the dynast denmanded irritably. "Of course not!
H s people will declare war against us. The corpse will tell us everything we
need to know to plan our defense. The Kairn Tel est nust be destroyed utterly,
of course. Then, you may send the beggar to oblivion along with the rest of
his clan. Keep his death hushed up the requisite nunber of waiting days unti
we can safely reaninmate him W don't want that rabble to strike before we're
ready. "

"And how | ong woul d you suggest, Sire?"
Kl eitus gave the body a professional evaluation. "A man of his youth and vi gor

with a strong hold on Iife, a passage of three days will be necessary to nake
certain the phantasmis tractable. W will be performng the raising ritua



oursel ves, of course. It's liable to be a bit tricky. One of the dungeon
necromancers can performthe preservation rites.”

The dynast left the room walking rapidly, the skirts of his robes flapping
about his ankles in his haste.

Probably, thought Haplo with an inward grin, going straight to the library or
wherever it is the ancient records are kept.

Cadavers hastened over at Pons's command. Two guards renoved the spear from
the body of the prince, lifted it between themand bore it away. Dead servants
brought water and soap to cl eanse the blood fromfloor and walls. Haplo stood
patiently off to one side, observing the proceedings. The chancellor, he

noti ced, kept avoiding |ooking at him Pons fussed about the room exclainmed

| oudly over bl oodstains on one of the wall tapestries, made a major production
of dispatching servants in search of powdered kairn grass to sprinkle on it.

"Well, | suppose that's all that can be done." Pons heaved a sigh. "I don't
know what |I'mgoing to say to Her Majesty when she sees this!"

"You m ght suggest to her husband that there are |ess violent ways of killing
a man," suggested Hapl o.

The chancel | or gave an unaffected start, glanced about fearfully at the

Patryn. "Oh, it's you!" He sounded alnost relieved. "I didn't realize—forgive
me. W have so few living prisoners. I'd quite forgotten you weren't a
cadaver. Here, I'll take you down nyself. Guards!"

Pons gestured. Two cadavers hurried to his side and all of them chancell or
and Haplo in front, guards behind, left the game room

"You appear to be a man of action," said the chancellor, glancing at Haplo.
"You didn't hesitate to attack that armed soldier who killed your dog. The
death of the prince of fended you?"

O fended? One Sartan killing another in cold bl ood? Anused, maybe, not

of fended. Haplo told hinself that was how he should feel. But he | ooked wth
di staste at the blood spattered on his clothing, rubbed it off with the back
of his hand.

"The prince was only doi ng what he thought was right. He didn't deserve to be
nmur dered. "

"I't was not nurder,"” retorted Pons crisply. "Prince Edmund's |ife belonged to
the dynast, as do the lives of all Hi s Myjesty's subjects. The dynast deci ded
that the young man woul d prove nore valuable to himdead than alive."

"He m ght have allowed the young man to give his opinion on the subject,™
Hapl o observed dryly.

The Patryn was attenpting to pay close attention to his whereabouts, but he'd
becorme i medi ately I ost in the maze of identical, interconnecting tunnels. He
recogni zed they were descending only by the slope of the snooth cavern fl oor
Soon, the gaslights were |eft behind. Crude torches burned in sconces on the
danp walls. Haplo could see, by the flaring light, faint traces of runes
running along the walls at floor |evel. Ahead of him he heard the echoing
sound of footsteps, heavy and shuffling, as if bearing a burden. The prince's
body, going to its not-so-final resting place.

The chancell or was frowning. "I find it very difficult to understand you, sir.



Your words come to nme out of a cloud of darkness, shot with lightning. | see
vi ol ence in you, violence that makes ne shudder, makes mny bl ood run col d.

see vaunting anbition, the desire for power achieved by any neans. You are no
stranger to death. Yet | sense that you are deeply disturbed by what was, in
reality, the execution of a rebel and a traitor."

"We don't kill our own," Haplo said softly.

"I beg your pardon?" Pons |eaned nearer. "\Wat was that?"
"I said, 'We don't kill our own,' " Haplo repeated shortly, succinctly. He
snapped his nouth shut, troubled, angry at being troubled. And he didn't nuch
like the way everyone around here seened to be able to stare into the heart
and soul of everyone el se.

' mgoing to wel come prison, he thought. Wl cone the soothing, cooling

dar kness, wel cone the silence. He needed the darkness, needed the quiet. He
needed time to reflect and think, decide on a course of action. He needed tine
to sort out and quash these disturbing and confusing thoughts. \Wich reni nded
him He needed a question answered.

"What's this | heard about a prophecy?"

"Prophecy?" Pons's eyes slid sideways to Haplo, slid rapidly away again. "Wen
did you hear about a prophecy?"

"Right after your guard tried to kill ne.

"Ah, but you'd only just regai ned consci ousness. You had suffered a severe
injury."

"My hearing wasn't injured. The duchess said sonethi ng about a prophecy.
wonder ed what she neant."

"Prophecy." The chancellor tapped a finger thoughtfully on his chin. "Let ne
see if | can remenber. | nust admit, now | come to think of it, that | was
rather baffled by her mentioning the subject. | can't imagi ne what she was

t hi nki ng! There have been so many prophecies given to our people over the past
centuries, you see. W use themto amuse the children.™

Hapl o' d seen the I ook on the chancellor's face when Jera nentioned the
prophecy. Pons hadn't been amused.

Before the Patryn coul d pursue the subject, the chancell or began di scussing,
wi th seem ng i nnocence, the runes on the gane pieces, obviously trying to
wheedl e information. Now it was Haplo's turn to dodge Pons's questions.
Eventual | y the chancel | or dropped the subject, the two proceeded through the
narrow corridors in silence.

The at nosphere of the cataconbs was dank and heavy and chill. The snell of
decay hung in the air so thickly that Haplo could have sworn he tasted it,
like oil on the back of the throat. The only sounds he heard were the
footsteps of the dead, |eading them on

"What's this?" came a strange voi ce suddenly.

The chancel | or gasped, involuntarily reached out and grasped hold of Haplo's
arm the living clinging to the living. Haplo hinmself was di sconcerted to feel
his heart lurch in his chest and did not rebuke Pons for touching him

al t hough he irritably shook the grasping hand free al nost i medi ately.



A ghostly shape energed fromthe shadows into the torchlight.

"Fl ane and ash, you startled ne, preserver!" Pons scol ded, mopping his
forehead with the sleeve of his black robes, trimed in green—+the mark of his
ranking in court. "Don't ever do that again!"

"I beg your pardon, My Lord, but we're not accustoned to seeing the living
down here.”

The figure bowed. Haplo saw+to his relief, although he didn't like to admt
it—that the man was alive.
"You better get used to it," Pons said in acerbic tones, obviously attenpting
to conpensate for his forner weakness. "Here's a live prisoner for you and
he's to be well treated, by orders of His Majesty."

"Live prisoners,"” said the preserver, with a cold glance at Haplo, "are a

nui sance. "

"I know, | know, but it can't be hel ped. This one—= Pons drew the preserver to
one side, whispered earnestly into the man's ear

The gaze of both nen shifted to tattooed runes on the skin of Haplo's hands
and arnms. Their stares nade his flesh crawl, but he forced hinself to stand
still beneath the scrutiny. He'd be dammed if he'd give themthe satisfaction
of seeing that they made hi m unconfortable.

The preserver didn't appear particularly nollified. "Freak or not, when all's
said and done, he has to be fed and watered and watched, doesn't he? And I'm
only one man down here during the sleep-half shift, with no help, although
|'ve asked for it often enough.”

"His Majesty is aware. . . deeply regrets. . . can't be done at this tinme .
" Pons was nurnuring.

The preserver snorted, waved a hand at Hapl o, gave an order to one of the
dead. "Put the live one in the cell next to the dead one who cane in tonight.
I can work on one and keep ny eye on the other."

"I"'mcertain Hs Majesty will be wanting to speak to you on the nmorrow, " said
t he chancellor, by way of bidding Haplo farewell

I"mcertain he will, Haplo answered, but not aloud. He pulled back fromthe
cadaver's touch. "Make that thing keep its hands off ne!l"

"What did | tell you?" the preserver demanded of Pons. "Cone with ne, then."

Hapl o and his escort marched past cells occupi ed by corpses, sone of them
lying on cold, stone beds, others up and noving aimessly about. In the
shadows, the phantasns coul d be seen hovering near their corpses, the faint
pal e gl ow they gave off softly illumnating the cell's darkness. lron bars
wi th | ocked doors prevented escape fromthe small, cavelike cells.

"You bolt the doors against the dead?" Hapl o asked, al most | aughing.
The preserver canme to halt, funbled with a key in the door of an enpty cell

@ ancing at the cell across fromhim Haplo saw the prince's corpse, a gaping
hole in its chest, being laid out on a stone bier by two cadavers.



"OfF course, we keep them | ocked up! You don't suppose | want them wandering
about underfoot? | have enough to do down here as it is. Hurry up. | haven't
got all night. That newest arrival isn't getting any fresher. | suppose you'l
be wanting sonething to eat and drink?" The preserver slammed shut the door
gl ared through the bars at his prisoner

"Just water." Haplo didn't have nuch appetite.

The preserver brought a cup, shoved it through the bars, |adled water froma
bucket into it. Haplo took a drink, spit it out. The water tasted decayed,
like everything snelled. Using the remainder, he washed the prince's blood
from his hands and arnms and | egs.

The preserver glowered, as if he considered this a waste of good water, but
sai d nothing. He was obviously in haste to begin his work on the prince. Haplo
| ay down on the hard stone, cushioned by a few handfuls of scattered kairn
grass.

A Sartan chant rose high-pitched and grating, echoing thinly through the
cells. At the sound, it seenmed anot her chant arose, al nost unheard, a ghastly
wai | i ng groan of unutterable sorrow. The phantasnms, Haplo told hinself. But

t he sounds remnminded himof the dog, of that last pain-filled yelp. He saw the
eyes | ooking at him confident that its master would be there to help, as
Hapl o had al ways been there. Faithful, believing in him to the end.

Haplo grit his teeth, and blotted the sight fromhis mnd. D gging his hand
into his pocket, he drew out one of the rune-bones he'd nanaged to pal mduring
the gane. He couldn't see it, in the darkness, but he turned it over in his
hand, fingers tracing the sigla carved into the surface.

CHAPTER * 25
OLD PROVI NCES, ABARRACH

" AND THEN, FATHER, " SAI D JERA, "THE PHANTASM BEGAN TO TAKE shape and
form—

"Becone solid, Daughter?"

"No." Jera hesitated, thoughtful, frowning, trying to put her menories into
words. "It remained ethereal, translucent. If | tried to touch it, ny hand
woul d feel nothing. But yet | could see .. . features, details. The insignia
he wore on his breastplate, the shape of his nose, battle scars on his arns.
Father, | could see the nan's eyes! Yes, his eyes! He | ooked at ne, |ooked at
all of us. And it was as if he'd won a great victory. Then, he ..

di sappeared. "

Jera spread her hands. So provocative were her words and so el oquent her
gesture that Alfred could al nbst see again the di aphanous figure dw ndl e and
fade like nmorning m st beneath an ever-shining sun

"You shoul d have seen," added Jonathan with his warm boyish | augh, "the
expression on old Pons's face!™

"Mmm vyes," nuttered the earl
Jera flushed delicately. "Husband dear, this matter is really quite serious.”

"I know, darling, | know " Jonathan struggled to regain his self-conposure.
"But you have to admit, it was funny . "



A snmile crept over Jera's lips. "More wi ne, Papa," she said, and hastily noved
to fill her father's gl ass.

When she thought the earl wasn't watching, Jera shook her head in fond, nock
reproof at her husband, who grinned back at her and w nked.

The earl saw and wasn't anused. Al fred had the unconfortable inpression there
wasn't much that went on around himthat the earl didn't see. A dried-up

wi zened husk of a man, the earl kept his beady bl ack-eyed gaze constantly
darting about the room then suddenly sent the darts into Al fred.

"I"'d like to see you do that spell of yours." The earl spoke as if Al fred had
performed a rather ingenious card trick. The earl |eaned forward in his chair,
bal anci ng hi msel f on sharp-pointed elbows. "Do it again. 1'Il call one of the
cadavers. \Wich one. Daughter, can we afford to spare—=

"Il + couldn't!" Alfred stanmered, beconming nore and nore flustered as he

sought to grope his way through the norass threatening to engulf him "It was
i mpul se. Act of the ... the nmoment, you see. | looked up and . .. there was
that sword c-com ng down. The runes .. . just popped into my head ... er... so
to speak."

" And just popped back out again, eh?" The earl jabbed a sharp-boned finger
into Alfred's ribs. Every part of the old man's body appeared to have been
honed on a gri ndst one.

"So to speak," returned Alfred faintly.

The earl chuckl ed and poked himagain. Alfred could al nost envision truth
bei ng sucked out of himlike bl ood whenever that knifelike finger or those
knifelike eyes touched him But what was the truth? Did he truly not know what
he'd done? O was one part of himhiding it fromthe other, as he'd grown so
adept at doing over these many years of being forced to conceal his true
identity?

Al fred passed a shaki ng hand through his thinning hair.
"Father, |leave himbe." Jera cane to stand at Alfred' s side, placed her hands
on his shoul ders. "Mre wine, Sir?"

"No, thank you, Your G ace."
woul d excuse nme, |I'mvery tired. 1'd like to lay down .

Al fred' s glass stood untouched, untasted. "If you

"OfF course, Sir," said Jonathan. "W've been thoughtl ess, keeping you up well
into the dynast's sleep tine after what nust have been a terrible cycle for
you—=

More than you know, Alfred said to hinself sadly, with a shudder. Far nore
than you know He rose unsteadily to his feet.

"I'"ll show you to your room" Jera offered.

The faint sound of a bell chimed softly through the gas-1ighted darkness. Al
four in the room hushed, three of them exchanged consci ous gl ances.

"That will be news fromthe pal ace," said the earl, starting to rise on
creaking |inbs.

"Il go," Jera said. "W daren't trust the dead." She left them disappearing



into the shadows.

"You'll want to hear this, I'msure, Sir," said the earl, black eyes
glittering. He waved a hand, inviting—er ordering-Alfred to be seated.

Al fred had no choice but to sink back down into the chair, although he was

m serably conscious of the fact that he didn't want to hear whatever news cane
swiftly and secretly in what, for this world, were the wani ng hours of the
cycl e.

The nmen waited in silence, Jonathan's face was pale and troubled, the old earl
| ooked crafty and enthused. Alfred stared bl eakly, hopelessly at a blank wall.

The earl lived in Ad Province, on what had once been a | arge and affl uent
estate. Ages ago, the land had been alive, worked by i mense nunbers of
cadavers. The house had overl ooked wavi ng stands of kairn grass and tall,

bl ue-flowered lanti trees. Now the house itself had beconme a cadaver. The
lands round it were barren, lifeless seas of ash-nmud created by the endl ess
rain.

The earl's dwelling was not a cavern-formed structure, as were nany in
Necropolis, but had been built of blocks of stone, reminding Alfred strongly
of the castles the Sartan had created during the height of their power in the
H gh Real ns of Arianus.

The castle was | arge, but nmost of the back rooms had been shut off and
abandoned, their upkeep difficult to maintain because the only person who
dwelt here was the earl and the cadavers of old servants. But the front part
of the house was exceptionally well preserved, conpared to other mournful and
di | api dated dwel lings they had passed during the carriage ride through the AQd
Provi nces.

"Its the ancient runes, you see," the earl told Alfred, with a sharp gl ance.
"Most people took themoff. Couldn't read them and thought they made the place
| ook ol d-fashioned. But | left themon, took care of them And they've taken
care of me. Kept ny house standi ng when many another's sunk into dust."

Al fred could read the runes, could alnost feel the strength of the nagic
uphol ding the walls over the centuries. But he said nothing, fearful of saying
t oo much.

The lived-in portion of the castle consisted of downstairs utility roons: a
ki tchen, servants' quarters, pantry, front and back entry-ways, and a

| aboratory where the earl conducted his experinments in attenpting to bring
life back to the soil of the Ad Provinces. The two | evels above were divided
into confortable famly living quarters: bedchanbers, guest roons, draw ng
room dining area

A dynast clock [1] headed for its bedchanber, indicating the current tinme.
Al fred thought |ongingly of bed, sleep, blessed oblivion, if only for a few
hours before returning to this waki ng ni ght nare.

He nust have actually dozed of f, because when a door opened, he experienced

t he unpl easant tingling sensation of being awakened from a nap he had never
meant to take. Blinking, he focused bleary eyes on Jera and a man w apped in a
bl ack cl oak, emerging froma doorway at the far end of the room

"I thought you should hear this news from Tomas hinself, in case you had any
guestions," said Jera.



Al fred knew, then, that the news was bad and he let his head sink into his
hand. How nuch nore could he take?

"The prince and the stranger with the rune-covered skin are both dead," said
Tomas in a |l ow voice. He stepped into the light, pulled the cowl fromoff his
head. He was a young nan, near Jonathan's age. His robes were dirty, fouled
with mud as if he had ridden hard and fast. "The dynast executed both of them
this very night in the pal ace gam ng room"

"Were you present? Did you see it happen?" the earl demanded, sharp-hewn face
jutting forward, seeming to slice the air in its eagerness.

"No, but | talked to a dead guard whose duty it was to take the bodies to the
cataconbs. It told nme that the preserver was being set to work to naintain
both nen."

"The dead told you!" The old man sneered. "You can't trust the dead."

"I amwell aware of that, Mlord. | pretended that | didn't know the dynast
had cancel ed his rune-bone gane and bl undered into the gam ng room The
cadavers were cleaning up a great pool of blood—fresh bl ood. A bl ood-covered
spear, its tip notched, lay nearby. There can be little doubt. The nmen are
dead. "

Jera shook her head, sighed. "Poor prince. Poor young man, so. handsone,
honorabl e. But one's ill fortune can be another's good |uck, as they say."

"Yes," said the old man fiercely, eagerly. "Qur luck!"

"All we need do is rescue the cadavers. The prince and your friend s." Jera
turned briskly to Alfred. "It will be dangerous, of course, but—y dear sir,"
she said in sudden consternation, "are you all right? Jonathan, bring hima
gl ass of stal agma."

Al fred sat staring at her, unable to nove, unable to think in any rationa
manner. Words burst forth fromhim He rose, clunmsy and stunbling, to his
feet. "Haplo, the prince—dead. Murdered. My own people. Killing wantonly. And
you—you callous .. . Treating death as if it were nothing nore than a nild

i nconveni ence, a nuisance, like a cold in the head!"

"Here, drink this." Jonathan held out a glass of a foul-snmelling liquor. "You
shoul d have eaten nore at di nner—

"Dinner!" Alfred cried hoarsely. He knocked the gl ass away, backed up until he
bunped into a wall and could go no farther. "The lives of two people have been

torn fromthem and you can talk only of eating nore dinner! O ... of
recovering their . . . their bodies!"

"Sir, | assure you. The corpses will be well treated." This from Tomas, the
stranger. "I know the | ate-cycle preserver, personally. He is highly skilled
inthis art. You will note little change in your friend—=

"Little change!" Alfred ran his trenbling hand over his bald head. "It is
death that gives life its neaning. Death, the great equalizer. Man, woman,
peasant, king, rich, poor: all of us fellow travelers to our journey's end.
Life is sacred, precious, a thing to value, to cherish, not to be taken
lightly or wantonly. You have | ost all respect for death and thereby al
respect for life. Stealing a man's life is no nore a crine to you than
than stealing his noney!"



"Crimel" countered Jera. "You talk of crime? You were the one who committed
the crime! You destroyed the body, sent the phantasminto oblivion where it
will chafe forever, bereft of any formor shape."

"It had form it had shape!" Alfred cried. "You saw it! The man was finally
free!" He paused, confounded by what he'd said.

"Free?" Jera stared at himin bewildernment. "Free to do what? Free to go
wher e?"

Al fred flushed hotly, shivered with chills. The Sartan, dem gods. Capabl e of
forging worlds fromone that was dooned. Capabl e of creation. But creation had
been brought about by destruction. Qur magic led the way to necromancy. This
next step was inevitable. Fromcontrolling Iife, to controlling death.

Yet why is that so terrible? Wy does every fiber of nmy being revolt against
this practice?

He saw, once again, the mausol eum back on Arianus, the bodies of his friends
lying in their tonbs. He'd felt a sadness when he had visited themthe |ast
time before he'd left Arianus. His sorrow was not so much for them he
realized, as for hinself. Left alone.

He recalled, as well, the deaths of his parents in the Labyrinth.

No, Al fred renenbered confusedly. That had been Haplo's parents. But he'd felt
the tearing grief, the raging anger, the terrible fear. .. . Again, for
hinsel f. For Haplo, that is. Left alone. The nangl ed bodi es who had fought and
struggl ed had found peace at |ast. Death had taught Haplo to hate, hate the
eneny who had | ocked his parents inside the prison that had killed them But,
al t hough Hapl o mi ght not know it hinself, death had taught him other |essons,
as well.

And now Hapl o was dead. And |'d al nost begun to think there was a chance that
he ...

A whine broke in on Alfred' s thoughts. The sw pe of a tongue, cold and wet on
his skin, made himjunp.

A bl ack, nondescript dog gazed up at himworriedly, cocked its head to one
side. It raised a paw, placed it on Alfred s knee. Liquid brown eyes offered
consol ation for trouble felt, if not understood.

Al fred stared at the dog, then, recovering fromhis initial shock, he threw
his arms around the animal's neck. He could al nost have wept.

The dog had been prepared to offer synpathy, but such rough famliarity was
apparently not to be tolerated. It wiggled out of Afred s grasp, regarded
the man in puzzl enment.

Way all the fuss? it seemed to say. |'monly obeying orders.

Watch him Haplo's final command

"G good boy," Alfred said, reaching out gingerly to pat the furry black head.
The dog submitted to the caress, indicating, with a dignified air, that head

patti ng was acceptable and the relationship m ght advance to ear scratching,
but a line had to be drawn sonewhere and it hoped that Al fred understood.



Al fred did understand.
"Hapl 0o's not dead! He's alivel" he cried.
Looki ng around, he saw everyone in the roomstaring at him

"How did you do that?" Jera's face was livid, her lips white. "The beast's
corpse was destroyed! W sawit!"

"Tell me, Daughter! \What are you talking about?" her father demanded
i rascibly.

"That.. . that dog, Father! It was the one the guard threwinto the nud pit!"
"Are you sure? Maybe it resenbl es—

"OfF course |'msure, Father! Look at Alfred. He knows the dog! And the dog
knows him"

"Anot her trick. How did you manage this one?" the earl asked. "Wat marvel ous
magic is this? If you can restore cadavers that have been destroyed—

"I told you, Father!" Jera gasped, hardly able to speak for awe. "The
pr ophecy!"

Si | ence. Jonat han gazed at Alfred with the undi sqgui sed and fasci nated wonder
of a child. The earl, his daughter, and the stranger regarded the Sartan with
shrewd, thoughtful eyes, perhaps plotting how best they could nake use of him

"No trick! Not ne! | didn't do anything," Alfred protested. "It wasn't ny
magi ¢ that brought the dog back. It's Haplo' s—=

"Your friend? But, | assure you, sir, he's dead," said Jonathan, with a gl ance
at his wife that said plainly, Poor man's gone nad."

"No, no, he's not dead. Your friend, here, nust be m staken. You didn't
actually see the body, did you?" Al fred asked.

"I didn't. But the blood, the spear—

"I tell you," Alfred insisted, "that the dog would not be here if Haplo were

dead. | can't explain how | know, because |I am not even certain ny theory
about the animal is the correct one. But | do know this. It would take nore
than a spear to kill my... er... friend. Hs magic is powerful, very
powerful ."

"Well, well. There's no use arguing over it. Either he's alive or he isn't.

Al the nore reason for us to get him or what's left of him out of the
dynast's clutches," said the earl. He turned to Tonmas. "And, now, sir, when
will the resurrection on the prince be perfornmed?"

"Three cycles hence, according to ny source, Mlord."
"That gives us tine," Jera said, twining her fingers together, her expression
thoughtful. "Time to plan. And tine to get a nessage to his people. Wen
Prince Edmund doesn't return, they will guess what has happened. They nust be
warned not to do anything until we're ready."

"Ready? Ready for what?" asked Al fred, perplexed.



"War," said Jera.

War. Sartan fighting Sartan. In all the centuries of Sartan history, there had
never been such a tragedy. We sundered a world to save it from conquest by our
eneny and we succeeded. W& won a great victory.

And | ost.
CHAPTER * 26
NECROPOLI S, ABARRACH

ONE CYCLE FOLLOW NG THE PRI NCE' S DEATH, THE DYNAST CANCELED hi s audi ence hour,
a thing he had never before been known to do. The Lord H gh Chancell or gave it
out publicly that H's Majesty was fatigued with pressures of state. Privately,
Pons allowed it to be known to a privileged few, "in strictest confidence,"
that Hi s Majesty had received disturbing reports concerning an eneny arny
canped across the Fire Sea,

As Kleitus had foreseen, the alarnm ng news drizzled down anmong Necropolis's

i nhabitants like the incessant |aze, creating an atnosphere of tension and
pani c quite conducive to his plans. He spent the cycle secreted in the pal ace
library, quite alone, except for the dead who guarded himand they didn't
matter anyway.

Elihn, God in One, |ooked on Chaos with displeasure. He stretched forth his
hand and this nmotion created the Wave Prinme. [1] Order was established, taking
the formof a world blessed with intelligent life. Elihn was pleased with his
creation and granted all good things needed to sustain life thereon. Once he
set the Wave in nmotion, Elihn left the world, knowi ng that the Wave woul d

mai ntain the world and a Caretaker was no | onger necessary. The three races
created by the Wave, elves, humans, and dwarves, lived in harnony.

"Mensch," Kleitus declared in disdain and scanned rapidly over the next few
par agraphs of text, which dealt with the creation of the first races, now
known as the | esser races. The particular itemof information he sought

woul dn't be found in this section, although he renenbered it as being near the
begi nning of the dissertation. It had been a long tinme since he'd read this
particul ar manuscript, and at that tine he'd paid scant attention to it. He'd
been searching for a way out of this world, not a history of another world

| ong dead and gone.

But, during the small hours of a sleepless sleep-half, a phrase had cone to
Hs Majesty's nind, a phrase he recalled reading fromthe pages of a text. The
phrase brought himbolt upright in his bed. Its discovery was of such

i mportance that it had pronpted himto cancel the cyclical audience. A rummage
t hrough his nmenory brought the book to recollection. He had only to track it
down and corner the words.

Inits effort to maintain balance and prevent degeneration back into Chaos,
the Wave Prine constantly corrects itself. Thus the Wave rises and thus it
di ps. Thus there is light and thus darkness. Thus good and thus evil. Thus
peace, thus war.

At the world's beginning, during what were known falsely as the Dark Ages,
peopl e believed in magical |laws and in spiritual |aws, balanced by physica
laws. But as tine passed, a newreligion swept the land. It was known as
"science." Propagating physical |aws, science ridiculed the spiritual and the
magi cal laws, claimng that they were "illusions."



The human race, because of their short-lived span of time, became particularly
enanored of this new religion, which held out the fal se prom se of

imortality. They referred to this period of time as the Renai ssance. The

el ven race maintained their belief in magic and were now consequently
persecuted and driven fromthe world. The dwarven race, quite skilled wth

t hi ngs mechanical, offered to work with the humans. But the humans want ed

sl aves, not partners, and so the dwarves left the world on their own, taking
refuge beneath the ground. Eventually, humans forgot these other races, ceased
to believe in magic. The Wave | ost its shape, becanme erratic, one end bul ged
with strength and power, the other end was flat and weak.

But the Wave would ever correct itself and it did, at horrific cost. At the
end of the twentieth century, the humans unl eashed a terrible war upon

t hensel ves. Their weapons were marvels of scientific design and technol ogy and
brought death and destruction to untold nmillions. In that day, science
destroyed itself.

The dynast frowned in displeasure. Certain parts of this work appeared to him
to be wild surm se and specul ati on. He had never known any nensch—all those in
Kai rn Necros had di ed before he'd been born—but he found it extrenely
difficult to believe that any "J" race would bring deliberate destruction
on itself.

"I did find corroborating texts to back this up." He often spoke aloud to

hi nsel f when in the library, to relieve the incessant, nerve-racking silence.
"But the witers canme out of the sanme early period of our history and probably
shared the sanme faulty information. Thus they all might be considered suspect.
| shall keep that in mind."

The survivors were plunged into what was known as the Age of Dust, during
which they were forced to struggle to sinply remain alive. It was during this
struggle that there arose a nutant strain of humans who coul d, now that the

i ncessant din of science was shattered, hear the flow of the Wave around them
and feel it within them They recognized and utilized the Wave's potential for
magi cal power. They devel oped the runes, to direct and channel the nagic.

W zards, nmale and femal e, banded together in order to bring hope to lives | ost
i n darkness. They called thensel ves Sartan, meaning, in the rune |anguage,
"Those Who Bring Back Light."

"Yes, yes." The dynast sighed. He'd fornerly had little use for history, for a
past dead and gone, a corpse decayed beyond the point of resurrection

O, perhaps not.

The task proved enornous. We Sartan were few in nunber. In order to facilitate
the rebirth of the world, we went forth and taught the npbst rudi mentary use of
magic to the | esser peoples, reserving the true nature and power of the Wave
for ourselves, that we mght maintain control and prevent the catastrophe that
had occurred from reoccurring.

Fondly, we believed that we were the Wave. Too late, we realized that we
ourselves were only a part of the Wave, that we had become a bulge in the Wave
and that the Wave woul d take corrective action. Too |ate, we discovered that
some of us had forsaken the altruistic goals of our work. These w zards sought
power through the magic, they sought rulership of the world. Patryns, they
cal I ed thensel ves, "Those Wio Return to Darkness."

"Ah!" Kleirus took a breath and settled hinself to read nore carefully and
conci sel y.



The Patryns naned thensel ves thus in nockery of us, their brethren, and
because, in the beginning, they were forced to work in dark and secret places
in order to remain hidden fromus. They are a close-knit people, fiercely

| oyal to each other and to their one abiding goal, which is the absolute and
conpl ete dom nation of the world.
"Absol ute and conpl ete dom nation,"
wi th his hand.

the dynast repeated, rubbing his forehead

It proved inpossible to penetrate such a closed society and learn their
secrets. W Sartan tried, but those we sent anong the Patryns di sappeared; it
can only be assumed that they were discovered and destroyed. Thus we know
little about the Patryns or their magic.

Kl ei rus scowl ed in di sappoi ntrent, but continued readi ng.

It is theorized that the Patryns' use of rune-nmagic is grounded in the
physi cal portion of the Wave, whereas our magic tends to be based in the
spiritual. W sing the runes and dance them and draw themin the air,
resorting to physically transcribing them when necessity dictates.

The Patryns, on the other hand, rely heavily on the physical representation of
the runes thensel ves, even going so far as to paint themon their own bodies
in order to enhance their magic. | trace—

The dynast stopped, returned, and read the words over again. 'Paint them on
their own bodies in order to enhance their magic.' He continued on, reading
aloud. 'l trace, as a curiosity, some of the rune structures that they have
been known to use. Note the simlarity to our runes, but note also that it is
the barbaric manner in which the sigla are constructed that radically alters
the magic, creating—as it were—an entirely new | anguage of crude but forceful
magi cal power.'’

Kleirus lifted several of the rune-bones fromhis game and pl aced themon the
page, next to the drawi ngs of that ancient Sartan author. The matches were
al nost perfect. "It's so blasted obvious. Wy didn't | ever notice before?"

Shaki ng his head, vexed at hinself, he resuned reading.

The Wave, for the nonent, appears stable. But there are those anbng us who
fear that the Patryns are growi ng stronger and that the Wave is beginning to
bul ge again. There are sone who argue that we nust go to war, stop the Patryns
now. There are sonme, nyself included, who caution that we nust do nothing to
upset the bal ance or the Wave will bulge in the other direction

The treatise continued on, but the dynast dosed the text. It contai ned nothing
nore about the Patryns, wandered into specul ati on about what m ght happen if

t he Wave bul ged. The dynast already knew the answer. It had, and then had cone
the Sundering, and then life in this tonb of a world. So nmuch he knew of the
hi story of the Sartan.

But he had forgotten the Patryns, the ancient eneny, bringers of darkness,
possessors of a "crude but forceful" magical power.

' Absol ute and conpl ete dom nation . " he repeated softly to hinmself. "Wat
fool s we've been. What conplete and utter fools. But it isn't too late. They
think they're clever. They think they can catch us unawares. But it won't
wor k. "

After several nore nonents' reflection, he beckoned to one of the cadavers.



"Send for the Lord Hi gh Chancellor."

The dead servant left, returning al nost instantaneously with Pons, whose val ue
lay in the fact that he was al ways where he could be easily found when he was
want ed and was conveni ently absent when he wasn't.

"Your Mpjesty," said Pons, bow ng | ow.

"Has Tonas returned?"

"Just this noment, | believe."

"Bring himto us."

"Here, Your Myjesty?"

Kl ei tus paused, glanced around, nodded. "Yes, here."

The matter being an inportant one, Pons went on the errand hinself. One of the
cadavers m ght have been dispatched to fetch the young nman, but there was

al ways the possibility, with the dead servants, that the cadaver m ght bring
back a basket of rez flowers, having conpletely forgotten its origina

i nstructi ons.

Pons returned to one of the public roons, where | arge nunbers of couriers and
suitors were wont to be found. The dynast's appearance in the roomwoul d have
struck themlike a bolt of lightning fromthe col ossus, shocking theminto a
frenzy of fawning and bowi ng and scraping. As it was, the appearance of the
Lord Hi gh Chancellor sent a mld jolt through the throng. A few of the

| ower -ranki ng menbers of the nobility bowed humbly, the upper echel on ceased
t heir rune-bone playing and conversations and turned their heads. Those who
knew Pons well gave him greeting, nuch to the jeal ous envy of those who did
not .

"What's up, Pons?" asked one | anguidly.
The Lord Hi gh Chancellor smled. "H's Majesty is in need—
Nurrer ous couriers rose instantly to their feet.

"—of a living nmessenger,
bored i ndifference.

Pons finished. He gazed about the roomw th apparent

"Errand boy, huh?" A baron yawned.

The upper echel on, knowi ng that this was a nmenial task, one that probably
woul dn't even invol ve actually seeing the dynast, returned to their ganes and
gossi p.

"You, there." Pons gestured to a young man standi ng near the back of the room
"What is your nane?"

"Tomas, My Lord."

"Tormas. You'll do. Cone this way."

Tomas bowed in silent acqui escence and foll owed the Lord H gh Chancel |l or out
of the antechanmber into the private and guarded section of the palace. Neither

spoke, beyond one brief exchange of significant glances on |eaving the
ant echanber. The Lord Hi gh Chancel |l or preceded the young man, who wal ked



several paces behind Pons as was proper, his hands folded in his sleeves, his
bl ack and untrimed cow drawn | ow over his head.

The Lord Hi gh Chancell or paused outside the library, made a sign to the young
man to wait. Tomas did as he was bid, standing silently in the shadows. One of
t he dead guards thrust open the stone door. Pons |ooked inside, Kleitus had
returned to his reading. On hearing the door open, he glanced up and—seeing
hi s m ni st er—nodded.

Pons beckoned to the young nman, who slid out of the shadows and in through the
door. The Lord Hi gh Chancellor entered with him shut the door softly behind
him The cadavers guarding Hi s Majesty took up their positions.

The dynast returned to perusing the text spread out on the table before him

The young man and Pons stood quietly, waiting.

"You have been to the earl's dwelling, Tomas?" Kleitus asked, w thout | ooking
up.

"I have just now returned, Sire," said the young man, bow ng.
"And you found them there—the duke and duchess and the stranger?"
"Yes, Your Mjesty."

"And you did as you were told?"

"Yes, of course, Sire."

"Wth what result?"

'"A—a rather peculiar result, Sire. If | may explain—= Tomas took a step
f or war d.

Kleitus, eyes on his text, waved a negligent hand.

Tomas frowned, glanced at Pons, the young man asking if the dynast was paying
attention.

The Lord Hi gh Chancellor answered with a perenptory raise of his eyebrows,
meaning, "H's Majesty is paying far nore attention to you than you m ght
wi sh."

Tomas, now appearing sonmewhat unconfortable, |aunched into his report. "As
Your Majesty is aware, the duke and duchess believe that | amone of their
party, involved in this misguided rebellion.” The young man paused to bow, to
denonstrate his true feelings.

The dynast turned a page.

Tomas, receiving no acknow edgnent, continued, disconfiture growing. "I told
them of the prince's nurder—

"Murder?" Kleitus stirred, the hand turning the page paused.
Tomas cast Pons a pl eadi ng gl ance.

"Forgive him Mjesty," the Lord Hi gh Chancellor said softly, "but that is how
the rebels would view the prince's | awmful execution. Tomas nust appear to join



in their views, in order to convince themthat he is one of them and thus
remai n useful to Your Majesty.”

The dynast resunmed the turning of his page, smpothed it with his hand.

Tomas, with a small sigh of relief, continued, "I told themthat the man with
t he rune-pai nted skin was dead, as well." The young nman hesitated, uncertain
how to conti nue.

"Wth what result?" Kleitus pronpted, running a finger down the page.

"The man's friend, the one who killed the dead, denied the report."

The dynast | ooked up fromhis reading. "Denied it?"

"Yes, Your Majesty. He said he knew that his friend, whomthey called 'Haplo,"
was alive."

"He knew it, you say?" The dynast exchanged gl ances with the Lord High
Chancel | or.

"Yes, Sire. He seened quite firmy convinced of the fact. It had something to
do with a dog—~

H s Majesty was about to say sonething, but the Lord Hi gh Chancellor raised a
finger in a warding, albeit highly respectful, nmanner

"Dog?" Pons asked. "What about a dog?"

"A dog entered the roomwhile | was there. It went up to the stranger, whose
nane is Alfred. This Alfred appeared quite pleased to see the dog and he said
t hat now he knew Hapl o wasn't dead."

"What did this dog | ook Iike?"

Tomas thought back. 'A largish animal. Black fur, with white eyebrows. Ifs
very intelligent. O seens so. It... listens. To conversations. Alnost as if
it understood—=

"The very animal, Sire." Pons turned to Kleitus. "The one that was thrown into
the boiling mud pit. | sawit die! Its body sucked down beneath the ooze."

"Yes, that's exactly right!" Tonas appeared amazed. "That's what the duchess
sai d, Your Mjesty! She and the duke couldn't believe their eyes. The duchess
Jera sai d sonething about the prophecy. But the stranger, Alfred, denied nost
vehemently that he'd had anything to do with it."

"What did he say about the dog, howit came to be alive?"

"He said he couldn't explain, but if the dog is alive, then Haplo nust be
alive."

"Exceedingly strange!" nurnured Kleitus. 'And did you find out, Tonmas, how
these two strangers nanaged to nmake their way to Kairn Necros?"

"A ship, Sire. According to the duke, who told ne as | was |eaving, they
arrived in a ship which they left docked at Safe Harbor

The ship is made of a strange substance and is, by the duke's account, covered
with runes, much like the stranger Haplo's body."



"And what do the duke and duchess and the old earl plan to do now?"

"They are sending, this cycle, a nessage to the prince's people, telling them
of their ruler's untinmely death. In three cycles' tine, when the resurrection
is conplete, the duke and duchess plan to rescue the prince's cadaver and
return himto his people and urge themto declare war on Your Mjesty. The
earl's faction will join with the people of Kairn Telest."

"So, in three cycles, they plot to break into the pal ace dungeons and rescue
the prince."

"That is true, Sire."
"And you offered themyour wlling assistance, Tomas?"

"As you comranded nme, Sire. | amto neet with themthis night, to go over the
final details."”

"Keep us apprised. You run a risk, you know that? If they di scover you are a
spy, they will kill you and send you into oblivion."

"I welcome the risk, Sire." Tomas placed his hand over his heart, bowed | ow.
"I am completely devoted to Your Mjesty."

"Conti nue your good work and your devotion will be rewarded." Kleitus |owered
his eyelids, resuned his readi ng.

Tomas | ooked at Pons, who indicated that the interview was at an end. Bow ng
again, the young man left the library alone, escorted through the dynast's
private chanbers by one of the servant cadavers.

When Tomas was gone and the door shut behind him Kl eitus | ooked up fromhis
book. It was obvious, fromthe staring, searching expression, that he hadn't
seen the page |ying open before him He was |ooking far away, far beyond the
cavern wal I s surroundi ng him

The Lord Hi gh Chancell or watched the eyes grow dark and shadowed, saw |ines
deepen in the forehead. A tingle of apprehension knotted Pons's stomach. He
glided nearer, treading softly, not daring to disturb. He knew he was wanted,
because he had not been di sm ssed. Approaching the table, he sat down in a
chair and waited in silence.

A long time passed. Kleitus stirred, sighed.

Pons, knowi ng his cue, asked softly, "Your Mjesty understands all this: the
arrival of the two strangers, the man with the runes on his skin, the dog that
was dead and is now alive?"

"Yes, Pons, we believe we do."

The Lord Hi gh Chancell or waited, again, in silence.

"The Sundering," said the dynast. "The cataclysnic war that would once and for
all bring peace to our universe. Wiat if we told you that we didn't wi n that
war as we have so fondly assuned all these centuries? Wat if we told you,

Pons, that we | ost?"

"Sirel"



"Defeat. That is why the help that was proni sed us never canme. The Patryns
have conquered the other worlds. Now they wait, poised, to take over this one.
W are all that remmins. The hope of the universe."

"The prophecy!" Pons whispered, and there was true awe in his tone. At |ast,
he was begi nning to believe.

Kleitus noticed his mnister's conversion, noticed that faith cane rather
late, but smiled grimy and said nothing. It wasn't inportant.

"And now, chancellor, |eave us," he added, com ng out of his nonentary
reverie. "Cancel all our engagenments for the next two cycles. Say that we have
recei ved di sturbing news concerning the hostile enemnmy force across the Fire
Sea and that we are naking preparations to protect our city. W will see no
one."

"Does that include Her Myjesty, Sire?"

The marri age had been one of conveni ence, meant to do nothing nore than
mai ntain the dynastic rule. Kleitus XIV had produced Kl eitus XV, along with
several other sons and daughters. The dynasty was assured.

"You, alone, are excepted, Pons. But only in an emergency."

"Very good, Sire. And where will | find Your Majesty if | amin need of
counsel ?"

"Here, Pons," said Kl eitus, glancing around the library. "Studying. There is
much to be done, and only two cycles in which to do it."

CHAPTER * 27
OLD PROVI NCES, ABARRACH

THE TI ME PERI OD WAS KNOWN AS THE DYNAST' S WAKI NG HOUR AND, al t hough the dynast
hinsel f was far away in the city of Necropolis, the household in Ad Province
was up and stirring. The dead had to be roused fromtheir slunber tinme state
of lethargy, the magic that kept them functional renewed, and their daily
tasks urged on them Jera, as necromancer in her father's house, noved anong

t he cadavers, chanting the runes that brought the nockery of life to the
servants and workers.

The dead do not sleep, as do the living. They are told at slunber tine to sit
down and not nove about, for fear of disturbing the living menbers of the
househol d. The cadavers obediently take thensel ves to whatever out-of-the-way
spot can be found for themand wait, notionless and silent, through the

sl eepi ng hours.

"They do not sleep, but are they dream ng?" Al fred wondered, regarding them
wi th wenching pity.

It may have been his imagination, but he fancied that during this tinme when
contact with the living was forgone, set aside until the nmorrow, the faces of
t he dead grew sad. The phantasm shapes hovering over their physical husks
cried out in despair. Lying on his bed, Al fred tossed and turned, his rest
broken by the restl ess sighs of whispered keening.

"What a quaint fancy," said Jera, over breakfast.

The duke and duchess and Al fred dined together. The earl had al ready broken



his fast, she explained apol ogetically, and had gone downstairs to work in his
| aboratory. Alfred was able to obtain only a vague idea of what the old nan
was doi ng, sonething about experinmenting with varieties of kairn grass to see
if he could develop a hardy strain that could be grown in the cold and barren
soil of the A d Provinces.

"The mpani ng sound rnust have been the wind you heard," Jera continued, pouring
kai rn-grass tea and dishing up rashers of torb. [1] (Alfred, who had been
afraid to ask, was vastly relieved to note that a living femal e servant did

t he cooking.)

"Not unless the wind has a voice and words to speak,"” Alfred said, but he said
it to his plate and no one el se heard him

"You know, | used to think the sane thing when | was a child," said Jonathan
"Funny, 1'd forgotten all about it until you brought it up. |I had an old nanny
who used to sit with ne during sleep-tinme and, after she died, her corpse was
reani mated and, naturally, she came back into the nursery to do what she'd

al ways done in life. But I couldn't sleep with her in there, after she was
dead. It seened to nme she was crying. Mther tried to explain it was just ny

i magi nation. | suppose it was, but at that tine it was very real to ne."

"What happened to her?" Alfred asked.

Jonat han appeared slightly shanefaced. "Mther eventually had to get rid of
her. You know how children get something fixed in their mnds. You can't argue
logically with a child. They talked and tal ked to nme but nothing would do but
that nanny had to go."

"What a spoiled brat!" said Jera, smiling at her husband over her teacup

"Yes, | rather think I was," said Jonathan, flushing in enbarrassnment. "I was
t he youngest, you know. By the way, dear, speaking of home—

Jera set down her teacup, shook her head. "Qut of the question. | know how
worried you are about the harvest, but Rift Ridge is the first place the
dynast's men will come searching for us."

"But won't this place be the second?" Jonathan inquired, pausing in his
eating, his fork halfway to his nouth.

Jera ate her breakfast conplacently. "I received a nmessage from Tomas this
nmorni ng. The dynast's men have set out for Rift Ridge. It will take them at

| east a half cycle's march to reach our castle. They'll waste tine searching,
and then another half cycle's journey back to report. If Kleitus even cares
about us anynore, now that he has this war to fight, he'll order themto cone
here. They can't possibly arrive in Ad Provinces before tomorrow. And we're
| eaving this cycle, once Tonas returns.”

"I'sn't she wonderful, Alfred?" said Jonathan, regarding his wife admringly.
"I woul d have never reasoned any of that out. |I'd have run off wildly, wthout
t hi nki ng, and | anded right in the arns of the dynast's nen."

"Yes, wonderful,"” nmunbled Al fred.

This tal k of troops searching for them and sneaki ng about in the slunber-tine
and hiding completely unnerved him The snell and sight of the greasy torb on
his plate nade hi m nauseous. Jera and Jonathan were gazing lovingly into each
other's eyes. Albert lifted a largish piece of torb off his plate and slipped
it to the dog, who was lying at his feet. The treat was graciously accepted,



with a wag of the tail.

After breakfast, the duke and duchess di sappeared to make arrangenents for the
ni ght's decanpnment. The earl remained in the |aboratory. Alfred was left to
his own di smal conpany (and that of the ever-present dog). He wandered the
house, and eventually found the library.

The room was snall and wi ndowl ess, |ight came from gl owi ng gas | anps on the
wal |'s. Shelves, built into the stone walls, housed nunerous vol umes. A few
were quite old, their Ieather binding cracked and worn. He approached these in
some trepidation, not certain what he feared finding; perhaps voices fromthe
past, speaking to himof failure and defeat. He was vastly relieved to see
that they were nothing nore alarmng than nonographs witten on agricultura
topics: The Cultivation of Kairn G ass, D seases Common to the Pauka.

"There's even," he said conversationally, glancing down, "a book on dogs."
The animal, hearing its name, pricked its ears and thunped its tail against
the floor.

"Although | bet | wouldn't find mention of anything |like you!" Alfred
nmur mur ed.

The dog's mouth parted in a grin, the intelligent eyes seened to be | aughi ng
i n agreemnent.

Al fred continued his desultory search, hoping to cone across sonethi ng

i nnocuous to occupy his nind, take it away fromthe turnoil and danger and
horror surrounding him A thick volume, its spine |avishly decorated in gold
| eaf, caught his eye. It was a handsone work, well bound and, although
obviously well read, lovingly cared for. He drew it out, turned it over, to
see the cover.

The Modern Art of Necromancy.

Shuddering fromhead to toe, Alfred attenpted to place the book back on the
shel f. Hs trenbling hands, nore clunsy than usual, failed. He dropped the
volume and fled the room fled even that portion of the house.

He roaned disconsol ately through the earl's gl oony nansion. Unable to rest,
unable to sit still, he gravitated fromroomto room peering out the w ndows
at the bl eak | andscape, his large feet displacing small articles of furniture
or stumbling over the dog, his hands upendi ng cups of kairn-grass tea.

What is it you fear? he asked hinsel f, his thoughts constantly straying back
to the library. Surely not that you will succumb to the tenptation of
practicing this black art! Hi s gaze went to a servant cadaver, who had, in
life, cleaned up spilled cups of kairn-grass tea and who was nechanically
perform ng the same task after death.

Alfred turned to stare out a wi ndow at the bl ack, ash-covered | andscape
beyond.

The dog, who had been trotting al ong behind him obeying its master's | ast
order, watched the man carefully. Deciding that, perhaps, at last, Al fred was
going to stay put, the dog fl opped down on the floor, curled its tail to its
nose, sighed deeply, and closed its eyes.

| remenber the first time | saw the dog. | renmenber Hapl o, and the sight of
hi s bandaged hands. | renenber Hugh, the assassin, and the changeling Bane.



Bane.

Alfred's face grew haggard. He | eaned his forehead agai nst the w ndow, as
t hough his head were too heavy for himto support..

*

The hargast forest was on Pitrin's Exile, an island of coralite floating
inthe air world of Arianus. The forest was a terrifying place—+o Alfred, at
| east. But then, nost of the world outside the conforting peace of the
mausol eumterrified the Sartan. The hargast tree is sonetimes called the
crystaltree. They are much prized in Arianus, where they are cultivated and
tapped for the water they store in their brittle, crystalline trunks. But the
forest wasn't a hargast farm the trees weren't small and well tended.

In the wild, the hargast trees grow to hundreds of feet in height. The ground
on which Alfred wal ked was littered with branches broken off in the w nd
currents that swept this end of the island. He stared at the branches, stared
in disbelief at their razor-sharp edges. Loud cracks booned |ike thunder
splintering crashes brought to nmind fearful images of the giant linbs falling
down on top of him Alfred was feeling thankful he was wal king on a road
running along the forest's fringes when the assassin, Hugh the Hand, stopped
and gest ured.

"This way." He pointed into the forest.
"In there?" Alfred couldn't believe it. To walk in a hargast forest in a
wi ndst orm was madness, suicidal. But maybe that's what Hugh had in nind.

Al fred had | ong begun to suspect that Hugh the Hand coul dn't go through with
his "deal" to col d-bloodedly nurder the child, Bane, who traveled with them
Al fred had been watching the assassin's inner struggle with hinself. He could
al nost hear the curses Hugh was heaping on his own head, cursing hinmself for
bei ng a weak and sentinmental fool. Hugh the Hand—+the nan who had killed nany
before this with never a qualmor a nmonent's regret.

But Bane was such a beautiful child, ingratiating, charmng . . . with a soul
bl ackened and war ped by the whi spered words of a w zard father the boy had
never met or seen. Hugh had no way of know ng he, the spider, was being caught
in a web far nore devious and cunning than any he could ever hope to spin.

The three of them-Bane, Hugh, and Al fred—entered the hargast forest, forced to
fight their way through a tangle of underbrush. At last they came to a cleared
path. Bane was in high spirits, eager to see Hugh's famed flying ship. The boy
darted ahead. The wi nd bl ew strong, the branches of the hargast trees cl ashed
together, their crystalline tones harsh and om nous in Alfred s mnd

"Ch, sir, shouldn't we stop hinP" the Sartan asked.

"He'll be all right,” Hugh answered, and Al fred knew then that the assassin
was sluffing off his responsibility, tossing the child s death into the |lap of
fate or chance or whatever deity, if any, this dark-soul ed man thought m ght
bear the burden.

What ever it was had accepted it.
Al fred heard the crack, |ike the boom ng of the perpetual storm of the

Mael strom He saw the linb fall, saw Bane standing beneath it, staring up in
rapt shock. The Sartan |unged forward, but he was too late. The linb fell on



the child with a shattering crash
He heard a scream then, abruptly, silence.

Al fred dashed forward. The fallen branch was huge. It conpletely covered the
path. The child's body was nowhere to be seen. He nust be buried underneath
the wreckage. Alfred gazed in hopel ess despair at the broken branches, their
edges sharp as spears.

Leave it. Don't neddle. You know what this child is! You know the evil that
brought himforth. Let it die with him

But he is a child! He's had no choice in his fate. Mist he pay for the sin of
the father? Shouldn't he have the chance to see for hinself, to understand, to
judge, to redeem hinsel f, and perhaps redeem ot hers?

Al fred gl anced down the path. Hugh nust have heard the branch fall, nust have
heard the scream The assassin was taking his tine, or perhaps offering up a
prayer of thanksgiving. But he would be al ong soon

The gigantic branch would take a team of nen with cables and ropes to nove—er
one man with powerful magic. Standing over it, Alfred began to sing the runes.
They wove and twi ned thensel ves about the tree branch, separated it into two
hal ves, lifted each half up, deposited each half on either side of the path.
Beneath the shattered linb | ay Bane.

The child wasn't dead, but he was dying. He was covered with bl ood. Crystal
shards had pierced the small body, there was no telling how nany bones were
crushed and broken

Bring life to the dead. The Wave nust correct itself. Bring life to one and
another will die untinely.

The child was unconscious, in no pain, his life seeping away rapidly.

If I were a physician, | would try to help himlive. Is what | am capabl e of
doi ng wrong?

Al fred picked up a small shard of crystal. Hands, generally so clunmsy, noved
with delicacy and skill. The Sartan made a cut in his own flesh. Kneeling down
beside the child, he traced in his own blood a sigil on the boy's mangl ed
body. Then he sang the runes and, with his other hand, repeated themin the
air.

The chil d's broken bones knit together. The torn flesh closed. The rapid,
shal | ow breat hi ng eased. The grayi sh skin grew pink, flushed with returning
life.

Bane sat up and stared at Alfred with blue eyes sharper than the crysta
branches of the hargast tree.

*

Bane |ived. And Hugh died. Died untinely. Alfred pressed his hand to his
aching tenples. But others were saved! How can | know? How can | know if | did
right? AIl | knowis that it was in nmy power to save that child and | did so.
| couldn't let himdie.

Then Al fred understood his fear. If he opened that book on necromancy, he
woul d see on its pages the very rune he drew on Bane's flesh.



| have taken the first step down the dark and tw sting path and who knows but
that | shall not take a second and a third! Am | stronger than these, ny
bret hren?

No, Alfred said to hinmself, and sank down, despairing, in a chair. No, | am
the sane.

CHAPTER * 28
NECROPOLI S, ABARRACH

HAPLO PROPPED HI MSELF UP ON ONE ELBOW AND GAZED OUT THE bars of his prison
cell at the body of the prince, lying in the cell across fromhim The
preserver had done his job well. No grotesque stiffening of the Iinbs, face
nmuscl es rel axed; Edmund ni ght have been peaceful Iy sl eeping, except for the
gapi ng, bloody hole in the chest. The preserver had been ordered to | eave the
wound, visible evidence of the prince's terrible nmanner of death and one
guaranteed to inflanme his people to war when the cadaver was returned.

The Patryn rolled over on his back, made hinself as confortable as he could on
the hard stone bed, and wondered how long it would be before the dynast cane
to pay hima visit.

"You're a cool one, aren't you?" The preserver, passing by the cell, on his
way honme after his cycle's duty, paused to stare at Haplo. "l've seen corpses
nore restless. That one, for exanple"—-the preserver notioned gloonly at the
prince—w |l be a handful when it comes back to |life. They keep forgetting
they're |l ocked up and crash into the bars. Then, when |I make them understand,
t hey pace: back and forth and back and forth. Then they forget again and hurl
t hensel ves against the bars. Wile you—tying there as if you hadn't a care in
the world."

Hapl o shrugged. "A waste of energy. Wiy wear nyself out?"

The preserver shook his head and left, glad to return to his hone and famly
after a long and arduous shift. If he had the suspicion that Haplo wasn't
telling all he knew, the preserver was right. A prison is a prison only to a
man who can't escape. And Haplo coul d have wal ked out of his cell any tine he
chose.

It suited his purpose to stay.

Kleitus was not long in comng. He was acconpani ed by Pons. It was the
chancellor's duty to make certain that prisoner and ruler were not disturbed
in their conversation. Pons slid his armthrough the armof the highly
ast oni shed wake-time preserver, who was maki ng hersel f dizzy by repeated
bowi ngs and scrapings, and | ed her away. The only ones to overhear the
dynast's conversation with his prisoner were the dead.

Kl eitus stood outside Haplo's cell door, intently regarding the man inside.
The dynast's face was shadowed by the hood of his purplish black robes. Haplo
could not see the expression. But he sat quietly, gazing calmy back at the
dynast .

Kl eitus opened the cell door with a gesture of his hand and a spoken rune.
Everyone el se used a key. Haplo wondered if this magi cal show was intended to
i mpress him The Patryn, who could have dissolved the cell doors with a
gesture and a rune, grinned.



The dynast glided inside, glanced around with distaste. There was nowhere for
himto sit. Haplo slid to one side of the stone bed, patted it with his hand.
Kleitus stiffened, as if to ask if the Patryn were joking. Haplo shrugged.

"No one sits while we stand," said Kleitus coldly.

Several appropriate remarks came to Haplo's tongue, but he swallowed them No
use antagoni zing this man. The two of themwere, after all, going to be
traveling conpanions. Haplo slowly rose to his feet.

"Why did you cone here?" Kleitus asked, lifting | ong-fingered, delicate hands
and fol ding back the cow so that his face was visible.

"Your soldiers brought ne," Haplo replied.

The dynast sniled faintly, clasped his hands behind his back and began to wal k
about the cell. He nmade one conplete turn—which didn't take | ong, the cel
bei ng extrenely cranped—paused, and stared at Hapl o.

"W neant, why did you conme through Death's Gate to this world?"

The question took Haplo by surprise. He'd expected "Were is Death's Gate?" or
per haps "How did you get through it?" but not "why." The truth, or at | east
part of the truth, was necessary in answering. And they'd probably find it out
anyway, because every word Hapl o spoke seened to create clouds of images in
the brains of these Sartan.

"My Lord sent nme, Your Mjesty," Haplo replied

Kleitus's eyes wi dened. Perhaps he'd caught a glinpse of the Lord of the Nexus
fromHaplo's mnd. Just as well. He'd know the lord, then, when they net.

"What for? Wiy did your lord send you?"
"To | ook around, see how things were going."
"You' ve been to the other worlds?"

Hapl o wasn't able to keep the images of Arianus and Pryan fromflitting across
his menmory, and fromhis mnd they were certain to enter Kleitus's.

"Yes, Sire."
"And what is it like on these other worl ds?"

"Wars. Chaos. Turnoil. About what you could expect with the nensch in
control ."

"The mensch in control." Kleitus sniled again, this time politely, as if Haplo
had made a bad joke. "Inplying, of course, that we here on Abarrach, w th our
wars and turnoil, are no better than nensch.” He tilted his head, stared down
at Hapl o from between hal f-cl osed eyelids. "Pons told us that you don't
approve of the Sartan on Abarrach. Wat was it you said, 'W don't kill our
own kind.' "

The dynast's gaze shifted, nmoved to the body of the prince |lying on the stone
in the cell opposite. He glanced back at Haplo, who didn't have tinme to
rearrange the sardonic sneer on his lips.

Kl eitus pal ed, frowned. "You, the ancient eneny, scion of a race of cruel and



bar bar ous peopl e, whose greed and anbition led to the destruction of our
worl d, you dare pass judgnment on us! Yes, you see we know about you. W've
studi ed, found reference to you—+o your people, rather—n the ancient texts."

Hapl o sai d not hing, waited.

The dynast raised an eyebrow. "Tell us again, why have you come to our worl d?"
"Il tell you again." The Patryn was grow ng inpatient, decided to get to the
point. "My Lord sent ne. If you want to ask hi mwhy he sent nme, you can do
that yourself. 1'll take you to him | was going to propose just such a

j our ney anyway. "

"I ndeed? You'd take nme through Death's Gate with you?"

"Not only that, Your Majesty, |I'll show you how to get through it, how to get
back. 1'Il introduce you to My Lord, show you around ny world—=

"And what do you want in return? W don't suppose, from what we've read of
your people, that you will performthese services for us out of the goodness
of your heart."

“I'n return,”
necr omancy. "

Hapl o said quietly, "you will teach my people the art of

"Ah." Kleitus's gaze went to the runes tattooed on the back of Haplo's hand.
"The one magi cal skill you do not possess. Well, well. W will consider the

i dea. W could not, of course, |eave when the peace of our city is threatened.
You woul d have to wait until this matter between our people and those of the
Kairn Telest is settled.”

Hapl o shrugged nonchal antly. "I"min no hurry." Kill off nore of your people,
he suggested silently. The fewer of you Sartan left alive to interfere with My
Lord's plans the better.

Kleitus's eyes narrowed and Hapl o thought for a nonment he had gone too far. He
wasn't used to having his mnd probed. That fool Alfred had al ways been far
too absorbed with his own worries to try to worminto Haplo's. 1'll have to
wat ch nyself, the Patryn counsel ed

"In the interim" the dynast said slowy, "we hope you won't nind being our
guest. W regret the accomvpdations aren't nore confortable. W would of fer
you a roomin the palace, but that would occasion gossip and expl anations. Far
better if we keep you here, safe and quiet."

Kleitus started to | eave, paused, turned back. "Ch, by the way, that friend of
your s—

"I don't have any friends," Haplo said shortly. He had started to sit down,
but was now forced to renmain standi ng.

"Indeed? |"'mreferring to the Sartan who saved your life. The one who
destroyed t he dead guard about to execute you—

"That was sel f-preservation, Your Mijesty. I'mthe only way he gets back
hore. "

"Then it wouldn't concern you to hear that this acquaintance of yours is in
collusion with our enemies and has, therefore, placed his life in jeopardy?"



Hapl o grinned, sat down on the stone seat. If you're trying to use threats
against Alfred to goad ne into talking, Friend, you re sadly m staken. "It
woul dn't concern ne to hear that Alfred fell into the Fire Sea."

Kl eitus sl anmed shut the cell door, using his hands this tine, not the
rune-nmagi c. He began to wal k away.

"Ch, by the way, Your Majesty— Haplo called, scratching at the tattoos on his
arm Two could play at this gane.

Kleitus ignored him continued to wal k away.

"I heard sonet hing nmentioned about a prophecy .
words hang in the chill, dank air of the cataconbs.

Hapl o paused, let his

The dynast stopped. He had drawn the cowl up over his head. The hood, turning
toward Hapl o, shadowed Kleitus's face. His voice, though he attenpted to keep
it cold and uncaring, had an edge of sharpened steel to it.

"Wl l, what about it?"

"Just curious to know what it was. | thought perhaps Your Mijesty could tel
ne."

The dynast enmitted a dry chuckle. "W could spend the remai nder of our waking
hours rel ating prophecies to you, Patryn, and half the slunbering hours into
t he bargain."

"There' ve been that many, have there?" Hapl o narvel ed.

"That many. And nost of them worth about what you ni ght expect—the ravings of
hal f-crazed old nmen or sonme dried-up old virgin in a trance. Wy do you ask?"
The voi ce probed.

So many, huh? Hapl o thought. The prophecy, Jera said, and everyone knew-er
seened to know-exactly what she meant. | wonder why you don't want to tell ne,
you crafty dragon-spawn. Perhaps it hits a little too close to hone, eh?

"I thought perhaps one of the prophecies mght refer to My Lord," Haplo said,
taking a risk.

He didn't know exactly what he hoped to acconplish with that shot, made
conpletely in the dark. But if he'd intended it to draw bl ood, apparently he
m ssed his mark. Kleitus didn't flinch or cringe. He nade no coment, but
turned as if conmpletely bored with the conversation and wal ked of f down the
narrow hal | way.

Hapl o, listening closely, heard the dynast greet Pons in the sanme bored,
casual tones. The echo of their voices gradually faded in the distance, and
the Patryn was left alone with the dead for conpany.

At | east the dead were a quiet group . . . with the exception of that
i ncessant sighing or whining or whatever noise buzzed in his ears.

Hapl o threw hi nsel f down on the stone bed to consider his conversation wth

t he dynast, going over every word spoken and every word that hadn't been. The
Patryn deci ded that he'd cone out ahead in this first contest of wlls.
Kleitus wanted of f this hunk of rock badly, that nmuch was obvi ous. He wanted
to visit other worlds, wanted to rule other worlds—that, too, was obvious.



"If there were such a thing as a soul, as the ancients believed, this man
woul d sell his for the chance,” Haplo remarked to the dead. "But, in lieu of
his soul, he'll sell ne the necromancy. Wth the dead fighting for him M
Lord will forge his own prophecy!"

He | ooked across at the still formlying in the cell opposite. "Don't worry,
Your Highness," Haplo said quietly. "You'll have your revenge."

"He's lying, of course, the cunning devil," the dynast told Pons, when the two
Sartan were again alone in the library, "Trying to make us believe the nensch
are in control of the worlds beyond! As if mensch could control anything!"

"But you saw—-

"W saw what he wanted us to see! This Haplo and his partner are spies, sent
to di scover our weaknesses, betray our strengths. It is this lord of his who
rules. W saw the man." Kleitus fell silent, renenbering. Slowy, he nodded
his head. "A power to be reckoned with, Pons. An elder w zard of extraordinary
skill and discipline and will."

"You could tell this by viewing himin a vision, Sire?"

"Don't be an idiot, Pons! W saw himthrough the eyes of his mnion. This
Hapl o i s dangerous, intelligent, skilled in his magical art, barbaric though
it may be. He honors and reveres this man he calls "his lord' ! A man as strong
as this Haplo would not give his body and nind to an inferior or even an
equal . This lord will be a worthy foe."

"But if he has worlds at his command, Sire—

"W have the dead, chancellor. And the art of raising the dead. He doesn't.
Hs spy admitted it to us. He is trying to induce us to make a bargain."

" A bargain, Your Mjesty?"

"He would lead us to Death's Gate and we would provide himw th the know edge
of necromancy." Kleitus smled, thin-lipped, devoid of mirth. "W allowed him
to think we were considering it. And he brought up the prophecy, Pons."

The chancel | or gaped. "He did?"

"Ch, he pretends he knows nothing about it. He even asked us to recite it to
him | amcertain he knows the truth, Pons. And do you realize what that
means?"

"I"'mnot sure, Sire." The chancellor was noving warily, not wanting to appear
sl ow of thought. "He was unconsci ous when the Duchess Jera nmentioned it—

"Unconsci ous!" Kleitus snorted. "He was no nore unconscious than we are! He is
a powerful w zard, Pons. He could stroll out of that cell at this nonent, if
he chose. Fortunately, he believes hinself to be in control of the situation

"No, Pons, he was shamming that entire epi sode. W' ve been studying their
magi ¢, you see." Kl eitus lifted a rune-bone, held it up to the light. "And we
thi nk we' re begi nning to understand how it works. If those fat, conpl acent
ancestors of ours had taken the trouble to | earn nore about their eneny, we

m ght have escaped di saster. But what do they do, in their srmugness? They turn
their paltry know edge into a gane! Bah!" The dynast, in a rare flash of

anger, swept the rune-bone pieces fromthe table to the floor. Rising to his
feet, he began to pace.



"The prophecy, Your Majesty?"

"Thank you, Pons, You remind us of what is truly inportant. And the fact that
this Hapl o knows of the prophecy is of nonunmental significance.”

"Forgive me, Majesty, but |I fail to see—=

"Pons!" Kleitus canme to stand in front of his mnister. "Think! One cones
t hrough Death's Gate who knows the prophecy. This means that the prophecy is
known beyond. "

Li ght shown on the beni ghted chancellor. "Your Mjesty!"
"This Patryn lord fears us, Pons,"” Kl eitus said softly, eyes gazing far away,
to worlds he had seen only in his mnd. "Wth our necronmancy, we have becone
the nost powerful Sartan who have ever lived. That is why he has sent his

spies to learn our secrets, to disrupt our world. | see him waiting for his
spies to return. And he will wait in vain!"
"Spies plural. | assume that Your Mjesty refers to the other man, the Sartan

who destroyed the dead. May | respectfully remnd you, Sire, that this man is
a Sartan. He is one of us."

"I's he? Destroying our dead? No, if he is a Sartan, he is one of us turned to
evil. It is likely that, over the centuries, the Patryns have corrupted our
peopl e. But not us. They will not corrupt us. We must have that Sartan. W
nmust | earn how he perforned his magic."

"As | told you before, Sire, he did not use a rune structure that |
recogni zed—=

"Your skills are limted, Pons. You are not a necromancer."

"True, Sire." The chancellor admtted this lack quite hunmbly. Pons knew of and
was confident in his own particular area of expertise—how to make hinsel f
i ndi spensable to his ruler

"This Sartan's nmagic could prove to be a significant threat. W mnust know what
he did to the corpse that ended its 'life.""

"Undoubtedly, Sire, but if he is with the earl, capturing this Sartan may
prove difficul t—=

"Precisely why we will not attenpt it. Nor will 'capture' be necessary. The
duke and duchess are comng to rescue the prince, are they not?"

"According to Tomas, their plans are noving forward."
"Then, this Sartan we want will come with them"
"To rescue the prince? Wiy shoul d he?"

"No, Pons. He will come to rescue his Patryn friend—who, by that tinme, will be
dyi ng. "

CHAPTERS 29

NECROPOLI S, ABARRACH



THE NEXT CYCLE, THE CONSPI RATORS PLANNED THEI R MOVE TO THE CITY, to the house
of Tomas. They would have no difficulty slipping into Necropolis under the
cover of the slumber hours. Only one main gate led into the city and it was
guarded by the dead. But, being a network of tunnels and caves, Necropolis had
any number of other entrances and exits, too nunerous for guards to be posted
at each, particularly because there was usually no enenmy to guard agai nst.

"But now there is an eneny," said Jera. "Perhaps the dynast will order all the
"rat hol es' stopped up."

But Tomas was confident that the dynast would not have issued such an order;
the enemy was, after all, on the other side of the Fire Sea. Jera appeared
dubi ous, but Jonathan remi nded her that their friend Tonas stood high in the
dynasfs regard and was extrenely know edgeabl e concerning H's Majesty's way of
thinking. At length all agreed that they would sneak into the city through the
rat holes. But what were they to do with the dog?

"We coul d | eave himhere," suggested Jera, eyeing the animal thoughtfully.

"I"'mafraid the animal wouldn't stay," Alfred returned

"He's got a point," Jonathan said in an undertone to his wife. The dog
woul dn't even stay dead!"

"Well, we can't let it be seen. Few in Necropolis are likely to pay any
attention to us, but sone zealous citizen would report a beast inside the city
walls in a nonment!"

Al fred could have told themthey needn't have worried. The dog could be tossed
i nto any nunber of boiling hot mud pits. It could be hauled off by any nunber
of guards, |ocked into any number of cages, and, as long as Haplo lived, the
dog woul d, sooner or later, turn up again. The Sartan didn't know quite how to
put this into words, however. He let the discussion continue until it becane
obvious that their solution was to | eave both hi mand the dog behind.

The old earl was in favor of this plan. "I've seen corpses dead fifty years
who got around with less likelihood of falling apart!" he said to his daughter
testily.

Morrents before, Alfred had nearly broken his neck tumbling down a staircase.

"You' d be nmuch safer here, Alfred," added Jera. "Not that smuggling the prince
out of Necropolis will be all that dangerous, but still-—=

"I"'mcomng," Alfred insisted stubbornly. To his surprise, he had an ardent
supporter in Tonas.

"I agree with you, sir," the young man said heartily. "You should definitely
be one of us." He drew Jera to one side, whispered sonething to her. The
worman' s shrewd eyes gazed at Alfred intently, nuch to his disconfiture.

"Yes, perhaps you're right."

She had a talk with her father. Alfred |istened closely, picked out a few
threads of conversation

"Shoul dn't | eave himhere ... chance dynast's troops ... renmenber what | told
you | saw ... the dead dying."

"Very well!" stated the old nan di sagreeably. "But you're not planning to take



himinto the pal ace, are you? He'd go bunbling into something and that'd be
the end of us!"

"No, no," soothed Jera. "But what," she added with a sigh, "do we do about the
dog?"

In the end, they decided to sinply take their chances. As Tomas pointed out,
they were entering the city during the slunmber hours and the odds of neeting
any living citizens who were likely to protest against a beast inside the city
wal I's were slim

They travel ed the backroads of O d Provinces, and reached Necropolis during

t he deepest of the slunber hours. The main highway | eading into the city was
deserted. The city walls stood dark and silent. The gas | anps had been di med.
The only light was a | anbent glow shining redly fromthe distant Fire Sea.

D snounting fromthe carriage, they foll owed Tomas to what appeared to be a
hol e burrowi ng beneath the cavern wall. All the citizenry knew about the rat
hol es, as they were called, and used them because they were nore conveni ent
than entering by the main gate and trying to nove through the congested tunne
streets.

"How does the dynast plan to defend these entrances agai nst an invadi ng arny?"
Jera whi spered, ducking her head to wal k beneath a glistening wet cavern

cei ling.

"He nust be wondering that hinself,"” said Tomas, with a slight snile
"Fterhaps that's why he's shut up in his roomwith his maps and mlitary
advi sers. "

"On the other hand, he nay not be worried at all," pointed out Jonathan
assisting Alfred to his feet. "Necropolis has never fallen in battle."
"Wet pavenent," murrmured Alfred in apology, cringing at the earl's | ook of
irritation. "Have there truly been that nmany wars fought anong you?"

"Ch, yes," Jonathan answered, quite cheerfully. They m ght have been

di scussi ng rune-bone ganes. "I'll tell you about themlater, if you're

i nterested. Now, we shoul d probably keep our voices | ow. Wich way, Tomas?
get rather nuddl ed down here."

Tomas indicated a direction, and the group entered a perfect maze of dark
intersecting tunnels that had Al fred conpletely Iost and confused in a matter
of moments. d ancing around, he saw the dog, trotting al ong behind.

The first streets, those nearest the wall, were enpty. Narrow and dark, they
wound anong a confused junbl e of shabby houses and small shops, built of
bl ocks of black rock or carved out of |ava formations.

The shops were shuttered for the sleep-half, the houses dark. Many of them
appeared to be deserted, abandoned, left to fall to ruin. Doors hung crazily
on hinges, rags and bits of bone littered the street. The odor of decay was
unusual |y strong here. Curious, Alfred peeped through a broken w ndow.

A cadaverous face looned white in the darkness. A pair of enpty, dark eye
sockets stared sightlessly into the street. Alarmed, A fred stunbl ed backward,
nearly knocki ng Jonathan off his feet. "Steady, there!" the duke renonstrated,
cat ching his bal ance and hel ping Alfred reestablish his. "I admt it's a
depressing sight. This part of the city used to be quite nice, or so the old
records tell us. In the ancient tine, this area housed the working class of
Necropolis: soldiers, builders, storekeepers, and the | ower echel on



necromancers and preservers.

"l suppose,"” he added, lowering his voice after a warning glance fromhis
wi fe, "that you could say they live here still, but they're nmostly all dead."

So depressing were these enpty streets with their tonblike houses that Alfred
breathed a sigh of relief to actually emerge into a |larger tunnel and see

peopl e novi ng about. Then he renmenbered the danger of the dog being observed.
Despite Jera's whi spered assurance that everything would be all right, Afred

crept nervously along, keeping near the wall, avoiding the pools of dimlight
cast by the sputtering | anps. The dog followed al nost at his heels, as if the
animal itself understood and was willing to cooperate.

The people in the streets passed them wi thout a gl ance, not seenming to notice
or care about themat all. Alfred realized, gradually, that these people were
not living. The dead wal ked the streets of Necropolis during the sl unber

hour s.

Most of the cadavers noved al ong purposefully, obviously intent on perforning
some task assigned to themby the living before the living took to their beds.
But, here and there, they came on a cadaver roam ng about aim essly or
perform ng sone task it should have been perform ng during the waking tine.
Necromancers patrolled the streets of Necropolis, picking up any of these dead
who had become confused, forgotten their tasks, or were maki ng nui sances of

t hensel ves. Alfred's group took care to keep out of the way of these
necromancers, slipping into the shadows of doorways until the bl ack-robed

wi zards had passed.

Necropolis was built in a series of half circles that radiated out fromthe
fortress. Oiginally, a small popul ation of nmensch and Sartan had dwelt inside
the fortress, but as nore and nore people began to settle in the area
permanently, the popul ati on soon overflowed the fortress and began buil ding
hones in the shadow of its sheltering walls.

In the days of Necropolis's prosperity, the then-current dynast, Kl eitus H
took over the fortress as his castle. The nobility dwelt in magnificent homes
| ocated near the castle and the remainder of the popul ati on spread out around
them in order of rank and weal th.

Tomas' s house was | ocated about hal fway between the poor houses on the city's
outer walls and hones of the wealthy, near the castle walls. Depressed and
weary fromhis journey, Alfred was extrenely glad to escape the dark and
drizzling atnosphere and enter roons that were warm and well [|ighted.

Tomas apol ogi zed to the duke and duchess and the earl for the nodesty of the
dwel | i ng, which was—as were many of the dwellings in the cavern—built straight
up to conserve space

"My father was a mnor noble. He left me the right to stand around in the
court with the other courtiers, hoping for a smle fromH s Mjesty, and not

much el se,” Tomas said, with a tinge of bitterness. "Now he stands around with
the dead. | stand around with the living. Little difference between us."
The ear|l rubbed his hands. "Soon all that will change. Cone the rebellion.™

"Come the rebellion,” said the others, in a sort of reverent litany.

Al fred sighed bl eakly, sank into a chair, and wondered what he was going to
do. The dog curled up at his feet. He felt nunmb, unable to think or react of
his own volition. He wasn't a man of action, not |ike Haplo.



Events nove nme, Alfred reflected sadly, | don't nobve events. He supposed that
he shoul d be doing sonething to bring about an end to the practice of the

| ong-forbidden art of necromancy, but what? He was one man, alone. And not a
very strong man or a very w se one at that.

The only thought in his mind, his only wish, his only desire, was to flee this
horrible world, run away, escape, forget it, and never be rem nded of it
agai n.

"Excuse me, sir," said the duke, coming up and touching Al fred deferentially
on the knee.

Al fred junped, and lifted a frightened face.
"Are you wel |l ?" Jonathan asked in concern
Al fred nodded, waved a vague hand, nunbl ed sonething about a tiring wal k.

"You mentioned being interested in the history of our wars. My wife and the
earl and Tomas are planning our strategy for sneaking away the prince. They

sent nme off." Jonathan smled, shrugged. "I sinply don't have the head for
plots. My task is to entertain you. But if you're too tired and you'd rather
retire, Tomas will show you to your room—=

"No, no!" The last thing AlIfred wanted was to be left alone with his thoughts.
"Please, |'d be very interested in hearing about... wars." He had to force the
word out past the lunp in his throat.

"I can only tell you about the ones fought around here." The duke pulled up a
chair, nmade hinself confortable. "Tea? Biscuits? Not hungry. \Were shall |
start? Necropolis was originally nothing nore than a small town, nostly a

pl ace where people cane to wait until they could nove to other parts of
Abarrach. But, after a while, the Sartan and the nmensch—there were nensch back
t hen—began to | ook around and decide that |ife was good here and that they
didn't need to nove. The city grew rapidly. People began to farmthe fertile
and. Crops flourished. Unfortunately, the nensch didn't."

Jonat han spoke in a carefree, cheerful manner that A fred found quite
shocki ng.

"You don't seemto care much about them" he observed, gently rebuking. "You
wer e supposed to protect those weaker than yourselves."

"Ch, | think our ancestors were extrenely upset, at first," said Jonathan
defensively. "Devastated, in fact. But it really wasn't our fault. The help
they were pronised fromother worlds never came. The mmgi ¢ needed to keep the
mensch alive in this grimworld was sinmply too great. Qur ancestors couldn't
provide it. There was nothing they could do. Eventually, they quit blaning

t hensel ves. Most of them back then, came to believe that the era of the Dying
of the Mensch was sonething inevitable, necessary.”

Al fred said nothing, shook his head sadly.

"It was during this era, possibly in reaction to it," Jonathan conti nued,

"that the art of necromancy was first studied."

"The forbidden art," Alfred corrected, but in such soft tones that the duke
didn't hear him



"Now that they no | onger had to support the nensch, they discovered they could
live quite well in this world. They invented iron ships to sail the Fire Sea.
Col oni es of Sartan spread throughout Abarrach, trade was established. The
real m of Kairn Necros cane into being. And as they progressed, so did the art
of necromancy. Soon the living were living off the dead."

Yes, Alfred could see it all as Jonathan tal ked.

Life in Abarrach was good. Death was not bad, either. But then, just when
everything (not counting the mensch, who by this time had been nostly
forgotten anyway) seened to be going so well, it all began to go terribly
W ong.

"The Fire Sea and all the magma | akes and rivers and oceans were cooling and
recedi ng. Realms that had previously been tradi ng nei ghbors becane bitter
enem es, hoarding their precious supplies of food, fighting over the
life-giving col ossus, That's when the first wars were fought.

"I guess it would be nore correct to termthembraw s or skirn shes, not
really wars. Those," Jonathan said nmore seriously and solemly, "would cone
later. Qur ancestors apparently didn't know rmuch about wagi ng war at that
tinme,"

"OfF course not!" Alfred said severely. "W abhor warfare. W are the
peacenakers. W pronote peace!"

"You have that |uxury," said Jonathan quietly. "W did not."

Al fred was struck, startled by the young duke's words. Was peace a | uxury
available only to a "fat" world? He recalled Prince Edmund's peopl e, ragged,
freezing, starving; watching their children, their elderly die while inside
this city was warnth, food. What would | do if | was in their position? Wuld
| meekly die, watch my children die? O would | fight? Alfred shifted in his
chair, suddenly unconfortable.

| know what |1'd do, he thought bitterly. I'd faint!

"As time passed, our people became nore adept at war." Jonathan sipped at a
cup of kairn-grass tea. "The young nmen began to train as soldiers, arnmies were
formed. At first, they tried to fight with magic as their weapon, but that
took too nuch energy away fromthe magi c needed to survive.

"And so we studied the art of ancient weaponry. Swords and spears are far
cruder than magic, but they're effective. Brawl s becane battles and,
inevitably, led to the great war of about a century ago—the War of
Abandonnent .

"A powerful w zardess named Bethel clained that she had di scovered the way out
of this world. She announced that she was planning to | eave and woul d t ake

t hose who wanted to go with her. She drew a large following. If the people had
left, it would have deci mated the popul ati on that was rapidly dw ndling
anyway. To say nothing of the fact that everyone feared what mi ght happen if
the "Gate" as she called it was opened. Wio knew what terrible force m ght
rush in and sei ze control ?

"The dynast of Kairn Necros, Kleitus VII, forbid Bethel and her followers to

| eave. She refused to obey and | ed her people across the Fire Sea to the
Pillar of Zembar, preparatory to abandoning the world. The battl es between the
two factions raged off and on for years, until Bethel was betrayed and
captured. She was being ferried across the Fire Sea when she escaped her



captors and flung herself into the magma, to keep her corpse from bei ng
resurrected. Before she junped, she cried out what |ater becane known as the
prophecy about the Gate."

Al fred pictured the woman standing on the bow, scream ng defiance. He pictured
her hurling herself into the flam ng ocean. He lost the thread of Jonathan's
tale, picked it up again only when the young man suddenly | owered his voi ce.

"It was during that war that armies of the dead were first formed and pitted
agai nst each other. In fact, it's said that some commuanders actual ly ordered
the killing of their own living soldiers, to provide thenselves with troops of
cadavers . "

Al fred' s head jerked up. "What? What are you telling me? Murdered their own
young nen! Bl essed Sartan! To what bl ack depths have we sunk?" He was |ivid,
shaki ng. "No, don't cone near ne!" He raised a wardi ng hand, rose distractedly
fromhis chair. "I nmust get out of here! Leave this place!l" It seened, from
his fevered attitude, that he nmeant to run out of the house that instant.

"Husband, what have you been saying to upset himlike this?" demanded Jera,
coming into the roomwith Tomas. "My dear sir, please sit down, calm
yoursel f."

"I was only telling himthat old story about the generals killing their own
men during the war—

"Ch, Jonathan!" Jera shook her head. "Certainly, you can |eave, Alfred. Any
time you want. You're not a prisoner here!"

Yes, | am Alfred groaned inwardly. |I'ma prisoner, a prisoner of ny own
i nept ness! | cane through Death's Gate by sheer accident! | would never have
t he courage or the know edge to get back al one!

"Thi nk about your friend," Tomas added soot hingly, pouring out a cup of kairn
tea. "You don't want to | eave your friend behind, do you, Sir?"

"I"'msorry." Alfred collapsed back into his chair. "Forgive ne. 1'm.
tired, that's all. Very tired. | think 1'll go to bed. Cone on, boy."

He laid a trenbling hand on the dog's head. The ani mal | ooked up at him
whi npered, slowy brushed its tail against the floor, but didn't nove.

The whi mper had an odd note to it, a sound that Alfred had never heard the dog
make before. He took nore notice, |ooked down at it intently. The dog tried to
lift its head, let it sink back weakly on its paws. The tail waggi ng i ncreased
slightly, however, to indicate that it appreciated the man's concern

"I's there sonething wong?" asked Jera, staring down at the dog. "Do you think
the animal's sick?"

"I"'mnot sure. | don't know nmuch about dogs I'mafraid,” A fred nmunbl ed,
feeling dread shrivel himup inside.

He di d know sonet hi ng about this dog, or at |east suspected. And if what he
suspected was true, then whatever was wong with the dog was wong wi th Hapl o.

CHAPTER * 30

NECROPOLI S, ABARRACH



THE DOG S CONDI TI ON GRADUALLY WORSENED. BY THE NEXT CYCLE, it couldn't nove at
all, but lay on its side, flanks heaving, panting for breath. The ani nal
refused all attenpts to feed it or give it water

Al t hough everyone in the house was sorry for the dog's suffering, no one,
except Alfred, was much concerned. Their thoughts were on the raid on the
castle, the rescue of the prince's cadaver. Their plans were made, discussed
and vi ewed from every conceivabl e angle for flaws. None could be found.

"It's going to be alnost ridiculously easy," said Jera, at breakfast.

"I do beg your pardon," said Alfred in timd tones, "but | spent sonme tine at
court on ... er ... well, the world fromwhich I come, and King Stephen's .
that is ... the king' s dungeons were quite heavily guarded. How do you plan—=

"You're not involved." The earl snorted. "So don't concern yourself."

| may yet be involved, Al fred thought. Hs glance strayed to the sick dog. He
sai d nothing al oud, however, preferring to bide his tinme until he had nore
facts.

"Don't be so cantankerous, Mlord," said Jonathan, |aughing. "W trust Al fred,
don't we?"

Silence fell over the group, a faint blush suffused Jera's cheek. She gl anced
i nvoluntarily at Tomas, who met her | ook, shook his head slightly, and | owered
his gaze to his plate. The earl snorted again. Jonathan glanced fromone to
the other in perplexity.

"Ch, cone now— he began

"More tea, sir?" Jera interrupted, lifting the stoneware kettle and holding it
over Alfred s teacup. "No, thank you, Your G ace."

No one el se said anything. Jonathan started to speak again, but was stopped by
a look fromhis wife. The only sounds were the | abored breathing of the dog
and the occasional rattle of cutlery or the clink of a pottery plate. Al
seened vastly relieved when Tomas rose fromthe table.

"I'f you will excuse ne, Your Grace." A bowto Jera. "It is time for ny
appearance at court. Although | amnot of the |least inportance"—-he added with
a self-deprecating smle—this cycle of all cycles | should do nothing to draw
attention to myself. | nust be seen at ny regular place at my regular tine."

Al fred lurked about on the fringes of the group until everyone had separat ed
and gone about their norning tasks. Tomas was al one on the | ower floor
headi ng out the door of his dwelling. Al fred energed froma shadowy corner

pl ucked at the sleeve of the man's robe.

Tomas gave a start, stared around with livid face and wi de eyes. "Excuse ne,"
said Al fred, taken aback. "I didn't nean to startle you,"

Tomas frowned when he saw who had hold of him "What do you want?" he demanded
i npatiently, shaking free of Alfred s grip.

"I"'mlate as it is.

"Wwuld it be possible—ould you speak to your friend in the dungeons and find
out the ... the condition of ny friend?"



"I told you before. He's alive, just as you said," Tomas snhapped.

"That's all | know "
"But you could find out. . . today," Alfred insisted, somewhat surprised at
his own tenerity. "I have the feeling he has fallen ill. Gavely ill."

"Because of the dog!"

"Pl ease .

"Ch, very well. I'Il do what | can. But | don't prom se anything. And now
must be | eaving."

"Thank you, that's all |—=

But Tomas was gone, hastening out the door and joining the throng of living
and dead crowding the streets of Necropolis,

Al fred sat down beside the dog, stroked its soft fur with a soothing hand. The
ani mal was extrenely ill.

Later that day, Tomas returned. It was near the dynasfs dining hour, a tine
when the courtiers, those unfortunates who had not been asked to di nner
departed for their own pl easures.

"Wl l, what news?" Jera asked. "All is well?"

"All is well,"” Tomas answered gravely. "His Majesty will resurrect the prince
during the lanp dimmng hour." [1]

"And we have permission to visit the Queen Mot her?"
"The queen was nost pleased to grant perm ssion herself."
Jera nodded at her father. "All is ready. | wonder, however, if we shouldn't—=

Tomas cast a significant glance at Alfred, and the duchess fell silent.

"Excuse me," Alfred nurnured, rising stiffly to his feet. "I'll |eave you

al one—=

"No, wait." Tomas raised his hand, hfis expression grew nore grave. "l have
news for you, and this affects us all and affects our plans, |I'mafraid. |
spoke to ny friend the sleep-shift preserver, before he left the castle this
nmorning. | amsorry to relate that what you feared, Alfred, is true. Your

friend is runored to be dying."

*

Poi son.

Hapl o knew it the nmoment the first cranps twi sted his gut, knew it when the
nausea swept over him He knew it, but he wouldn't admt it to hinmself. It
made no sense! Wy?

Weak fromvoniting, he lay on the stone bed, bent double by the clenching pain
that stabbed at his vitals with knives of fire. He was parched, suffering from
thirst. The waking-shift preserver brought himwater. He had just strength
enough to dash the cup from her hand. The cup smashed on the rock floor. The



preserver withdrew hurriedly. The water seeped rapidly into the cracks in the
floor. Haplo collapsed on the bed, watched it di sappear, and wondered, Wy?

He attenpted to heal hinself, but his efforts were feeble, halfhearted, and at
| ength he gave up. He'd known fromthe outset healing wouldn't work. A cunning
and subtle mnd—a Sartan m nd—had devi sed his nmurder. The poi son was powerful,
acting equally on his magic and his body. The conplex, interconnecting circle
of runes that was his life's essence was falling apart and he couldn't put it
back together again. It was as if the edges of the runes were being burned
away, they wouldn't link up. Wy? "Wiy?"

It took Hapl o a dazed nonent to realize that his question had been repeated
out loud. He lifted his head—every novenent was fraught with pain, every
nmoverrent took extraordinary will and effort. H's eyes dinming with death's
shadow, he could barely make out the dynast, standing outside his cell. "Wy
what ?" Kl ei tus asked quietly.

"Way .. . nurder ne?" Hapl o gasped. He gagged, wretched, doubled over,
clutching his stomach. Sweat rolled down his face, he suppressed an agoni zed
cry.

"Ah, you understand what is happening to you. Painful, is it? For that, we are
sorry. But we needed a poison that was slowto do its work and we didn't have
much tinme to devote to study. What we devised is crude, albeit efficient. Is
it killing you?"

The dynast m ght have been a professor, inquiring of a student if his
experiment in alchemy was proceeding satisfactorily.

"Yes, damm it! It's killing me!" Haplo snarl ed.

Anger filled him Not anger at dying. He'd been near death before, the tine

t he chaodyns attacked him but then he'd been content to die. He'd fought
wel |, defeated his enenies. He'd been victorious. Now he was dying

i gnom ni ously, dying at the hands of another, dying shamefully, w thout being
able to defend hinself.

Lungi ng off the stone bed, he hurled hinself at the cell door, fell to the
floor. He reached out a grasping hand and clutched at the hem of the dynast's
robe before the startled nman had tinme to wthdraw

"Why?" Hapl o demanded, clinging to the purple-dyed black fabric. "I would have
taken you .. . Death's Gate!"

"But | don't need you to take me," replied Kleitus calmy. "I know where
Death's Gate is. | know how to get through it. | don't need you ... for that."

The dynast bent down, his hand moved to touch the rune-covered hand hol di ng on
to the bl ack robes.

Haplo grit his teeth, but did not |oosen his grasp. Delicate fingers traced
over the runes on the Patryn's skin.

"Yes, now you begin to understand. It takes so nuch of our mmgical ability to
bring life to the dead that it drains us. W hadn't realized how much until we
met you. You tried to hide your power but we felt it. We could have thrown a
spear at you, thrown a hundred spears at you, and none woul d have so nmuch as
scratched you. True? Yes, of course it's true. In fact, we could probably have
dropped this castle on top of you and you woul d have enmerged alive and well."
The fingers continued to trace the tattooed runes, slowy, longingly, with
desire.



Hapl o stared, understandi ng, disbelieving.

"There is nothing nore we can gain fromour magic. But there is a great dea
we can gain fromyours! That is why," the dynast concluded briskly, rising to
his feet, |ooking down at Haplo fromwhat seened to the dying man to be a
tremendous height, "we couldn't afford to injure your body. The rune patterns
nmust be | eft unbl em shed, unbroken, to be studied at our |eisure. Undoubtedly
your cadaver will be of assistance in explaining the meaning of the sigla to
ne.

" "Barbaric' our ancestors called your magic. They were dolts. Add the power
of your magic to ours and we will be invincible. Even, we surm se, against
this so-called Lord of the Nexus."

Haplo roll ed over on his back. Hi s hand released its grip on the dynast's
robe; he no longer had the strength left in his fingers to maintain it.

"And then there is your conrade, your ally—the one who can bring death to the
dead. "

"Not friend," Hapl o whispered, barely aware of what he was saying or what was
being said to him "Eneny."

Kleitus smled. "A nman who risks his life to save yours? | think not. Tomas
gathered, fromcertain things this man has said, that he abhors necromancy and
that he would not cone to restore your corpse, if you were dead. Mst likely
he would flee this world, and we would lose him W inferred, however, that

t here nust be some sort of enpathic connection between the two of you. It
turned out we were right. Tomas reports that your friend knows, somehow, that
you are dying. Your friend believes that there is a chance you m ght be saved.
There isn't, of course, but that won't matter to your friend. O, at least it
won't matter to himlong."

The dynast drew aside the hem of his robe. "And now | nust commence the
resurrection of Prince Ednund."

Hapl o heard the man's voice receding, heard the rustle of the robe's fabric

al ong the floor and the voice becane the rustle, or perhaps the rustle was the
voice. "Don't worry. Your agony is alnost over. W would inmagine the pain
eases, near the end. 'And so you see, Haplo, there is no need for you to ask
why The prophecy,"” cane the rustling voice. "It is all for the prophecy."

Hapl o lay on his back, on the floor, too weak to nove. That bastard's right.
The pain is beginning to fade . . . because ny life is fading. I'mdying. |I'm
dying and there's not a damm thing | can do about it. I'mdying in fulfillnent
of a prophecy.

"What is ... the prophecy?" Haplo cried out.

But his cry was, in reality, nothing nore than a breath. No one answered. No
one heard him He couldn't even hear hinself.

CHAPTER * 31
NECROPOLI S, ABARRACH
THE CONSPI RATORS PLEADED, ARGUED, AND BEGGED, AND FI NALLY PERsuaded the old

earl to allow Alfred to acconpany themon their mssion to the pal ace. Tomas
spoke el oquently on Alfred' s behalf, a fact that considerably astonished the



Sartan. Prior to this, Alfred had received the distinct inpression that Tonas
didn't trust him Alfred wondered, rather uneasily, at the cause for this
change.

But he was determined to go to the castle, determined to go to Haplo's aid,
despite the nagging, inner voice that kept insisting it would be better
easier, sinpler to let the Patryn die.

You know what villainy he plots, what villainy he's done. He started a world
war on Arianus.

Hapl o was the spark, perhaps, Alfred argued with hinself, but the powder was
poured and ready to ignite | ong before he arrived. Besides, he countered, |
need Haplo in order to escape this terrible world!

You don't need Haplo! the inner voice scoffed. You could go back through
Death's Gate on your own. Your magic is strong enough. It took you to the
Nexus. And if he is dying, what will you do? Save his life? Save his life as
you saved Bane? The boy was dyi ng, and he was brought back by you!

Necr omancer!

Al fred' s conscience squirnmed in indecision. Again |I'mconfronted with that
awful choice. And what if | save Haplo, only to save himfor evil? The Patryn
is capable of committing dreadful crines, | know that. |'ve seen it in his
mnd. It wuld be easy, so very easy, to stay here, to turn ny back to let the
Patryn die. If the situation were reversed, Haplo would not lift one
rune-covered hand to save ne.

And yet. . . and yet. . . What about mercy? Conpassion?

A whi npering sound drew the Sartan back from his confused nusings, his
attention drawn to the dog, lying at his feet. The animal could not lift its
head, it could only feebly wag the tail that thunped weakly against the fl oor
Al fred had barely left the dog's side all cycle; the animal appeared to rest
easi er when he was nearby and it could see him Several tines, he'd feared the
ani mal had died, and had been forced to put his hand on its flanks to feel for
a heartbeat. But the life's pul se was present, fluttering beneath his gentle
fingers.

The dog's eyes gazed at himw th an expression of confidence that seenmed to
say, | don't know why I'msuffering like this, but I know you' re going to make
everything all right.

Al fred reached down, stroked the animal's head. The patient eyes closed, the
dog was conforted by the touch

Let's just say, he told that bothersonme inner voice, that |I'm not saving
Hapl o, |I'm saving Haplo's dog. O, rather, I will try to save him he added,
worri ed and unhappy.

"What was that?" Jera asked. "Alfred, did you say sonething?"

"I... | was just wondering if they knew what was wong with ny friend?"

"It is the preserver's considered opinion," answered Tonas, "that your
friend' s magic is incapable of sustaining himin this world. Just as the

mensch's magi ¢ was i ncapabl e of sustaining them"

"l understand,"” Alfred nurnured, but he didn't understand and, what's nore, he
didn't believe it. Alfred hadn't been in the Labyrinth (in Haplo's body) |ong,



but he was positive that a person who had survived that fearsome place would
not drop over dead in Abarrach. Soneone was lying to Tomas ... or Tonmas was
lying to them A nervous trenor convul sed one of Alfred s | egs. He clasped his
hand over the twitching nuscle and tried to keep his voice from quaveri ng.

"In that case, | nmust insist on going with you. I'"'mcertain |l can help him"

"And whether he can help his friend or he can't," Jera said to her father, who
was glowering at Alfred, "we'll need his help ourselves. Jonathan and | will
be guiding the prince. Tomas can't handl e by hinmself a sick man or a—forgive
me, sir, but we nust be realistic about this—a dead one. W don't want to

| eave Hapl o behind, no matter what his condition, for the dynast."
"I'f I were twenty years younger—
"But you're not, Father," Jera adnoni shed.

"I can get around better than he can!" the earl thundered, pointing a bony
finger at Alfred

"But you can't do anything to help Haplo."

"Al'l our plans will remain the sane, My Lord," added Tonas. "W just include
one nore in our nunbers, that's all."

"Perfectly sinmple and safe, the way ny wife and Tonas have worked it out,"
Jonat han stated, regarding the duchess with pride. "Wen we have the prince,

we'll neet you at the gate, just as we've planned."
"Everything will be fine, Father." Jera |eaned over, kissed the old man's
wri nkl ed cheek. "This slunber tine will mark the beginning of the end for the

Kl ei tus dynasty!"

The begi nning of the end. Her words passed through Alfred like the ripple of
the Wave, tingling his nerves, leaving himfeeling wung out and fl attened
when the sensation had passed.

»

"You can't appear at court in those clothes,” Jera told Alfred, eyeing his
faded vel vet knee breeches and shabby vel vet jacket. "You would call far too
much attention to yourself. W'Ill have to find robes that fit you."

"Beggi ng your pardon, ny dear," said Jonathan, after Alfred s transformation
had been effected, "but | don't think you've inproved matters nuch."

Al fred' s stoop-shoul dered wal k gave a fal se i npression of his height, naking
hi m seem shorter than he actually was. Jera had first thought of clothing him
in a gray robe of Tomas's, but the young man was short for a Sartan and the
robe's hemhit A fred about mid-calf. The effect was |udicrous. The duchess
searched for the |ongest garnent she could find and eventually outfitted the
Sartan in one of Tomas's cast-off court robes.

Alfred felt extremely unconfortable in the black robes of a necromancer and
made a feeble protest but no one paid the |least attention to him The robes
hit himat a point slightly above his |large, raw boned ankles. He was able to
wear his own shoes, at least; no other pair could be found that canme close to
fitting over his feet.

"They're bound to take himfor a refugee," said Jera, with a sigh. "Just keep



your hood over your head," she instructed Alfred, "and don't say a word to
anyone. Let us do the talking."

The robe was worn | oosely belted around the wai st. Tomas added an enbr oi der ed
purse to be carried at the belt. Jera would have added an iron dagger—to be
hi dden in the purse—but Alfred adamantly refused.

"No, | won't carry a weapon," he said, recoiling fromthe dagger as he m ght
have recoil ed fromone of the deadly jungle snakes of Arianus.

"It's only a precaution,"” said Jonathan. "No one trunks for a nmoment we'l|

actually have to use these weapons. See, | have mne." He displayed a dagger
made of silver, inlaid with precious jewels. "It was ny father's."
"I won't," Alfred said stubbornly. "I took a vow*

"He took a vow He took a vow" the earl mimicked in disgust. "Don't force it
on him Jera. It's just as well. He'd probably cut off his own hand."

Al fred did not carry a weapon.

He had supposed that they would sneak into the palace in the dead of the
dynast's slunber hours. He was considerably astoni shed when Tomas announced
shortly after dinner that it was time they departed.

The farewells were brief and matter-of-fact, as between those who know t hey
will neet again shortly. Everyone was excited, on edge, and didn't appear in
the | east fearful or cognizant of danger. The possible exception was Tonas.

Havi ng caught himin what he was certain was a |lie about Haplo, Al fred watched
Tomas carefully and fancied that the easygoing smle was forced, the carefree
| augh was just a split second too |late to be natural, the eyes had a tendency
to dart away whenever anyone | ooked at himdirectly. Al fred considered
mentioning his suspicions to Jera, but rejected the idea.

I'"ma stranger, an outsider. They've known himfar |onger than they' ve known
me. She wouldn't listen to nme and | m ght make matters worse instead of
better. They don't trust nme, as it is. They might decide to | eave ne behi nd!
Alfred took a last | ook at the dog before he left.

"The beast is dying," stated the earl bluntly

"Yes, | know. " Alfred stroked the soft fur, petted the heaving fl anks.

"What am | supposed to do with it, then?" the old nman demanded. "I can't haul
a corpse with me to the gate."

"Just leave it," said Alfred, rising to his feet with a sigh. "If all goes
well, the dog will come to neet us. If not, it won't matter."

*

Despite the fact that the dynast was not appearing in public, the court was
thronged with people. Afred had thought the tunnel streets crowded and

cl austrophobic until he entered the castle. Mst of the living inhabitants of
Necropolis could be found there at night, dancing, sharing the |atest gossip,
pl ayi ng at rune-bone, eating the dynast's food.

Entering the crowded ant echanber, doing his best not to trip over Jonathan's



heel s or tread on the hemof Jera's robe, Alfred was al nost suffocated by the
heat, the perfune of the rez flower, the raucous noise of |aughter and nusic.
The fragrance of the rez was delightful, sweet and spicy. But it couldn't

qui te mask anot her odor prevalent in the ballroom an underlying odor

pervasi ve, cloying, sickening in the heat—+the odor of death.

The living ate and drank, joked and flirted. The dead noved anong the |iving,
waiting on them serving them Trailing behind the cadavers, the phantasm
shadows al nost di sappeared in the glitter of bright |ights.

Everyone they net greeted the duke and duchess w th enthusiasm

"Did you hear the news, my darlings? There's to be a war! Isn't it too
shocking!" cried a woman in nauve robes, rolling her eyes with intense
enj oynent .

Jera, Jonathan, and Tomas | aughed and danced and exchanged gossip and
skilfully oiled their way through the throng in the antechanber, draggi ng,
pushi ng, and prodding a stunmbling and distressed Al fred along with them From
t he ant echanber, they passed into the ballroom which was even nore crowded,
if such a thing were possible.

A surge in the throng suddenly separated Alfred fromhis group. He took a
hesitating step toward where he'd | ast seen Jera's shining hair, and found
hinself in the mdst of a crowd of young peopl e anusing thensel ves by wat chi ng
a corpse dance

The cadaver was that of an older nan of grave and stately men. Fromthe

di | api dat ed appearance of both the cadaver and the clothing it wore, the
corpse had been around a long, long tinme. Urged on by the giggling young
peopl e, the cadaver was perform ng a dance that it had probably performed in
its own youth.

The young peopl e hooted and jeered and began to dance around the corpse in
nockery of the ol d-fashioned steps. The cadaver paid no attention to them but
continued to dance on its decaying |legs, nmoving solemmly with a pathetic grace
to the tune of nmusic only it could hear

"I"'ve found him Fire and ash! He's going to faint!" gasped Tomas, grabbing
hold of Alfred and propping himup as the Sartan started to keel over.

"I"ve got him" said Jonathan, catching hold of Alfred s |linp, dangling arm
"Whafs the matter with hin?" Jera demanded. "Alfred? Are you all right?"

"The .. . heat!" Alfred panted, hoping they would nistake the tears on his
face for sweat. "The noise ... I'm. . . nost frightfully sorry..."

"We' ve been seen around the ballroomlong enough to allay suspicion. Jonathan
go find the chanberlain and ask if the Queen Mother is receiving yet."

Jonat han worned his way through the crowd. Tomas and Jera between t hem gui ded
Alfred to a sonewhat quieter corner, where they dislodged a portly and
grunbl i ng necromancer from his chair and plunked the shaken Al fred down into
it. The Sartan closed his eyes and shivered and hoped he coul d avoid being

si ck.

Jonat han returned shortly with the news that the Queen Mther was receiving
and that they had permission to wait on her and pay their respects.



Between the three of them they hauled Alfred to his feet and propelled him
t hrough the throng, out of the ballroom and into a Iong, enpty hallway that,
after the heat and noise of the ballroom was a cool and quiet haven of rest.

"Your Graces." The chanberlain stood before them "If you will follow ne."

The chamnberlain | ed them down the hallway, advancing several steps before
them his staff of office striking the rock floor with a ringing sound at
about every five paces. Al fred foll owed, extraordinarily confused, wondering
why they were taking tinme out of a desperate attenpt to free an inprisoned
prince's corpse to pay a royal visit. He mght have asked Jonat han, who was
beside him but the slightest sound seemed to reverberate through the hallway,
and he was fearful of the chanberlain overhearing

Al fred' s confusion grew. He had assumed they were going to the royal famly's
quarters. But they left the sunptuous, beautifully decorated halls far behind.
The corridor they wal ked was narrow, w nding, and began to di p downward. The
gas | anmps were infrequently spaced and soon ended al together; the darkness was
deep and heavy, tainted strongly with the snmells of decay and nust.

The chamnberl ain spoke a rune and a light gleanmed on the top of his staff, but
it merely guided the way. The light did little to aid their steps.

Fortunately, the rock floor was smooth and unobstructed and they traversed it
wi t hout undue difficulty, not counting Al fred, who fell over a mnuscul e crack
in the floor and [ anded flat on his face.

"I"'mquite all right. Please, don't bother," he protested. Nose pressed
agai nst the floor, he happened to get a very close | ook at the base of the
rock walls.

Rune markings. Al fred blinked, stared, his thoughts going back to the

mausol eum to the underground tunnel built by his people far beneath the Geg's
realmof Drevlin on Arianus, to the rune markings that ran al ong the tunne
floors and, when activated by the proper nagic, becane small, |ighted guides

t hrough the darkness. In Arianus, the tunnels had been kept in good repair,
the rune markings were easy to see for those with eyes to see them On
Abarrach, the sigla were faded, some obscured by dirt, in a few pl aces
conpletely obliterated. They had not been used in a long time. Perhaps their
use had been conpletely forgotten

"My dear sir, are you injured?" The chanberlain was com ng back to check on
hi m

"CGet up!" Tomas hissed. "What's the matter with you?"
"Uh, nothing. I'mfine." Alfred clanbered to his feet. "Th-thank you."

The tunnel wound around, was met by other runnels, was intersected by other
tunnels, flowed through and over and under and into other tunnels. Each tunne
| ooked exactly like every other tunnel. Alfred was conpletely confused and

di soriented, and he marvel ed at the chanberlain, who noved through the maze
wi t hout hesitation.

Fi ndi ng the way woul d have been easy, if the chanberlain had been reading the
gui de-runes on the floor, but he never so much as glanced in their direction
Alfred couldn't see themin the dark and he dared not call attention to

hi nsel f by activating their magic, and so he stunbl ed on ahead blindly,
knowi ng only that they were novi ng downward, ever downward, and thinking that
this was a very odd place for the Queen Mdther to keep her parlor



CHAPTER * 32
THE CATACOMBS, ABARRACH

THE SLOPING FLOOR GREW MORE  LEVEL, GAS LAWMPS  REAPPEARED,
gleam ng yellow in the darkness. Alfred heard Jera's breathing quicken
slightly in excitement. He felt Jonathan's body tense. Tomas, passing beneath
a gas |l anmp, appeared alnost as livid as one of the corpses. A fred judged by
these signs that they were nearing their goal. Hs heart fluttered, his hands
shook, and he bani shed the conforting thought of fainting firmy fromhis

m nd.

The chamberl ain brought themto a halt with an inperious gesture of his staff.
"Please wait here. You will be announced." He noved off, calling, "Preserver!
Visitors for the Queen Mot her."

"Where are we?" Alfred took advantage of the nonent to whisper to Jonathan

"In the cataconbs!" Jonathan answered, eyes glittering with fun and
excitenent.

"What ?" Al fred was anmazed. "The cataconbs? Wiere Hapl o and the prince—=
"Yes, yes!" Jera rmurmured.

"We told you it would be sinple,"” Jonathan added.

Tomas, Alfred noticed, said nothing, but stood off to one side, keeping in the
shadows, out of the |light of the gas |anps.

"OfF course, we'll have to go through with this farce of visiting the Queen
Mot her," Jera whi spered, peering inpatiently into the cataconbs for sone sign
of the chanberlain. "I wonder where he's gone off to?"

"The Queen Mdther. Down here." Alfred was conpletely baffled. "Did she comit
sone crinme?"

"Ch, dear no!" Jonathan was shocked. "She was a very great |ady when she was
alive. It was her corpse that proved rather difficult."

"Her corpse," Alfred repeated weakly, |eaning against the danp stone wall.

"Constantly interfering," said Jera in a |low voice. "She sinply could not
understand that she was no | onger wanted at royal functions. Her cadaver kept
barging in at the nost inopportune nonents. Finally, there was nothing the
dynast could do but |ock the corpse away down here, where she can't cause
trouble. It's quite fashionable to visit her, however. And it does pl ease the
dynast. He was a good son, if not nuch else."

"Hush!" Tomas said sharply. "The chanberlain's returning."

"This way, if you will be so good," called the nan in sonorous tones.

The narrow hall and dank wal I s echoed back the sounds of rustling robes and
shuffling feet. A man clad in untrimed bl ack robes bowed, stood deferentially
to one side. Was it Alfred' s imagination or did Tomas and this bl ack-robed
apparition exchange telling glances? Alfred began to shiver with cold and

appr ehensi on.

They came to an intersection that formed the shape of a cross; narrow hall ways



branched off in four directions. Alfred darted a swift glance down the hall to
his right. Darkly shadowed cells ranged al ong either side of the hall. The
Sartan tried to catch a glinpse of the prince, or possibly Haplo. He saw

not hing, and he didn't dare take tinme for a closer inspection. He had the
uncanny feeling that the preserver's eyes were fixed on him

The chamberlain turned to the left and the group trooped behind him Rounding
a corner, they stepped into a blaze of light that nearly blinded them after
the dimlight of the hallways. Sunptuously adorned and appoi nted, the cavern
m ght have been lifted intact fromthe royal chanbers, except for the iron
cell bars, which marred the effect. Behind the bars, surrounded by every
possi bl e luxury, a well-preserved cadaver sat in a high-backed chair drinking
air froman enpty teacup. The corpse was clad in robes of silver thread, and
gold and jewels glittered on waxen fingers. Her silver hair was beautifully
coi ffed and cared for.

A young worman clad in plain black robes sat in a chair near her, naking
desultory conversation. Alfred realized, with a shock, that the young wonan
was alive; the living actually serving the dead.

"The Queen Mdther's private necromancer," said Jera.

The young woman bri ghtened when she saw them her expression grew eager. She
rose quickly and respectfully fromher seat. The cadaver of the Queen Mot her
gl anced their way, nmade a stately invitational notion with its winkled hand.

"I will wait to acconpany you out of the cataconbs, Your Graces," said the
chanmberl ain. "Please do not remain long. Her Most Gracious Majesty is easily
tired."”

"We could not think of taking you fromyour duties,"
"Don't let us inconvenience you. W know the way."

Jera protested snoothly.

At first the chanberlain would not hear of such a thing but Her G ace was
persuasi ve and His Grace was careless with a bag of gol den coins that happened
to fall into the chanberlain's hands by accident. The chanberlain left them
returning down the hallway, his staff thunping against the floor. Alfred

wat ched hi m depart, thought he saw the chanberl ain nod once at the bl ack-robed
preserver. Alfred broke out into a cold sweat. Every fiber in his body was
urging himto either run or faint or perhaps do both simultaneously.

The young wonman had noved to open the cell door
"No, my dear, that won't be necessary," Jera said softly.

The conspirators stood together, listening, waiting for the sound of the
chanmberlain's staff to disappear in the distance. Wen it could no | onger be
heard, the preserver beckoned.

"This way!" he called, notioning themtoward him

They noved swiftly. Alfred, glancing back, saw the bitter di sappointnent in
t he young woman's face, saw her sink back down into her chair, heard her
resume—n a dull, lifel ess voice-her conversation with the corpse.

The preserver |led them down the hall opposite to the one in which the Queen
Mot her was housed. It was far darker than the hall they'd just left, far
darker than any hall they'd wal ked yet. Alfred, hurrying al ong next to Tomas,
saw nunerous gas |lanps on the wall, but for sone reason nost of them were
unlit. Either they'd blown out... or they'd been turned off.



Only one lanp in the hallway renmained lighted. It beaned out from somewhere
ahead, nmking the surroundi ng darkness that nuch darker by contrast. Draw ng
near, Al fred saw that the |light shone on a corpse sitting on a stone slab. The
eyes stared straight ahead, its arns dangled listlessly between its knees.

"That's the prince's cell!" said Tomas, his voice tight and hard. "The one
with the light init. Your friend is in the cell across fromthe cadaver."

Jera, in her eagerness, darted ahead. Jonathan kept dose pace behind his wife.
Al fred was forced to concentrate on keeping both his feet headed in the sane
general direction. He found hinmself at the rear and he suddenly realized that
t he preserver, who had been in the | ead, had unaccountably dropped back behi nd
him Tomas, too, was no | onger around.

From out of the darkness came the clank and rattle of arnmor. Alfred saw the
danger, saw it clearly in his mind, if not with his eyes. He drew a breath to
shout a warning, forgot to watch where he was going. The toe of one foot
caught on the heel of his other foot. He pitched forward, came down hard on
the rock surface, the force of his inpact slamming the breath from his body.
H s cry became nothing nore than a whoosh of air, followed by a twangi ng sound
behind him An arrow fl ew over his head, pierced the air where he'd been

st andi ng.

Peeri ng ahead, fighting desperately to breathe, Alfred saw Jonathan and Jera,
two shapes sil houetted agai nst the |ight—perfect targets.

"Jonat han!" Jera screanmed. The two shapes converged con-fusingly. A flight of
arrows sped at them

Unconsci ousness sought to claimAlfred, to draw himinto its confortable
oblivion. He battled it back and managed to gasp out the runes, his
subconsci ous bringing words to lips that had no idea what they were speaking.

A heavy wei ght crashed on top of Alfred, who wondered dazedly if he'd brought
the cavern roof down on them But he realized, fromthe smell and the feel of
chill flesh and cold arnor plate against his skin, that he'd succeeded in
perform ng the magi c he'd perforned once before. He had killed the dead.

"Jera!" Jonathan's voice, panic-stricken, disbelieving, rose to a shriek
"Jeral"

The soldier's corpse had fallen across Alfred' s legs. The Sartan pul | ed

hi nsel f out frombeneath it. A phantasm floated around him taking on the
living formand shape of the body it had left, before it wafted away into the
dar kness. Alfred was vaguely aware of footsteps—tiving footsteps—unning
swiftly back down the hallway and of the preserver kneeling beside the

sol di er-corpse, speaking to it inperatively, conmanding it to rise.

Alfred had no clear idea in his mnd of what to do, where to go. He made it to
his feet and peered around in terrified confusion. Gief-choked, ragged sobs
drew himforward, into the darkness.

Jonat han knelt on the floor. He held Jera in his arns.

The two had al nost reached the prince's cell. The light of the gas |anp above
it streaned over them shone off the shaft of an arrow, buried deep, |odged in
Jera's right breast. Her eyes were fixed on her husband's face and, just as

Al fred reached them her lips parted in a sigh that took the last breath from
her body.



"She junped in front of nme," Jonathan cried dazedly. "The arrow was neant for
me and. .. she junped in front of ne. Jeral" He shook the corpse, as if he
were trying to waken a deep sleeper. Her lifeless hand slid to the floor. Her
head lolled to one side. The beautiful hair fell over her face, covering it
I'i ke a shroud.

"Jera!" Jonathan clasped her to his breast.

Alfred could still hear the voice of the preserver, attenpting to raise the
dead guard.
"But he'll soon realize that's futile and sunmon ot her guards. Maybe that's

where Tonas, the traitor, went." Alfred was talking to hinself, knew he was
talking to hinself, but he couldn't seemto help it. "W have to get away, but
where do we go? And where's Hapl o?"

A soft groaning came to himas if in response to the sound of the nane,
cutting beneath Jonathan's cries and the preserver's chants. Alfred | ooked
around hurriedly, saw Haplo lying on the floor near his cell door

Swi ft - spoken runes and a graceful weaving of the hands, all done w thout
consci ous thought on Alfred' s part, reduced the iron bars of the cell to snall
piles of rust lined up in a neat row

Al fred touched the Hapl o's neck. He could not find the heartbeat, the life's
pul se had sunk | ow, and he feared he was too | ate. Reaching out a gentle,
trenbling hand, he turned the man's head to the light. He saw the eyelids
flutter. He could feel a soft stirring of warm breath on the skin of the hand
that he held near the Patryn's cracked and parched lips. He was alive, but
just barely.

"Haplo!" Alfred | eaned near, whispering urgently. "Haplo! Can you hear ne!"
Wat chi ng anxi ously, he saw the man's head nod with a feeble notion. Relief

fl ooded through him "Haplo! Tell me what happened to you? Is it sickness? A
wound? Tell me! I"-Alfred drew a deep breath, but there had really never been

any doubt over his decision—1 can heal you—*

"No!" The crusted lips could barely nove, but Haplo nanaged to formthe word,
managed to sunmon enough breath to speak it aloud. "I won't... owe ny life ..
Sartan." He ceased tal king, shut his eyes. A spasm convul sed his body and he
cried out in agony.

Alfred hadn't foreseen this, couldn't think how to handle it. "You woul dn't
owe your life to ne! I owe you!" He was babbling, but it was the only thing he
could think to do under the circunstance. "You saved ny life fromthe dragon
On Arian—

Hapl o sucked in a breath. He opened his eyes, reached out and gripped Afred' s
robes. "Shut up and ... listen. You can do ... one thing for me ... Sartan
Promi se! Swear!"

"I + swear," Alfred said, not knowi ng what else to say. The Patryn was very
near death.

Hapl o was forced to pause, sumon his waning strength. He ran his swollen
tongue over lips coated with a strange, black substance. "Don't let them
resurrect ne. Burn... my body. Destroy it. Understand." The eyes opened, gazed
intently into Alfred' s. "Understand?"



Slowy, Alfred shook his head. "I can't let you die."
"Dam you!" Hapl o gasped, his weak hand |l osing its grasp.

Alfred traced the runes in the air, began his chant. Hi s only question now,
the only dread left in his heart was: would his magic work on a Patryn?

Behind him he heard, |ike an echo of his own words, the soft phrase, "I won't
let you die!" And he heard the chanting of runes. Alfred, concentrating on his
work, paid no attention.

"Dam you!" Hapl o cursed him
CHAPTER * 33
THE CATACOMBS, ABARRACH

FOLLOW NG ALFRED S FI RST ENCOUNTER W TH HAPLO ON ARI ANUS, the Sartan took
pains to study the Patryns, the ancient enenmy. The early Sartan were

nmeti cul ous record keepers, and Alfred delved into the mass of histories and
treatises kept in the record vaults in the mausol eum beneath Drevlin. He
searched particularly for information on the Patryns thensel ves and their
concepts of magic. He found little, the Patryns having been wary of revealing
their secrets to their enem es. But one text struck himparticularly, and it
came now to his mnd

It had been witten, not by a Sartan, but by an elven w zardess, who had
formed a romantic liaison (brief and volatile) with a Patryn.

The concept of the circle is the key to the understanding of Patryn magic. The
circle rules not only the runes they tattoo upon their bodi es and how t hose
runes are structured, but it also extends into every facet of their |ives—the
rel ati onshi p between the mnd and body, relationships between two peopl e,

rel ationships with the community. The rupture of the circle, whether it be
injury to the body, the destruction of a relationship, or rupture in the
conmunity, is to be avoided at all costs.

The Sartan and ot hers who have encountered the Patryns and are famliar with
their harsh, cruel, and dictatorial personalities are continually amzed at
the strong loyalty these people feel for their own kind. (And only their own
kind!) To those who understand the concept of the circle, however, such
loyalty is not surprising. The circle preserves the strength of their
conmunity by cutting the community off fromthose the

Patryns consi der beneath them [There followed irrelevant material concerning
the wi zardess and her failed love affair.] Any illness or injury that strikes
down a Patryn is seen to have broken the circle established between body and
mnd. In healing practices anong the Patryns, the nost inportant factor is to
reestablish the circle. This nay be done by the wounded or s sick person
hinself or it may be done by another Patryn. A

Sartan who understood the concept night possibly be able to performthe sane
function, but it is highly doubtful 1: if the Patryn would permt it and 2: if
even a Sartan would be inclined to exhibit such nercy and conpassion for an
enemy who would a turn around and sl aughter himw thout conpunction.

The nmensch wi zardess had not had nuch use for either Patryns or Sartan
Alfred, on originally reading the text, was sonewhat indignant at the wonan's
tone, feeling sure his people were being unfairly maligned. Now, he wasn't so
certain.



Mercy and compassion ... to an eneny who woul d show you none hinself. He had
read the words lightly, glibly, w thout thinking about them Now he didn't
have tinme to think about the question, but it occurred to himthat sonewhere
in that sentence was the answer.

The circle of Haplo's being was broken, shattered. Poison, Al fred guessed,
noting the black substance on the lips, the swllen tongue, the evidence
around himthat the man had suffered terrible sickness.

"l must nend the circle, then | can nmend the man."

Al fred took hold of Haplo's rune-tattooed hands—the Patryn's left hand held in
the Sartan's right, the Sartan's right hand holding the Patryn's left. The
circle was formed. Alfred closed his eyes, shutting out every sound around
hi m bani shing the know edge that nore guards were com ng, that they were
still in deadly peril. Softly, he began to sing the runes.

Warnmt h surged through him blood pul sed strongly in his body, life welled up

i nside him The runes carried the life fromhis heart and head to his left arm
and his left hand and he sensed it passing through his hand to Hapl o's hand.
The chill skin of the dying man grew warmto the touch. He heard, or thought
he heard, the man's breathi ng grow stronger

Patryns have the ability to block Sartan spells, to obviate their power.
Alfred was truly afraid, at first, that Haplo mi ght do just that

But he was either too weak to tear apart the weaving of the runes Al fred spun
around him or the urge to survive was too strong.

Hapl o was growi ng better, but, suddenly, Alfred hinself was gripped w th pain.
The poison entered his system flowng fromthe Patryn to the Sartan, stabbing
at his insides with knives of flame. Alfred gasped and nopaned and doubl ed
over, nausea tw sting bowels and stomach, seening likely to tear himapart.

An eneny who would turn around and sl aughter himw thout conpunction

A horrifying suspicion canme over Alfred. Haplo was killing him The Patryn
cared nothing about his own life, he would die and use this opportunity to
take his eneny with him

The suspici on vanished in an instant. Haplo's hands, grow ng warmer and
stronger, clasped the Sartan's nore tightly, giving what |life and strength he
had to give back to Alfred. The circle between the two was truly forged, truly

conpl et e.

And Al fred knew, with a feeling of overwhel ni ng sadness, that Hapl o woul d
never forgive him

"Stop! No! What are you doi ng?" Soneone was yelling in panic.

Al fred came back to his surroundings, to their peril, with a jolt. Haplo sat
upri ght and, although he was pal e and shivering, he was breathing nornmally,
his eyes were clear, their gaze fixed on Alfred with grimenmity.

Hapl o broke the circle, jerking his hands fromAlfred' s grip.

"Are ... are you all right?" Alfred asked, peering at Hapl o anxiously.

"Leave ne alone!" Haplo snarled. He attenpted to stand, fell back



Alfred stretched forth a solicitous hand, Hapl o shoved hi maway roughly.

"l said | eave nme al one!"

Gitting his teeth, he | eaned agai nst the stone bed and pulled hinmself up off
the floor. He was about to attenpt to stand, when he gl anced out the cell
over Alfred s shoulder. The Patryn's eyes narrowed, his body tensed.

Becom ng aware of the pani cked shouting behind him Al fred swng around
hastily. The preserver was yelling, but he was yelling at the duke, not at

Al fred.

"You're insane! You can't do such a thing! It is against all the laws! Stop
it, you fool!"

Jonat han was singing the runes working the magic on the body of his dead wife.
"You don't know what you are doing!"

The preserver |unged at Jonathan, attenpted to drag himaway fromthe corpse.
Al fred heard the preserver add sonething about a "lazar," but the Sartan

didn't understand the incoherent shout.

Jonat han flung the preserver off himwith a strength born of grief, despair,

and nmadness. The man slamed into a wall, struck his head, and crunpled to the
floor. The duke paid no attention to him paid no attention to the sounds of
poundi ng footsteps, far away, but drawi ng closer. Holding the still-warm body

of his wife to his breast, Jonathan continued to sing the runes, tears running
down his face

"The guards are coning," said Haplo, his voice sharp-edged, cutting. "You' ve
probably saved ny life just to get me killed again. | don't suppose you gave
any thought as to how we get out of here?"

Al fred | ooked involuntarily back down the way they'd come, realized the sound

of the pounding boots enmanated from precisely the sane direction. "I. . . |I—=
he stammer ed.

Hapl o snorted in derision, glanced grinmy at the duke. "He's too far gone to
be of any help to us." The Patryn stood up, somewhat shakily, nearly falling
back on the stone bed. A furious | ook warned Alfred to keep his distance.
Hapl o regai ned his bal ance, staggered out of the cell, peered down the hallway
that continued on into inpenetrabl e darkness.

"Does it |lead out of here? O does it dead-end? If it conmes to a dead end,
then so do we. O we could wander around in a nmaze forever. Still, it's
our—¥ell, hullo, boy! W ere did you come fron"

The dog, seening to materialize out of the darkness, leapt on its master with
a joyous bark. Haplo bent down to fondle it. The dog wiggled and danced and
ni pped at his master's ankles in a frenzy of affection.

The footsteps were nearer, but they had sl owed and now Al fred coul d hear
voi ces, indistinct but audible. Fromthe fragnents of conversation, it
appeared that they were wary about entering the cataconbs, facing the dread
magi ¢ of the nysterious stranger

Hapl o patted the dog's flanks, |ooked inquiringly at Al fred.

"I know what you're going to ask me!" Alfred cried distractedly. The Sartan



rose hastily, avoiding the Patryn's gaze, and crossed the hall to where the
preserver lay in a heap on the floor. He knelt beside the body of the conatose
man. 'And, no! | can't renmenber the spell that | used to kill the dead. |I'm
trying but it's inpossible. It's like ny fainting. It's something | can't
control "

"Then what the hell are you doing wasting tine?" Hapl o demanded angrily.
"We've got to get out of here! If we knew the way—

The runes!" Alfred renmenbered, stared at the wall of the cataconb, shining in
the Iight. He pointed a shaking hand. "The runes!"

"Yeah? So?"
"They'll lead us out! |I-Mait!"
Alfred' s fingers traced the carvings on the wall, ran over the whorls and

notches and intricate designs. Touching one, he spoke the rune. The sigi
beneath his fingers began to glowwith a soft, radiant blue light. A rune
carved beside the one he touched caught the magical fire and began to gl ow.
Soon, one after the other, a line of runes appeared out of the darkness,
runni ng down the length of the hallway and vani shing beyond their |ine of
vi si on.

"Those'll |ead us out of here?"

"Yes," said Alfred confidently. "That is . He hesitated, wavering
recalling what he'd seen in the halls in |levels above. Hi s shoul ders sagged.
"If the sigla haven't been destroyed or defaced . "

Hapl o grunted. "Well, at least it's a start." The voices were |ouder. "Cnon.
It sounds like they're massing the whole damm arny! You go on ahead. ['Il get
the prince. Knowing Baltazar, | have a feeling we may run into trouble trying
to reach the ship wthout H s Hi ghness al ong."

The preserver was knocked unconsci ous, but he was alive. Alfred could | eave
himwi th a clear conscience. The Sartan hurried over to the duke's side, bent
down, not certain what he could do or say to persuade the grief-stricken man
to flee for alife that he nmust now care little about.

Alfred started to speak, stopped, sucked in a breath.

Jonat han's magi ¢ had worked. Jera's eyes were open, staring about her. She

| ooked up at her husband with the warm and shining eyes of the living. He
reached out to her but at that nmonment, her visage wavered, dissolved, and she
was staring at himw th the cold, vacant gaze of the dead.

"Jonat han!" her living voice nmpaned in pain. "Wat have you done?"

And there came a chill echo, as if fromthe grave, npani ng, "Wat have you
done?"

Horror filled Alfred, nunbed him He shrank back, bunped into Haplo, and
clutched at himthankfully.

"I thought | told you to go on ahead!" the Patryn snapped. He had one hand on
the prince's arm the cadaver noving along quite docilly. "Leave the duke, if
he won't come. He's no use to us. Wiat the devil's the matter with you now? |
swear —



Hapl o's eyes shifted, his voice trailed off. The Patryn's jaw sagged.

Jonat han was on his feet, helping his wife to stand. The arrow was | odged in
her breast, the front of her robes were stained with her life's blood. That
much of her inage remained fixed and solid in their mnds. But her face

"Once, on Drevlin, | saw a woman who had drowned," Alfred said softly, voice
tinged with awe. "She was |ying beneath the water and her eyes were open, the
water stirred her hair. She | ooked alive! But |I knew all the tine that. .. she
wasn't."

No, she wasn't. He renmenbered the cerenpny he'd witnessed in the cave,
renenbered the phantasns, standing behind the corpses, separate and apart from
t he body, divided.

"Jonat han?" the voice cried again and again. "Wat have you done?"
And the dreadful echo, "What have you done?"

Jera's phantasm had not had tine to free itself fromthe body. The worman was
trapped between two worlds, the world of the dead and the world of the spirit.
She had becone a |l azar. [1]

CHAPTER * 34
THE CATACOMBS, ABARRACH
THE  PRESERVER GROANED AND STl RRED, REGAI NI NG  CONSCI OUSNESS.

The footsteps were on the nove again, the arguing voices silenced. Apparently
they had their orders and were com ng after them

The ani mated corpse of Prince Edmund gazed about with the dazed air of a
rudel y awakened sl eeper; its phantasm hovering at the prince's shoul der

whi spered i ncoherently, sounding |ike the hissing of a chill w nd. The
duchess's cadaver was a frightful apparition. Her image constantly shifted,

di ssol ving one nonent into that of a withing phantasm only to coal esce again
into a pale and bl oody corpse. Her husband coul d do nothing except stare at
her; the enormity of his terrible crine had stunned hi msensel ess. Alfred was
deathly white, whiter than the corpse, and | ooked as if he were going to kee
over any nonent. The dog barked frantically.

"I't would be easier,” Haplo said to hinself bitterly, "just to |lay down and
die ... except that | don't dare | eave ny body behind.
"CGet moving!" he ordered, poking Alfred none too gently in the ribs. "I've got

the prince. Go on!"

"What about—= Alfred' s gaze was fixed on the duke and the terrible formthat
had been the duchess.

"Forget them W' ve got to get out of here. The soldiers and nost likely the
dynast hinself are com ng." Haplo shoved a reluctant Alfred down the hall.

"Kleitus will deal with the duke and duchess."
"They will send nme to oblivion!" the |azar shrieked.
" oblivion .. ." canme the echo.

Fear jolted both the lazar's body and spirit into novenent. Haplo gl anced



behind himin the eerie, blue, rune-lit darkness, and had the awful inpression
that two wormen were running after him

Jera's flight inpelled Jonathan to novenent. The duke followed after his wife
H s hands reached out to her, but he couldn't seemto bring hinself to touch
her. H s hands dropped linp at his sides.

Al fred chanted. The runes on the walls shone brightly, lighting their way
deeper into the cataconbs. The light rarely failed. If one line of sigla on
one side of the wall grew di mor darkened, the sigla on the other side was
al nost certain to be visible.

The runes led them far bel ow the cataconbs. The floor sloped downward at a
steep angle that nade it difficult to traverse. The cell bl ock soon cane to an
end, as did the nodern inprovenments such as gas | anps on the walls.

"This part ... is ancient!" gasped Al fred, panting fromthe exertion of
runni ng, staggering, and stunbling. "The runes ... are undisturbed."”

"But just where the hell are they |eading us?" Haplo denanded. "They're not
going to drop us in a hole, are they? O run us smack into a blank wall?"

"I+ don't think so."
"You don't think so!" Haplo sneered.

"At least, the runes aren't |eading our eneny to us," A fred ventured. He
poi nted back at the path they had taken. It had been swall owed up by darkness,
t he runes had gone out.

Haplo listened carefully. He couldn't hear the footsteps or the voices.

Per haps the fool Alfred had finally managed to do sonething right. Perhaps the
dynast had given up the pursuit.

"Either that, or he has sense enough not to come down here,"” Haplo nuttered.
He felt sick and wobbly on his legs. It took an effort just to draw each
breath. The runes swamin his blurred vision.

"I'f I could rest ... a nonent. Have time to think—= Alfred suggested tinmdly.

Haplo didn't want to stop. He couldn't imagine that Kl eitus would just |et
themslip through his fingers. But the Patryn knew, though he'd never admt
it, that he couldn't wal k another step

"Go ahead." He sank down thankfully onto the floor. The dog curled up at his
side, crowding close, resting its head on Haplo's |eg.

"Watch them boy," he commanded, turning the dog's head in a slow sweep to

i ncl ude everyone in the narrow tunnel. The prince's cadaver had conme to a halt
and stood staring at nothing. Jera' s body and spirit flitted restlessly from
one side of the hall to another. Jonathan collapsed onto the runnel floor
buried his face in his arms. He hadn't spoken a word since they'd fled.

The Patryn closed his eyes, wondered wearily if he had strength enough to
conpl ete the healing process. O was healing possible, considering the
power ful poison that had been used on him

The dog lifted its head, barked once sharply. Hapl o opened his eyes.

"Don't go anywhere, Your Hi ghness."



The prince's cadaver turned around. It had been headi ng down the hal |l way.
Pur pose had apparently replaced dazed confusion.

"You are not my people. | nust return to ny people.™
"We'| | get you there. But you've got to be patient."
The answer appeared to satisfy Ednund's cadaver, which again stood

stock-still. H's phantasm however, wavered and whi spered. The | azar stopped
its restless pacing, turned its head as if a voice had spoken to it.

"I's that what you desire? The experience will not be a pl easant one! Look at
mel" it cried in a ghastly voice.
" at me ..." canme the echo.

The phant asm appeared resol ute.

The lazar lifted its arms, its bl oody hands wove strange runes around the
prince's cadaver. Edmund's face, once peaceful in death, twisted in pain. The
phant asm di sappeared, life gleamed in the corpse's eyes. The |ips noved,
nout hi ng words, but only one anobng t hem heard what he said,

The lazar turned to Haplo. "Hi s H ghness wonders why you are hel ping him"

Hapl o attenpted to | ook at the lazar, to neet the eyes, but found he couldn't.
The sight of the blood, the arrow, the shifting face was too horrible for him
to bear. He cursed hinself for his weakness, kept his gaze on the prince.

"How can it wonder anything? Its dead."

'The body is dead," the |azar answered. "The spirit is alive. The prince's
phantasmis aware of what is transpiring around it. It could not speak, could
not act. That is why this living death in which we are trapped is so
terriblel™

" terrible ..." canme the echo.
"But now," continued the |azar, the awful visage cold with pride, "I have
given him as far as | am able, the power of speech, of conmunicating. | have

given himthe ability to act, spirit and body as one."
"But... we can't hear him" Alfred said in a weak voice.

"No, his spirit and body were too |ong divided. They have joi ned together, but
the joining is painful, as you can see. It will not last long. Not like mne
My tornent is eternal [1]"

eternal .

Jonat han groaned, withed in agony nearly as acute as his wife's. Afred
bl i nked, incredul ous, and opened his nouth. Haplo gave hima vicious nudge,
warning himto sil ence.

"Hi s Grace repeats the question: Wiy are you hel pi ng hi nP"
"Your Highness," said Haplo, speaking to the prince slowy, carefully

considering his words, "in hel ping you, |I'mhel ping nyself. My ship .
remenber ny ship?"



The cadaver may have nodded.

"My ship," Haplo continued, "is on the other side of the Fire Sea, docked at

Saf e Harbor. Your people now control Safe Harbor. 1'll get you across the Fire
Sea, if you'll keep your people fromattacking ne and grant ne passage out of
t he docks."

The cadaver stood w thout nmoving, only the dead eyes flickered in answer.

The lazar listened, then said, with a slight sneer, "H s H ghness understands
and accedes to the arrangenent."

So much, thought Haplo, for ny plan to abandon the duchess and her traunatized
husband. She—er whatever it is she's turned into—ould prove extraordinarily
useful. He | eaned over, caught hold of Alfred s robes.

"Have you cone up wth something? Do you know where these runes are taking
us?"

"I ... | believe so." Alfred s voice |owered, his gaze shifted to Jera. "But
do you realize—she can comunicate with the dead!"

"Yes, | realize it! And so will Kl eitus, if he gets hold of her." Haplo rubbed
his arms, his skin prickled and burned. "I don't like this. Someone's coning
Soneone's foll owi ng us. And whoever or whatever it is, I"'min no condition to
fight. It's up to you to save us, Sartan."

"And now | understand," the |azar was saying softly, speaking either to the
prince or to the other half of its tortured being. "I hear your words of
bitter sorrow. | share your regret, your despair, your frustration!"

The lazar wung its hands, its voice rising. "You want so desperately to make
themlisten, and they can't hear! The pain is worse than this arrowin ny
heart!" Gasping the arrow s shaft, the lazar jerked it free, hurled it to the
floor. "That pain ended swiftly. This pain will last forever! Never ending!

Oh, ny husband, you should have let nme diel™

shoul d have let ne die . came the mournful echo that faded into the

sil ence of the tunnel

"I know how she feels," Haplo said grimy. "Pay attention to nme, Sartan
There' |l be enough tinme later for your tears... if we're lucky. The runes,
dam it!"

Al fred wenched his gaze from Jera. "Yes, the runes." He swallowed. "The sigla
are leading us in a definite direction, keeping in one path. If you' ve

noti ced, we've passed by several other tunnels, branching off fromthis one,
and they haven't taken us down those. Wen | spoke the runes, it was in ny
mnd that | wanted out and so | think that the runes are | eading nme where
asked to go. But— Al fred hesitated, appeared unconfortable.

"But 2"

"But that exit mght very well be the front entrance to the palace,"” Al fred
concl uded mi serably.

Hapl o sighed, fought back a strong desire to curl up in a ball and be sick
"We've got no choice except to keep going." The burning of the runes on his
skin was strong. He rose slowy and painfully to his feet, whistled to the



dog.

"Haplo." Alfred stood up, laid a tentative hand on the Patryn's arm "What did
you mean, you know how she feels? Do you nmean | should have let you die?"

Hapl o jerked away fromthe nman's touch. "If it's thanks you want for saving ny
life, Sartan, you won't get them By bringing nme back, you may have inperiled
nmy peopl e, your people, and all those fool nmensch out there you seemto care
so nmuch about! Yes, you should have let nme die, Sartan! You should have let ne
die, then you should have done what | asked and destroyed ny body!"

Al fred stared, confused, frightened. "Inperiled ... | don't understand."

Haplo lifted a tattooed arm thrust it into Alfred' s face, pointed at the
runes on his skin. "Why do you think Kleitus used poison, instead of a spear
or an arrow to nurder me. Wy use poi son? Instead of a weapon that woul d
damage the skin?"

Alfred went livid. "Bl essed Sartan!"

Hapl o | aughed, briefly. "Yeah! Blessed Sartan! You' re a blessed bunch, al
right! Now go on. Get us out of here."

Al fred started down the hallway. The sigla on the walls flaned into soft blue
light at his approach. The prince's cadaver waited for the |lazar, held out its
hand with regal dignity, despite the gaping hole in its chest.

The | azar | ooked fromthe dead prince to her husband.

Jonat han's head was bowed, his hands clutched at his long hair, tearing it in
his bitter regret.

The | azar regarded himw thout pity, its face snooth, cold, frozen inits
deat h mask. The phantasm trapped within, gave the lazar its life, a terrible
life that stared out of the dead eyes wi th sudden, dreadful nenace.

"It is the living who have done this to us," she hissed.

done this to us . whi spered the echo.
The duke lifted a ravaged face, his eyes wi dened. The | azar took a step toward
him Cringing, he shrank away from what had once been his wife.

The | azar regarded himin silence. The two hal ves of her being shifted,
separated, the spirit attenpting futilely to free itself fromthe body's
prison. Turning, w thout a word, the |azar joined the dead prince, its feet
tranpling heedl essly over the blood stained arrow it had hurled to the floor

W d- eyed, Jonathan plucked an object from beneath his robes. Steel flashed in
the already fading light of the runes.

"Dog!" Haplo shouted. "Stop him"

The dog |l eapt, teeth slashing. Jonathan cried out in pain and astoni shrment.
The knife he held clattered to the tunnel floor. He made a grab for it, but
the dog was swifter. Standing over it, the animal bared its teeth, grow ing.
Jonat han fell back, nursing a bleeding wist.

Hapl o put his hand on the duke's arm steered hi mdown the tunnel after
Al fred. A whistle brought the dog trotting al ong behind.



"Why did you stop ne!l" Jonathan asked in a dull voice. H s feet dragged. He
wal ked blindly. "I want to die!"

Hapl o grunted. 'All | need is another corpse! Get noving!"
CHAPTER * 35
THE CATACOMBS, ABARRACH

THE CATACOMB TUNNEL CONTINUED TO DESCEND AT A  MODERATE sl ope,
the runes lighting a snooth path that appeared to be delving straight into the
dept hs of the world. Hapl o had doubts about anything that Alfred undert ook

but the Patryn was forced to concede that the tunnel, although ancient, was
dry, wide, and had been kept in good repair. He hoped he was right in
deduci ng, therefore, that it had been designed to accombdate a consi derabl e
amount of traffic.

Why? he reasoned, if not to take a | arge nunber of people to a specific place.
And woul dn't that place nore than likely be out?

It nade sense. Still, he rem nded himself gloonily, there was no telling with
the Sartan.

But, wherever the path was |eading them they were forced to follow There was
no turni ng back. Hapl o paused often to listen, and now he was certain he heard
footsteps, the clank of armor, the rattle of sword and spear. He gl anced over
at his charges. The dead were in better condition than the living. The |azar
and the prince's cadaver wal ked down the tunnel with calm purposeful steps.
Behi nd them Jonathan stunbl ed aimessly, paying little attention to his
surroundi ngs, his gaze fixed with a puzzled horror on the tortured figure of
hi s bel oved wi fe.

Hapl o wasn't noving all that well himnmself. The poison was still in his system
Only a healing sleep would cure himconpletely. The runes on his flesh gl owed
in a sickly manner. His magic fought to place one foot in front of the other
The runes on his skin mght flicker and die out conpletely if the sigla had to
fight anything nore challenging. Silent, watchful, the dog padded al ong,
keepi ng at the duke's heels.

The Patryn edged his way through the narrow tunnel, past the living and the
dead, to catch up with AlIfred. The Sartan sang the runes softly beneath his
breath, watched the sigla flane to life and light their path.

"We're being foll owed," Hapl o announced in a | ow voi ce.

The Sartan was concentrating on the runes, had no idea Hapl o was near. Alfred
junped, tripped, and nearly fell. He saved hinself by clinging to the snooth,
dry wall and gl anced nervously behind him

Hapl o shook his head. "I don't think they're close, although | can't be
certain. These dam tunnels distort the sound. They can't be sure which way we
went. My guess is that they're having to stop and investigate every

i ntersection, send patrols down every branching path to nake certain they
don't lose us." He gestured at the glowi ng blue marks on the wall. "These
sigla wouldn't be likely to Iight up again, show themthe way, would they?"
"They m ght,"
knew t he proper spells.

Al fred paused, considering. He | ooked unhappy. "If the dynast



Hapl o stopped wal ki ng, began swearing fluently. "That damm arrow "

"What arrow?" Alfred cringed back against the wall, expecting barbed shafts to
cone flying past him

"The arrow Her Grace yanked out of her body!" Haplo pointed in the direction
they'd just cone. "Once they find that, they'll know they're on the right
track!"

He took a step in that direction, hardly know ng what he was doi ng.

"You can't be thinking of returning!™ A fred cried, panicked. "You' d never
find the way back!"

Is that what |'mthinking? Hapl o wondered to hinself silently, nerves tingling
with the idea. | use retrieving the arrow as an excuse, double back on our own
trail. The soldiers will keep going forward. Al 1'd have to do is hide unti
they're gone, then be on ny nerry way and | eave these Sartan to their

wel | -deserved fate.

It was tenpting, very tenpting. But that left the problemof returning to his
ship, a ship that was now moored in hostile eneny territory.

Hapl o resunmed wal ki ng besi de Al fred.

"I'd find a way back," he said bitterly. "Wat you nmean is that you'd never
find the way back—the way back through Death's Gate. That was the reason you
saved ny life, wasn't it, Sartan?"

"OfF course,"” returned Alfred softly, sadly. "Wy el se?"

"Yeah. Wy el se?"

Al fred was apparently deeply absorbed in his chanting. Haplo couldn't hear the
words, but he saw the Sartan's |ips nmove, the runes continue to light. The
slope in the floor had decreased nmarkedly. It ran level, which nmght indicate

they were getting sonewhere. The Patryn didn't know if this was good or bad.

"I't wouldn't be on account of the prophecy, would it?" he asked abruptly,
keeping his gaze fixed intently on Al fred.

The Sartan's entire body jerked as if dancing on a puppeteer's string—head,
hands flew up, eyes opened wide. "No!" he protested. "No, | assure you!

don't know anything about this . . . this prophecy."

Hapl o studied the man. Al fred was not above lying, if driven to it, but he was
aterrible liar, offering up his prevarications with a wi stful, pleading
expression, as if begging you to believe him He was | ooking at Hapl o now and
his | ook was frightened, m serable.

"I don't believe you!"

"Yes, you do," answered Alfred neekly.

Hapl o funed, angry, disappointed. "Then you're an idiot! You should have asked
them After all, the prophecy was mentioned in connection with you."

"The one reason that | never want to know of it!"

"That makes a hell of a |lot of sense!"



"A prophecy inmplies that we are destined to do sonething. It dictates to us,
we have no choice in the matter. It robs us of our freedomof will. Too often
propheci es end up being self-fulfilling. Once the thought is in our mnds, we
act, either consciously or unconsciously, to bring it to pass. That can be the
only explanation . . . unless you believe in a higher power."

"Hi gher power!" Haplo scoffed. "Were? The nmensch? | don't plan to believe in
this 'prophecy' These Sartan believe in it, and that's what interests ne. As
you say"—Hapl o wi nked—t hat prophecy could be'self-fulfilling."

"You don't know what it is either, do you?" Alfred guessed.

"No, but I intend to find out. Don't worry, though. I don't plan to tell you.
Say Your Grace— He turned toward Jonat han

"Haplo!" Alfred sucked in his breath, caught hold of the Patryn's arm
"Don't try to stop ne!" Haplo tore hinself free. "I'mwarning you—~
"The runes! Look at the runes!"”

Alfred pointed a trenbling finger at the wall. Haplo glared at the Sartan
thinking it was a ruse to keep himfromtalking to the duke. But Alfred
appeared truly upset. The Patryn reluctantly and warily shifted his gaze.

The sigla, lighting one by one, had been running consistently along the base
of the wall ever since they left the dungeon. At this point, however, they
left the base of the wall, traveled upward to form an arch of gl ow ng bl ue
[ight. Haplo squinted his eyes against the brilliance, peered ahead. He could
see not hi ng beyond but darkness.

"It's a door. W've conme to a door," said Alfred nervously

"l can see that! Were does it | ead?"

"I + don't know. The runes don't say. But... | don't think we should go any
farther."

"What do you suggest we do instead? Wait here to pay our respects to the
dynast ?"

Alfred licked his lips. Sweat beaded on his balding head. "N-no. It's just..
| mean | woul dn't—=

Hapl o wal ked straight for the arch. At his approach, the runes changed col or
blue turned to flaring red. The sigla snoldered, burst into flame. He put his
hand in front of his face, tried to advance. Fire roared and crackled, snoke
bli nded him The superheated air seared his lungs. The runes on his arns

gl owed blue in response, but their power could not protect himfromthe
burning flames that scorched his flesh. Haplo fell back, gasping for air. He'd
be imvlated i f he went through that doorway.

The Patryn glared at Alfred, irrationally blaming him At Haplo's retreat, the
sigla's fire faded to a red-yell ow gl ow.

"Those are runes of warding. You can't enter," said Alfred, w de eyes
reflecting the rune light. "None of us can enter! There's another hallway over
here." He indicated a tunnel running at right angles to the one in which they
st ood.



They left the flaring archway, whose runes di med to darkness behind them and
entered the hallway. Alfred began to chant, the blue runes lit up along the
base of the wall, |eading themonward. But after taking about forty steps,

t hey discovered that the corridor bent around to the right, |eading them back
in the direction fromwhich they'd cone. Haplo wasn't surprised to see anot her
archway |ight up before them

"Ch, dear," nmurnured Alfred, distressed. "But this can't be the sane one!"
"It isn't," said Haplo, voice grim

"Look, the hall continues on around—

*—and ny guess is that it will only take us to another arch. You can go | ook
but =

"The dead are coming." The |azar spoke suddenly, chill lips curved in a
strange and eerie smle. "I can hear them"

hear them. mur mur ed t he phantasm

"I can hear them too," Haplo said, "the clash of cold steel." He eyed Al fred.
The Sartan shrank back against the wall. By his expression, it seenmed he

wi shed very much he could crawl into the rock. "Runes of warding, you said.
That means they would 'ward' people away, not prevent themfromentering."

Alfred flicked a despairing glance at the sigla. "No one who came across these
runes would want to enter."

Hapl o checked a bitter, frustrated coment, turned to Jonathan. "Do you have
any idea what could be in there?"

The duke rai sed gl azed eyes, glanced around without interest. He had little or
no i dea where he was and obviously cared |l ess. Haplo swore softly, turned back
to Alfred. "Can you break the runes?"

Sweat trickled down the Sartan's face. He gul ped, swallowed. "Yes." H s voice
was tremul ous, barely audible. "But you don't understand. These runes are the
strongest that could possibly be |aid down. Sonething terrible Iies beyond
that door! | will not open it!"

Hapl o eyed Alfred intently, measuring what it would take to force the Sartan
to act. Alfred was very pale, but resolute, stooped shoul ders braced, eyes
nmeeting Haplo's with unflinching, unexpected resolve.

"So be it," Haplo nmuttered and, turning, started wal king toward the arch. The
sigla flared red, he could feel the heat on his face and arnms. Gitting his
teeth, he continued to wal k forward. The dog gave a frantic bark

"Stay!" Hapl o commanded, and kept on wal ki ng.

"Wait!" Alfred cried in a tone no less frantic than the dog's. "Wat are you
doi ng? Your magic can't protect you!"

The heat was intense. Breathing was difficult. The doorway was abl aze, an arc
of fire

"You're right, Sartan," Haplo said, coughing, noving steadily forward. "But
it will be over quickly. And"-he gl anced backward—ny body won't be of



much use to anyone afterward

"No! Don"t! I'"Il .. . I'Il open them " Alfred cried, shuddering. "I"'IlI..
open them" he repeated. Pushing hinself up fromthe wall, he shuffled
f or war d.

Hapl o cane to a stop, stepped to one side, watched with a quiet, satisfied
smle. "You weakling," he said in disdain as Al fred noved slowy past.

CHAPTER * 36
THE CHAMBER OF THE DAMNED, ABARRACH

STANDI NG BEFORE THE ARCHWAY, A PREPCSTEROUS, UNGAINLY FI GURE in his too-short
bl ack robe, Al fred began to performa sol etm dance.

The feet that could not take ten steps without falling over thensel ves were
suddenly executing intricate steps with extraordi nary grace and delicacy. Hs
face was grave and sol emn, wholly absorbed in the nmusic. He acconpanied
hinself with a grave and sol entm song. Hands wove the runes in the air, his
feet replicated the pattern on the floor. Haplo watched until he discovered
some wayward part of hinmself feeling touched and entranced by the beauty.

"How long is this going to take?" he denmanded, his voice harsh and di scordant,
breaking in on the song.

Alfred paid no attention to him but the dancing and the singing ended soon
after Hapl o spoke. The red light of the warding runes glimered, faded,
glimered, and died. Al fred shook hinself, drew a deep breath, as if he were
energing fromdeep water. He | ooked up at the dying light of the runes and
si ghed.

"We can go in now," he said, w ping sweat from his forehead.
They passed t hrough the arch w thout incident, although Haplo was forced to

fight down a sudden overwhel ning reluctance to enter, and he experienced an
unpl easant tingling sensation on his skin.

If I were in the Labyrinth, 1'd heed these warnings. He was the last to walk
beneath the arch, the dog trotting along at his heels. The runes lit again
al nrost imedi ately, their red glow illumnating the tunnel

"That should stop whoever's follow ng us, or at |east slow them down. Mbst of
the Sartan may have forgotten the old magic but | wouldn't put it past

Kl ei tus— Hapl o paused, frowning. The red-glow ng sigla gleamed on both sides
of the arch. "What does that nean, Sartan?"

"The runes are different," said Afred softly, fearfully. "The sigla on the
opposite side were designed to keep people out. These"—he turned, staring
into the darkness—are nmeant to keep sonmething in."

Hapl o | eaned wearily back against the tunnel wall. Patryns are not noted for
their imagination or creativity, but it took little of either for Haplo to
conjure up visions of various terrible nonsters that mght be lurking in the
depths of this world.

And | haven't got the strength left to fight an angry house cat.

He felt eyes on himand glanced up swiftly. The |azar was watching him The
eyes in the dead face were fixed and staring, w thout expression. But the eyes



of the phantasm that sometines | ooked out of the dead eyes, like a sentient
shadow, were regardi ng hi msteadfastly.

Their | ook was fey, dire. A slight snmle touched the |azar's blue-gray I|ips.
"Why struggl e? Nothing can save you. In the end, you will cone to us."

Fear twi sted inside Haplo, turned his guts to water, clenched his bowels; not
t he adrenaline-punped fear of battle that gave a man strength he didn't
possess, stami na and endurance he didn't have. This fear was the child's fear
of the darkness, the terror of the unknown, the debilitating fear of a thing
he didn't understand and, therefore, couldn't control

The dog, sensing the nenace, grow ed, hackles raised and stepped between its
master and the | azar. The corpse's mal evol ent eyes | owered, their dreadful
spel |l broke. Al fred had nmoved on down the hallway, murnuring the runes to
hinsel f. Blue sigla on the walls were once again |eading themforward. Prince
Edmund' s cadaver stal ked after him Its phantasm had again separated fromthe
body, trailed al ong behind the cadaver like a ragged silk scarf.

Shaken and unnerved, Hapl o remained | eaning against the wall until the rune's
light had al nost faded, attenpting to recover hinself. A voice, speaking out
of the di mess, set every nerve junping and tw tching.

"Do you suppose all the dead hate us that nuch?" It was Jonathan's voice
torn, angui shed.

Hapl o hadn't been paying attention, hadn't known the duke was near. Such a

| apse woul d have cost the Patryn his life in the Labyrinth! Cursing hinself,
the tunnel, the poison, and Al fred, Haplo cursed Jonathan for good neasure.
Grabbi ng the duke by the el bow, he propelled himroughly al ong down the
hal | way.

*

The tunnel was wide and airy, the ceiling and walls dry. A thick coating of
dust | ay undi sturbed on the rock floor. No sign of footprints or claw marks or
the sinuous trails left by serpents and dragons. No attenpt had been made to
obliterate the sigla, the guide-runes shone brilliantly, lighting their way to
what ever | ay ahead of them

Haplo listened, snelled, felt and tasted the air. He kept close watch on the
runes on his skin, was alert to every fiber of his body that m ght warn hi m of
danger.

Not hi ng

If it hadn't seened too preposterous, he could have sworn he actually felt a
sense of peace, of well-being that relaxed taut muscles, soothed frayed
nerves. The feeling was inexplicable, made no sense, and sinply increased his
irritation.

No danger ahead, but he distinctly sensed pursuit behind.

The tunnel led themstraight forward, no twists or turns, no other tunnels
branched of f this one. They passed beneath several archways, but none were
marked with the wardi ng runes as had been the first. Then, w thout warning,
t he bl ue guide-runes canme to an abrupt halt, as if they'd run into a bl ank
wal | .

VWhi ch, Hapl o di scovered, catching up to Al fred, was exactly the case.



A wall of black rock, solid and unyielding, |oonmed before them It bore faint
mar ki ngs on its smooth surface.

Runes, Sartan runes, observed Hapl o, studying themclosely by the reflected
light of the blue sigla. But there was something wong with them even to his
untrai ned eye.

"How strange!" Alfred murnured, gazing at the wall

"What ?" demanded Hapl o, junpy and on edge. "Dog, watch," he commanded. A hand
noti on sent the animal back to stand guard over the path down which they'd
cone. "What's strange? Is this a dead end?"

"Ch, no. There's a door here.

"Can you open it?"

"Why, yes. Achild could open it, in fact."

"Then let's find a child to do it!" Haplo seethed with inpatience.

Al fred gazed at the wall with academi c interest. "The rune structure is not
conplicated, rather like |ocks one places on one's bedroom door in one's own

hone, but.. ."

"But what ?" Hapl o suppressed a strong desire to wing the Sartan's scrawny
neck. "Quit ranbling!"

"There are two sets of runes here." Alfred lifted a finger, traced it over the
wal | . "Surely, you can see that?"

Yes, Haplo could see it and realized that's what he'd noticed when he'd first
appr oached.

"Two sets of runes." Alfred was talking to hinmself. "One set apparently added
later . . . much later, | would guess . . . inscribed on top of the first."

Li nes wrinkled the high, doned forehead; thin, gray brows came together in

t hought ful consternati on.

The dog barked once, |oudly, warning.

"Can you open the damm door?" Hapl o repeated, teeth and hands cl enched,
keeping a tight grip on hinself.

Al fred nodded, in an abstract manner
"Then do it," Haplo spoke quietly to keep from shouti ng.

Alfred turned to face him the Sartan's expression unhappy. "I'mnot sure
shoul d. "

"You're not sure you shoul d?" Haplo stared at him disbelieving. "Wy? Is
there something so form dable witten on that door? Mre runes of wardi ng?"

"No," admitted Alfred, swallow ng nervously. "Runes of ... sanctity. This
pl ace is sacred, holy. Can't you feel it?"

"No!" Haplo lied, fumng. "All | can feel is Kl eitus, breathing down my neck
Open t he damm door!"



"Holy . . . sanctified. You're right," Jonathan whispered in awe. He had
regai ned some color in his face, |ooked about in reluctant astonishment. "I
wonder what this place was? Wiy no one ever knew it was down here?"

"The sigla are ancient, dating back alnost to the Sundering. The runes of
war di ng woul d have kept everyone away and, over the centuries, | imagine
peopl e forgot it was here."

Those runes of wardi ng had been put up to stop whatever was beyond that door
from going farther. Hapl o shoved the unwel cone t hought out of his nind

The dog barked again. Turning tail, it dashed back to its master and stood at
his feet, body tense, panting.

"Kleitus is comng. Open the door," Haplo said again. "Or stand here and die."
Al fred gl anced fearfully behind, |ooked fearfully ahead. Sighing, he ran his
hands over the wall, tracing rune patterns, chanting them beneath his breath.
The stone began to dissolve beneath his fingers and, faster than the eye could
capture, an opening in the wall appeared, outlined by the bl ue guide-runes.

"Cet back!" Haplo ordered. He flattened hinself against the wall, peered into
t he darkness beyond, prepared to neet slavering jaws, slashing fangs, or
wor se.

Not hi ng, except nore dust. The dog sniffed, sneezed.

Hapl o straightened, |unged through the door and into the darkness. He al nost
hoped sonething would | eap out at him sonething solid and real that he could
see and fight.

H s foot encountered an obstacle on the floor. He shoved against it gently. It
gave way with a clatter

"I need light!" Haplo snapped, |ooking back at Alfred and Jonat han, who stood
huddl ed in the doorway.

Al fred hastened forward, stooping his tall body to duck beneath the arch. His
hands fluttered, he recited the runes in a singsong tone that set Haplo's
teeth on edge. Light, soft and white, began to beam out of a sigla-etched

gl obe that hung suspended fromthe center of a high, doned ceiling.

Beneat h the gl obe stood an oblong table carved of pure, white wood—a table
that had not come fromthis world. Seven seal ed doorways in the walls
undoubtedly led to seven other tunnels, simlar to the one down which they'd
passed, all of themleading to the sane place—this room And all of them
undoubt edly, nmarked with the deadly runes of warding.

Chairs that nust have once stood around the table lay scattered over the
floor, upended, overturned. And am d the w eckage. ..

"Merciful Sartan!" Al fred gasped, clasping his hands together
Hapl o | ooked down. The object his foot had di sturbed was a skull
CHAPTER * 37

THE CHAMBER OF THE DAMNED, ABARRACH



THE SKULL LAY WHERE HE, HAD NUDGED | T, SENDI NG I T ROLLI NG ONTO a pile of dry
bones. More bones, and nore skulls—al nost too nunmerous to count—filled the
chanmber. The floor was carpeted with bones. Wll preserved in the seal ed

at nosphere, undi sturbed through the centuries, the dead | ay where they had
fallen, linmbs tw sted grotesquely.

'"'How did they die? Wiat killed then?" Al fred glanced this way and that,
expecting to see the killer energe at any nonent.

"You can relax," said Haplo. "Nothing killed them They killed each other. And
some of themweren't even arned. Look at these two, for exanple."

A bony hand held the hilt of a sword, its bright netal had not rusted in the
dry, hot atnosphere. The notched bl ade | ay beside a head that had been severed
fromits shoul ders.

"One weapon, two bodies.”

"But then, who killed the killer?" A fred asked.

"Good question,” Haplo admtted.

He knelt down to exam ne one of the bodies nore closely. The skel etal hands
were w apped around the hilt of a dagger. The dagger's bl ade was | odged firmy
in the skeleton's own rib cage.

"It seens the killer killed hinself," said Haplo.

Al fred drew back in horror. Haplo | ooked quickly about, saw evidence that nore
than one had fallen by his or her own hand.

"Mass nmurder." He stood up. "Mass suicide.”

Al fred stared, aghast. "That's inpossible! W Sartan revere life! Ve would
never —

"Just as you never practiced necronmancy?" Haplo interrupted curtly.

Al fred closed his eyes, his shoul ders sagged, he buried his face in his hands.
Jonat han stepped gingerly inside, stared dazedly around the room Prince
Edmund' s cadaver stood stolidly against one wall, evincing no interest. These
were not his people. The | azar glided anong the skeletal remains, its
dead-living eyes quick and darting.

Hapl o kept one of his own eyes on Jera. He wal ked over to Alfred, slunped
dispiritedly against the wall.

"CGet a grip on yourself, Sartan. Can you shut that door?"
Alfred lifted an angui shed face. "Wat?"

"Shut the door! Can you shut the door?"

"It won't stop Kleitus. He canme through the warding runes.
"It'1l slow himdown. What the hell's the matter?"

"Are you sure you want ne to? Do we want to be ... |ocked in here?"

Hapl o gestured inpatiently at the six other doors in the chanber.



"Ch, yes, well, | see," Alfred nunbled. "I suppose it will be all right..."

"Suppose all you want. Just shut the damm door!" Haplo turned, surveying the
exits. "Now, there nust be some way to figure out where these | ead. They nust
be marked—=

A grating sound interrupted hin the door starting to slide shut.

Wy, thank you, Haplo was about to comment sarcastically, when he caught a
glinpse of Alfred s face.

"I didn't do it!" the Sartan protested, staring w de-eyed at the stone door
that was grinding its way inexorably across the opening.

Suddenly, irrationally, Haplo didn't want to be trapped in this place. He
| eapt forward, interposed his body between the door and the wall.

The mmssi ve stone door bore down on him

He pushed against it with all his mght. Afred grabbed wildly at the door
wi th his hands, fingers scrabbling at the stone.

"Use magi c!" Hapl o conmanded.

Desperately, Alfred shouted a rune. The door continued to shut. The dog barked
at it frantically. Haplo made an attenpt to stop it using his own nagic, hands
trying to trace runes on the door that near to squeezing the life from him

"It won't work!" Alfred cried, ending his attenpt to stop the door. "Nothing
will work. The magic's too powerful!"

Hapl o was forced to agree. Near being crushed between the door and the wall,
he | unged si deways, pulled hinself free. The door shut with a dull boom that
sent dust into the air, rattled the bones of the skel etons.

So the door shut. It's what | wanted. Way did | panic like that? Haplo
demanded of hinmself angrily. It's this place, a feeling about this place. \Wat
drove these people to kill each other? To kill thenselves? And why those
war di ng runes, preventing anyone from com ng, anyone from | eaving? .

A soft blue-white light began to illumnate the chanber. Haplo | ooked up
swiftly, saw runes appear, running in a circle around the upper portion of the
chanber walls.

Alfred drew in a deep breath.

"What is it? What do they say?" Hapl o braced hinsel f.

"This place is ... sanctified!" Alfred breathed in awe, staring up at the
runes whose glow grew brighter, bathing themin radiant light. "I think I'm
begi nning to understand. Any who bring violence in here . . . will find it

visited on thenselves!' That's what they say."

Hapl o breathed a sigh of relief. He'd begun to have visions of people trapped
i nside a sealed room dying of suffocation, going mad, ending it swiftly.

"That explains it. These Sartan began fighting anpong thensel ves, the nagic
reacted to put a stop to it, and that was that."



He shoved Alfred toward one of the doorways. It didn't matter where it |ed.
Hapl o wanted only to get out of here. He alnobst flung the Sartan into the
door. "QOpen it!"

"But why is this chanber sacred? What is it sacred to? And why, if it is
sacred, should it be so strongly guarded?" Alfred, instead of studying the
runes on the door, was peering vaguely about the room

Hapl o flexed his hands, clenched themtightly. "It's going to be sacred to
your own corpse, Sartan, if you don't open that door!"

Alfred set to work with infuriating sl owness, hands gropi ng over the stone. He
peered at it intently, murnured runes beneath his breath. Haplo stood near, to
make certain the Sartan wasn't distracted.

"This is our perfect chance for escape. Even if Kl eitus does nmanage to nake it
this far, he won't have any idea which way we've gone—=

"There are no phantasns here," cane the | azar's voice.

no phantasns here , whi spered its echo.

Hapl o gl anced around, saw the lazar flitting fromone corpse to another. The
prince's cadaver had | eft the doorway and noved over near the white wood table
in the center of the chanber.

Is it nmy imaginati on, wondered Haplo, or is the prince's phantasm gani ng shape
and forn®

The Patryn blinked, rubbed his eyes. It was this dam |ight! Nothing | ooked
like it was supposed to | ook

"I"'msorry," said Alfred neekly. "It won't open.”

"What do you nean, it won't open?" Hapl o demanded.

"I't nust be something to do with those runes,"” the Sartan said, gesturing
vaguely up at the ceiling. "Wiile their magic is activated, no other magic can
work. OF course! That's the reason,” he continued in a pleased tone, as if
he'd just solved some conpl ex mat hemati cal equation. "They didn't want to be
interrupted in whatever it was they were doing."

"But they were interrupted!" Hapl o pointed out, kicking at one of the skulls
with his foot. "Unless they went mad and turned on thensel ves."

Whi ch seened like a very real possibility. | have to get out of here!l Haplo
couldn't breathe. Sone strange force in the roomwas expandi ng, squeezing the
air out. The light was intensely bright, painful, hurt his eyes.

| have to get out of here, before | go blind, before I suffocate! damy sweat
danpened his palnms, chilled his body. | have to get out of herel

Hapl o shoved Al fred aside, hurled hinmself at the seal ed door. He began to
trace runes on the rock, Patryn runes. He was frantic, his hands shaking so
that he could barely formthe sigla he had known how to shape since chil dhood.
The sigla burned red, dimed, went out. He'd nmade a nistake. A stupid m stake.
Swearing, he grit his teeth and began again. He had a vague sense of Alfred
attenpting to stop him Haplo brushed hi maway, as he woul d have brushed away
a stinging fly. The white, blue light was growi ng stronger, nore brilliant,
beati ng down on himlike the sun



"Stop him" The lazar's shrill voice. "He's |leaving us!"

* .. leaving us ..." cane the echo.

Hapl o began to |l augh. He wasn't going anywhere and he knew it. Hi s |aughter
had a hysterical edge. He heard it, didn't care. Die, We're all going to
die...

"The prince!" Alfred s voice and the dog's warning bark cane at the sane tine,
were al nost indistinguishable, as if the Sartan had gi ven the dog words.

Body and mi nd nunb from sickness, fatigue, and what could only be described as
pani c, Haplo saw that at |east one nmenber of their group had di scovered a way
out .

The prince's cadaver slunped over the table, the dreadful magic that had kept
it alive was gone. Ednund's phantasm was wal ki ng away fromthe husk that had
been its prison, the spirit's formtall and regal as the prince had been in
life, its face transfigured by an expression of rapt wonder. The arns of the
cadaver lay flaccid on the marble. The arnms of the phantasmreached out. It
took a step forward noving through the solid wooden table as if it were a
phantasm Anot her step and another. The phantasmwas | eaving its body behi nd.

"Stop him" The lazar's shifting features, blending those of the living and

t he dead, faced Haplo. "Wthout him you will never recover your ship! Even
now, his people are attenpting to break down the runes you have placed on it.
Bal tazar plans to sail across the Fire Sea and attack Necropolis."

"How the hell can you know that?" Haplo shouted. He heard hinmsel f shouting,
but couldn't stop. He was | osing control

"The voices of the dead cry out to ne!" the |azar answered. "From every part
of this world, | hear them Stop the prince or your voice will join them"

your voice will join them. hi ssed the echo.
None of this made sense anynore. It was all an insane dream Haplo shot Alfred
an accusi ng gl ance.

"I didn't cast the spell! Not. . . not this time!" Alfred protested, winging
his hands. "But it's true. He is | eaving!"

The prince's phantasm arns outstretched, glided through the wood table,
approaching the center. The spirit grew clearer in the vision of those
wat ching, the lifeless cadaver began to slide to the floor. Were was he
goi ng? VWhat was drawi ng hi m away?

What woul d bring hi m back?

"Your Hi ghness Jonat han call ed out/ voice cracking with frantic urgency.
"Your people! You can't |eave them They need you!"

*Your people!" The | azar added its persuasion. "Your people are in danger
Bal tazar rules now, in your stead, and he is leading themto war, a war they
cannot hope to win."

"Can he hear us?" Hapl o demanded.

The phantasm heard. It hesitated in its novenent, gazed at those standing



around it, the expression of wonder blurring, marred by doubt, sorrow.
"It seens a pity to call himback," Al fred nurmnured.

Hapl o coul d have made a sarcastic comrent, but he |acked the energy. He was
irritated with hinself for having been thinking the very sane thing.
"Return to your people." The lazar was luring the phantasm back to its corpse,
crooning to it gently, as a nother lures a child fromthe perils of the cliffs
edge. "It is your duty, Your H ghness. You are responsible. You have al ways
been responsi bl e. You cannot be selfish and | eave them when they need you
nmost!"

The phantasm dwi ndl ed, faded until it was nothing nore than the gibbering
ghost it had been before. And then, it vanished, disappeared altogether

Hapl o shut his eyes, hard, thinking again that the eerie blue |ight was
playing tricks on them Blinking, he glanced around to see if anyone el se had
noti ced.

Al fred stared vacantly at the white wooden table. Jonathan was assisting the
reani mat ed corpse to stand.

Woul d anyone notice if a nman, wal king down a street in broad daylight, cast no
shadow?

"My people,"” the corpse said. "I nmust return to ny people.”

The words were the sanme, the intonation was different. The difference was
subtl e, a change in the pitch, the nodul ation. He wasn't reciting them by
rote, he was thinking about them And Haplo realized that Edmund's corpse had
becomre a "he," no longer an "it." The sightless eyes were sightless no | onger
They were fixed on the lazar and in the eyes was the shadow of doubt. Haplo
knew t hen where Ednund's phantasm had gone. It had, once again, joined with

t he corpse.

@ ancing at the lazar, he saw that it had seen the sane phenonenon and that it
was not pl eased.

Hapl o didn't know why, he didn't care. Strange things had happened—were
happeni ng—+n this room The |onger he stayed, the less he liked it and he
hadn't liked it much fromthe begi nning. There had to be sone way to shut off
t hose damm blue lights ..

"The table," said Alfred suddenly. "The key is the table." He approached it,
stepping carefully over the bodies that littered the floor. Haplo went with
him keeping up with him step for step. 'And | ook at this! The bodies around
the table are facing outward, as if they had fallen defending it."

"And they're the ones who weren't arned," Haplo added. "The sacred runes, a
table these people died to protect. If they had been mensch, 1'd say this
table was an altar." Hi s eyes net Alfred' s, the same question was in both.

The Sartan considered thenselves to be gods. Wat coul d they possibly have
wor shi ped?

He and Alfred drew close to the table now Jonathan was exam ning it closely,
brow furrowed. He reached out a hand.

"Don't touch it!" Al fred excl ai ned.



The duke snatched his hand back. "Wat? Wiy not ?"

"The sigla on it. Can't you read thenf"

"Not very well." Jonathan flushed. "The runes are old."

"Very old," Alfred agreed solemly. "The magic has to do with comunication.”
" Comuni cati on?" Hapl o was di sappoi nted, disgusted. "lIs that all?"

Al fred began slowy unraveling the tangled skein. "This table is ancient. It
did not cone fromthis world. They brought it with themfromthe old world,

t he sundered world. They brought it with themand they established it here,
beneath the first structure they ever built. For what purpose? What woul d be
one of the first things these ancient Sartan would attenpt to do?"

"Comuni cate! " Haplo said, studying the table with nmore interest.

"Communi cate. Not with each other on this world, they could do that by neans
of their magic. They would try to establish contact with the other worlds."

"Contact that failed."

"Did it?" Alfred studied the table. He held his hands above the
sigil-inscribed wood, fingers spread, palns facing down. "Suppose that, in
attenpting to contact the other worlds, they made contact with . .. sonething,
soneone el se?"

The force that opposes us is ancient and powerful. It cannot be fought, cannot
be placated. Tears do not nove it, nor do all the weapons we have at our
command. Too late, we have come to admit its existence. W bow before it...

Hapl o recall ed the words, couldn't think, for the nmoment, where he'd heard
them On another world. Arianus? Pryan? An inage of a Sartan speaking them
cane to mind, but Hapl o had never spoken to another Sartan, except Alfred,
before coming to this place. It didn't make any sense.

"Does it say how we get the hell out of here?" Hapl o denanded.

Al fred, hearing the jagged edge to the Patryn's voice, |ooked grave. "One of
us must attenpt the communication hinmself."

"Just who are you going to conmunicate with?"

"I don't know. "
"All right. Anything to end this. No, wait, Sartan. I"'min on this, too,"
Haplo said grinmy. "Watever you hear, 1'mgoing to hear."

"And you, Jonathan?" Alfred turned to the duke. "You are the representative of
this world."

"Yes. Perhaps | can |l earn how to help. "
wi fe, the words died on his lips. "Yes,'

Jonat han's gl ance strayed to his
he said again in a | ow voi ce.

"I will guard the door,"
r ock.

of fered the | azar, noving to stand beside the seal ed

"That's not really necessary." Alfred found it difficult to look directly at



the dead woman. He tried, but his gaze kept shifting, sliding away from her
"No one can enter this hallowed chanber."

"They entered the last tinme," the |azar said.

the last tine .. whi spered her phantasm

"So they did!" Alfred licked dry lips, swall owed.
"We can't worry about that now," Haplo said shortly. "Wat do we do?"

"Put your .. . uh, put your hands on the table. You can see the indentations
where the hands are to be placed. Like this, pal mdown, thunbs touching,
fingers spread. Hapl o, make certain none of the sigla on your skin come in
contact with the wood. Make your mind a bl ank—=

"Think like a Sartan, huh? | can manage that," Haplo did as instructed.
G ngerly, he placed his hands on the table. Miscles hvitched involuntarily,
expecting a jolt, pain, he didn't know what. He touched wood, solid beneath
hi s hands, cool, reassuring.

"I warn you, | don't know what's going to happen,” Al fred reiterated,

nervously placing his hands on the table.
Jonat han, opposite them did the sane.

Al fred began to chant the runes. The duke, after a noment's hesitation, joined
i n, speaking the |anguage of the arcane clunsily and uncertainly. Haplo sat
still, kept silent. The dog curled up on the floor near its naster

Soon, the three men heard nothing except Alfred' s chanting. And, soon, they
couldn't hear that.

*

The | azar stood near the door, watching in silence, watched Al fred slunp
forward, watched Haplo's head rest on the table, watched Jonathan cradle his
cheek on the cool, white wood. The dog's eyes blinked sleepily, closed.

The lazar raised its chill voice. "Conme to nme. Follow ny call. Fear no runes
of warding. They are for the living. They have no power over the dead. Cone to
me. Come to this chanmber. They will open the door for you, as they opened it

|l ong ago, and invite their own doominside. It is the Iiving who have done
this to us."

done this to us . cane the echo.

"When the living are no nore," the lazar intoned, "the dead will be free."
"o free.. "
CHAPTER * 38
THE CHAMBER OF
THE DAWMNED, ABARRACH
A SENSE OF REGRET AND SADNESS FI LLED ALFRED. AND ALTHOUGH pai nful to him

t he sorrow and unhappi ness were better—far better—than the |lack of feeling
he'd experienced prior to joining this brotherhood. Then he had been enpty, a



husk, a shell containing nothing. The dead—those dreadful creations of those
who were begi nning to dabble in necromancy—had nore life than he. Alfred

si ghed deeply, lifted his head. A glance around the table revealed sinlar
feelings softening the faces of the nmen and wonen gat hered together in this
sacred chanber.

The sadness, the regret wasn't bitter. Bitterness cones to those who have
brought tragedy on thensel ves, through their own mni sdeeds, and Alfred foresaw
atine for his people when bitter sorrow nust enconpass themall, unless the
madness coul d be hal ted.

He sighed again. Just nonents before, he had been radiant with joy, peace had
spread like a balmover the boiling nagma sea of his doubts and fears. But

t hat heady sense of exaltation could not last in this world. He rmust return to
face its problenms and perils and thus the sadness, the regret.

A hand reached out, clasped his. The hand's grip was firm the hand' s skin
snoot h and unwinkled, a contrast to Alfred' s aged, parchnent-paper skin, his
weakened grasp.

"Hope, brother," said the young man quietly. "W nust have hope."

Alfred turned to | ook at the man seated beside him The young was handsone,
strong, resolute—fine steel froma forging fire

No doubts marred its shining surface, its blade was honed to a sharp, cutting
edge. The young man | ooked famliar to Alfred. He could al nbst put a nane to
him but not quite.

"I try," answered Alfred, blinking back the tears that suddenly msted his
eyes "Perhaps it's because |'ve seen so much during ny long life. 1've known
hope before, only to watch it wither and die, as did the nmensch, left in our
care. Qur people are rushing headl ong into evil—adnmen rushing to the edge of
the cliff, intent on hurling thenselves into the abyss bel ow. How can we stop
then? Qur nunbers are too few—=

"W will stand before them" said the young nan. "Reveal to themthe truth .

And be carried over the edge of the cliff with them thought A fred. He kept
the words to hinself; let the young nman live while he could in the bright
dr eam

"How, " he said instead, sadly, "do you suppose it all went w ong?"

The young man had the answer, the young al ways have the answers. "Throughout
hi story, man has feared the forces in the world he could not control. He was
al one in an i mrense uni verse that appeared uncaring. Thus in the ancient days,
when the lightning flashed and thundered, he cried to the gods to save him

"In the nore recent past, man began to understand the universe and its | aws.
Thr ough technol ogy and sci ence, he devel oped the neans to control the

uni verse. Unfortunately, like the rabbi who created the golem man di scovered
he could not control his own creation. Instead of coming to control the

uni verse, he canme near to destroying it.

"After the hol ocaust, man had nothing to believe in; all his gods had
abandoned him He turned to hinself, to the forces within hinmself. And he
found the magic. Over time, the magi c brought us nore power than we'd ever
attained in our many thousand years of striving. W didn't need the gods



anynore. W were the gods."

"Yes, so we believed," agreed Alfred, pondering. "And being a god was a heavy
responsi bility, burdensone—er so we told ourselves: ruling over and
controlling the lives of those weaker than ourselves, depriving themof their
freedomto determine their paths through life, forcing themto wal k the one
path we deened good...."

"Yet how we enjoyed it!" said the young nan.

Al fred sighed. "How we enjoyed it. How we enjoy it still and hunger after it!
That's why it is going to be difficult, so very difficult—=

"Brethren." A woman, seated at the head of the table, broke in. "They are
com ng. "

No tongue spoke a word, only the eyes communi cated. Heads turned, each person
| ooked searchingly at those beside him receiving strength and reassurance.
Al fred saw resolution and fierce joy light the eyes of the young nan.

"Let them cone!" he said suddenly. "W are not m sers, bent on hoarding the
gold we have di scovered! Let themconme and we will share it with them
gl adl y!"

The ot her young peopl e who were gathered around the table caught fire fromthe
young man's torch. Burning with inspiration, they cried out in agreement.
Their elders smled indulgently, sorrowfully. Many |lowered their eyelids, not
wanting their own bitter know edge and unfortunate wi sdomto snuff out the
life of the bright flane.

Besi des, thought Alfred, perhaps we are wong. Perhaps the young are right.
After all, why should this be revealed to us if we are not to carry it forth .

Sounds coul d be heard outside the seal ed chanber, sounds indicative of many
people. And it was not the sound of footsteps marching in response to order
and discipline. It was the shuffling, stonping, confused sound of

i ndi sci pline, of chaos and riot, of the npb. The Sartan seated around the
tabl e agai n exchanged gl ances, doubtful, questioning.

No one can enter this chanber unless we open it. W can stay sealed up in here
forever, reveling in our know edge, keeping it only for ourselves.

"Qur brother is right," said the eldest Sartan anong them A venerabl e wonman
whose body was frail and fragile as that of a bird's, her indomtable spirit
and powerful magic had led themto the nmarvel ous discovery. "W have been the
m ser, hiding our wealth beneath the mattress, living in poverty by day,
taking our gold out in the darkness of the night to gaze at it with covetous
eyes and then returning it to its hiding place. Like the mser, who does no
good with his gold, we will soon shrivel and dry up inside. It is not only our
responsibility to share our wealth, it is our joy. Renove the runes of
protection.”

It is the right thing to do, | know, thought Alfred, |lowering his head. But |
amnot strong. | am afraid.

A hand cl osed over his, a hand that was warm and strong and tried to share the
confidence of the self that guided it.

"They will listen to us," said the young man softly, exultantly. "They nust!"



The bright and beautiful white-blue Iight faded, di med, and died. The sounds
beyond the seal ed doors were suddenly | ouder and far nore oni nhous, sounds of
shouts and jeers, anger and hatred. Alfred' s heart quailed. H's hand, held
fast in the young man's, trenbled.

W are right. What we do is right, he kept remi nding hinmself. But, oh, it is
har d!

The stone doors ground open. The nob burst into the room those in back
shoving those in front of themto reach their goal. The people in front,
however, came to a halt, nonplussed by the cal mdemeanor and grave, solem
count enances of those gathered around the table. A nob feeds off fear. Faced
by reason and calm the nob finds some of its energy begin to drain away.

The enraged shouts dwindled to mutterings, broken occasionally by the yell of
someone in the back, demandi ng to know what was happeni ng. Those who had
crowded into the room intent on viol ence, |ooked foolish and sought anong

t hensel ves for a | eader, sonmeone to rekindle the conforting flame of rage.

A man stepped forward. Al fred's heart, which had been lifted by a sudden
flutter of hope, sank in despair, w ngs broken. The man was clad in black, one
of those practicing the newy discovered and previously forbidden art of
necromancy. He was powerful, charismatic, and it was runored that he was
seeking to set hinself up as king.

He opened his nouth, but before he could speak, the old woman, gazing on him
as she mi ght have gazed on an obstreperous child who has just interrupted its
el ders, asked mildly, "Wy have you and your followers disturbed us in our
wor k, Kl eitus?"

"Because your work is the work of heretics and we have cone to put an end to
it," the necromancer answered.

"Qur work here was established by the council —=
"—who deeply regret their actions!" Kleitus sneered.

Those st andi ng behi nd hi mvoiced their approbation. He knew hinself to be in
control, now. O perhaps, Alfred realized with a sudden flash of terrifying
insight, Kleitus had been in control all along. Hs was the spark that had
ignited the fire. Now he had only to blow on the coals to create a raging

i nf erno.

"The council set you the task of contacting the other worlds, to explain to
t hem our desperate peril and beg themto send the aid prom sed to us before
t he Sundering. And what was the result? For nonths you did nothing. Then
suddenly, you conme forward prattling nonsense that only a child woul d
bel i eve—=

"I'f it is nonsense," cut in the old woman, her voice snmpboth and calm a
contrast to the rising, strident tones of her accuser, "then why disturb us?
Let us continue on—

"Because it is dangerous nonsense!" Kleitus shouted. He | apsed into silence,
seeking to gain control over hinmself. An intelligent man, he knew that wld
hacki ng and sl ashing was as self-destructive in verbal parry as it was in
actual swordplay. His voice, when he spoke, had regained its discipline.
"Because, unfortunately, there are some of our people who have the guilel ess
m nds of children. And others, like this one." Kleitus's gaze rested on the



young man. The necromancer's eyes darkened in anger. "Young people who have
been lured into your trap by the bright bauble you dangled in front of them"

The young man said nothing, the hand holding Alfred' s tightened its firmgrip,
t he handsome face becane nore serene. What was this young man to Kleitus? He
couldn't be his son, Kleitus wasn't old enough to have fathered one this age.
Younger brother, perhaps, who had | ooked to the ol der brother in worship
before finding out the truth? Apprentice to a once-idolized teacher? It
occurred to Alfred that he didn't know the young man's nanme. Nanes had never
been inmportant to those gathered around the table. Sonething told Alfred, deep
i nside, that he would never know it. And that, sonehow, it would not matter

Alfred felt stronger. He was able to return the pressure of the young nan's
grip. The young man | ooked at him and sniled.

Unfortunately, this snmle was oil thrown on Kl eitus's snol dering blaze. "You
stand accused of corrupting the mnds of our youth! There"—-he pointed a
stabbing finger at the young man—is our proof!"

The crowd surged forward, its anger runbled Iike the belching of the Fire Sea,
breaki ng out of the cracks in the ground.

The ol d woman thrust aside the hands of those of her brethren who respectfully
sought to assist her and rose to her feet under her own power. "Take us before

the council, then!" she returned in a voice that quelled the fiery tide. "W
wi || answer any charges brought against us!"
"The council is a bunch of doddering fools, who, in their nmisguided efforts to

preserve peace, have put up with your rantings far too long. The council has
turned over |eadership to ne!"

The nob cheered. Kleitus, enbol dened, noved the accusing finger fromthe young
man to the old wonan.

"Your heretical lies will do no nore harmto the innocent!"

The nmob's cheering grew | ouder, nore sinister. They surged forward again.
Bl ades fl ashed, bl ades of sword and knife.

"Those who wield steel in this sacred chamber will find the point turned to
their own breasts!" the old woman war ned.

It was Kl eitus who rai sed a hand, brought the nob to a halt, brought their
clamor to a grunbling quiet. He didn't act to stop the threat out of fear or
nmercy; he was denonstrating his control, letting it be known that he could
rel ease his wolf pack any tinme he chose.

"W nean you no harm" he said smoothly. 'Agree to go forth publicly and tel
t he people that you have been lying to them Tell them. ." Kl eitus paused,
spinning his web. "Tell themthat you did, in fact, contact the other worlds.
That you hoped to preserve their riches for yourselves. Actually, now that I
think of it, such a schenme is probably not far fromthe truth."

"Liar!" cried the young man, junping to his feet. "You know what we have done!
| told you! | told you everything! |I only wanted to share with you— Hands

out spread, he turned to those gathered around the table. "Forgive ne. | have
brought this on us."

"I't would have cone," said the old woman softly. "It would have cone. W are
too early ... or too late. Resunme your place at the table."



Sorrow ng, the young man slunped back into his chair. It was Alfred's turn to
of fer confort, what confort there could be. He rested his hand on the young
man's arm

Brace yourself, he told himsilently. Brace yourself for what nust come. Too
early . . . too late. Please, not too late! Hope is all we have left.

Kl ei tus was sayi ng sonething: " appear in public, denounce yoursel ves as
charl atans. Suitable punishment will be determ ned. And now stand aside from
that table!" he commanded, his voice cold and grinding as the stone door
Several of his followers came forward, iron hamers and chisels in their
hands.

"What do you intend to do, Kleitus?"

He shifted the pointing finger again, this time to the white wood. "It will be
destroyed, lest it lead others to evil!"

"To the truth, don't you nean?" the old woman said quietly. "lIsn't that what
you fear?"
"Stand aside! O you will neet the sane fate!"

The young man rai sed his head, stared, stricken, at Kl eitus. Only now, he was
begi nning to understand what terrible purpose the necromancer had in mnd
Alfred felt profoundly sorry for the young nman. The ol d woman remai ned
standing. As a body, the nen and wonen gat hered around the table rose to stand
with her.

"You are wasting your time and possibly your lives, Kl eitus. You may silence
our voices, but others will come after us. The table will not be destroyed!"

"You plan on defending it?" Again, Kleitus sneered.

"Not with our bodies. Wth our prayers. Brethren, do no viol ence. Harm no one.
These are our people. Raise no magi cal defenses. None will be needed. | warn
you again, Kleitus!" The old woman's voice rose strong and proud. "This
chanmber is sacred, blessed. Those who bring violence will—=

A bow snapped, an arrow sped over the table, thudded into the woman's breast.

"—be forgiven," she whispered, and slunped down, red blood staining the white
wood.

A flash of noverment. Alfred turned. A man raised his bow, arrow ainmed straight
at Alfred. The nan's face was twisted with fear and the anger fear breeds,

Al fred couldn't nove. He couldn't have cast a nmagical defense if he'd wanted
to. The man drew back the bowstring, prepared to let fly. Alfred stood waiting
for death. Not courageously, he realized sadly, but rather foolishly.

A strong hand, coming from behind Alfred, shoved himto one side, and he was
falling.

CHAPTER * 39
THE CHAMBER OF THE DAMNED, ABARRACH

"DAWN it, SAKTANI WHAT THE HELL DO YOU THI NK YOU RE DA NG?"



A hand caught hold of him shook himroughly.

Al fred raised his head, gazed confusedly about. He was |ying on the floor, and
expected to see the bl oodstained hens of white robes, the trampling feet of
the nob. Instead, he saw a dog, standing over him and Haplo. He coul d hear
voi ces, shouts, and the tranping of feet. The nob. The nmob was coni ng. But,

no, the nob had cone—

"Must. . . guard the table .. ." Alfred struggled to stand.

"There's no time for any nore of your tricks!" Haplo funed. "Do you hear that?
The soldiers are comng!"

"Yes, the nob . .. attacking.

Hapl o grabbed him shook himas if to shake up his scattered wits. "G ve your
magi c up as a bad try and concentrate on how you're going to get us out of
here!"

"I don't understand ... please! Tell me what's going on! I... | truly don't
under st and! "

The Patryn kept his watchful gaze on the door, dropped his hands fromAlfred' s
robes in exasperation. "Wiy should that surprise me? All right, Sartan
Apparently during the 'performance' you put on for our benefit—=

"I didn't—=

"Shut up and listen! Qur duchess managed sonehow to douse the sacred lights
and activate the runes that open that door. And you're going to do the sanme to
the runes on that door"—Haplo pointed to another door |ocated at a
forty-five-degree angle fromthe first—=when | give the word. Do you think you
can wal k now?"

"Yes," Alfred said, somewhat hesitantly. He swayed unsteadily on his feet,
clung to the table for support. He was confused, felt as if he were in two
different places at the sane tine, and he had a strong reluctance to | eave the
| ast pl ace, despite the danger. The overwhel mi ng sense of peace and . . . and
of having found sonething | ong sought.. . now gone again ..

"I don't know why | asked." Haplo glared at him "You couldn't walk all that
well in the first place. Keep low, damm it! You're of no use to ne with an
arrow stuck in your crawi And if you faint, I'lIl |eave you here!™

"I"'mnot going to faint," Alfred said, with dignity. 'And ny own nmagic i s now
strong enough to protect ne from. . . fromattack," he added, faltering.

Bret hren, do no violence. Harmno one. These are our people. Raise no magica
def enses.

| did her bidding. | had no magi cal defenses. Haplo knew that. He knew it
because he was there with ne! He was beside ne! He saw what | saw.. . . What
did we see?

A deep voice could be heard outside the door. It sounded distant, but the
clanmoring of the dead sol di ers hushed.

"Kleitus," said Haplo grimy. "We'll have to run for it!" He propelled the
Sartan forward, guiding himover and around the tangle of bones on the floor
dragging himto his feet when he stunbl ed.



"Jonathan!" Alfred attenpted to tw st around to see the duke.
"I have care of him" cane a voice.

Prince Edmund' s cadaver was foll owi ng behind them |eading a bew | dered,
seem ngly stupefied young duke.

"Your spell worked on him" Haplo sneered. "Blasted fool has no i dea where he
isl"”

"I't wasn't ny spell!” Alfred protested. "I didn't do—=
"Shut up and keep noving. Save your breath to activate the nines on the door."
"What do we do about Jera?—

The | azar stood near the open door. The cadaver's eyes stared straight ahead,
the spirit twi ned about the body, sonetinmes |ooking at themfromits own
vant age poi nt, sonmetines peering out of the dead eyes. The dead l|ips forned
words, and Alfred could hear them realized that he'd been hearing them ever
since he'd awakened fromthe vision

"The living hold us in bondage. W are slaves to the living. Wen the living
are no nore, we will be free."

we will be free . whi spered the echo.

"Bl essed Sartan!" Al fred shudder ed.

"Yeah," Haplo said briefly. "She's out to recruit nore for her side. Maybe
Kleitus cast a spell of some sort on her—

"No," said Prince Ednund. "It is no spell. She has seen, as | have seen. But
she does not understand."

You' ve seen it! And I've seen it, too! Only I haven't seen it! Alfred | ooked
back longingly at the table. Qutside the chanber, he could hear shouted
conmmands, the shuffling of feet. He had only to activate the runes to open the
door. The sacred |ight had di sappeared, the door would work. But the words
stuck in his throat, the nagic twisted around in his head. If | stay, if I
spend a little nore time, | wll remenber.

"Do it, Sartan!" Hapl o hissed through clenched teeth. "If Kl eitus takes ne
alive, we ... our people, our worlds are finished!"

Two forces, pulling himapart. The people's hope, the people' s doom both in
this chamber! If |I leave, | will lose one forever. If | don't |eave.

"Look what we have found, Pons." Kleitus's black-robed bulk filled the
entryway, the smaller figure of his mnister scuttled in beside him "You see
bef ore you the Chanber of the Dammed. It would be interesting to know how
these wetches found it and al so how they managed to break the warding runes.
Unfortunately, we can't allowthemto live ong enough to tell us."

"The Chamber of the Damed!" Pons's words were faint, he seened barely able to
speak. The minister stared around the room stared at the corpses littering
the floor, stared at the white wood table. "It is real! Not |egend!"

"OfF course it's real. And so is its curse. Quards." Kleitus's notion brought



forward dead soldiers, as many as could crowd through the door. "Slay them"

Bret hren, do no violence. Harmno one. These are our people. Raise no magica
def enses.

Al fred funmbled for the runes to open the door, the old woman's voice rang in
his ears, obliterating the construction. He was dimy aware of Hapl o standi ng
besi de him the exhausted Patryn braced to fight, if not for his life, then to
make certain that his body proved usel ess.

But the soldiers weren't fighting.
"Did you hear ny command?" Kl eitus demanded angrily. "Kill them™

The dead guards stood with weapons raised, arrows notched, swords drawn, but
they did not attack. Their phantasns, barely visible, stirred as if shaken by
a hot wind, Alfred could alnost feel their agitated whisperings breathe

agai nst his cheek.

"They will not obey you," said the lazar. "This chanber is sacred. Violence
will turn on the one who uses it."

the one who uses it.. spoke the echo.

Kleitus turned. Hi s eyes narrowed, black brows cane together at the sight of
the woman's horrifying visage. Pons gasped, and shrank away from her
attenpted to hide hinmself among the troops of the dead.

"How do you know what the dead think?" the dynast denanded, studying the |azar
intently.

The runes! Alfred said to hinself frantically, and began to trace themin his
m nd. Yes, yes. The sigla on the door caught fire, began to glow a soft bl ue.

"I can communicate with them | understand their thoughts, their needs, their
desires.”

"Bah! The dead thi nk nothi ng! Need not hing! Desire nothing!"
"You are wong," the lazar said in the hollow voice that brought out a sheen
of sweat on Pons's face. "The dead want one thing: their freedom W wll have
our freedom when our tyrants are dead!"

tyrants are dead ..

"You see this, Pons," said Kleitus with a ghastly snmile, affecting to speak in
nonchal ant tones, although he was working hard to control the tremor in his
voi ce. "She has beconme a lazar. This is what happens when the dead are raised
too soon. Now you understand the wi sdom of our ancestors, who teach that the
body nust be left at rest until the phantasm has conpl etely abandoned it. W

will have to experinent with her cadaver. The books suggest that, in this
i nstance, the body should be 'killed again. Al though we're not quite certain
" The dynast paused, then shrugged. "But we will have time to study it

further. Guards, take her."

The slight, terrible smle played on the chill blue lips. The |l azar began to
chant. The w spy phantasns hovering about their cadavers

*302*



VEI' S AND H CKMAN

suddenly vani shed. Dead eyes came to life. Dead arms reached out. Dead hands
lifted weapons but not against the | azar. The dead eyes turned on Kleitus and
the Lord Hi gh Chancellor, dead eyes turned on the Iiving.

Pons cl asped hold of the dynast's black robes. "Your Majesty! It is this
accursed chanber! Leave it! Seal it up! Leave themall trapped inside! Please,
Maj esty! "

The lights of Alfred' s runes flared brilliantly. The door started to grind
open. At last! He'd done sonething right! el-/-

" Hapl o—
A flash of novement. Alfred turned.
Kl ei tus had grabbed a bow from a guard.

A man raised it, arrow ainmed straight at Alfred. The man's face was twi sted
with fear and the anger fear breeds. Alfred couldn't nmove. He couldn't have
cast a mmgical defense if he had wanted to.

"Do no violence!"

The man drew back the bowstring, prepared to let fly. Alfred stood waiting for
death. Not courageously, he realized sadly, but rather foolishly.

A strong hand, coming from behind Alfred, shoved himto one side, and he was
falling.

Red light filled the room blinding, stabbing the eyes, searing the brain with
fire. Alfred was on the floor, groping about on his hands and knees, aware of

| egs stunbling into himand over himand the warm body of the dog crowdi ng
besi de him A hand grasped hold of the collar of his robes, jerked himto his
feet. A harsh voice shouted in his ear, "Now, we're even, Sartan!" The sane
hand shoved himtoward the door that, by the grinding sound, was sliding

cl osed agai n.

"Run, damm you!"

Al fred staggered forward. He was running through flame, snoke. Everything
around hi m had caught fire, was burning: Prince Ednund, Jonathan, Haplo, the
dog, the rock walls, the stone floor, the door. Burning, burning.

Hapl o junped through the opening, pulled Alfred after him The Sartan could
feel the heavy stone wei ght of the door press against him sliding shut. But,

even at this monent, his heart wenched. He was | eavi ng behi nd sonet hi ng
wonder ful , sonet hing of inmmense val ue, sonething

only when the living are dead!" cried out the |lazar's voice.

Al fred peered through the fiery light. Steel flashed red in the duchess's dead
hand. The knife plunged hilt-deep into Kleitus's chest.

H s bell ow of anger degenerated into a scream of pain.
The [ azar wenched the bl oody knife free, stabbed again.

Kl eitus how ed in agony, clutched at her, trying to west the blade from her



hand. She stabbed hi m again, and the dead guards joined her in the attack. The
dynast fell, disappeared beneath flailing hands and stabbi ng swords and
sl ashi ng spears.

Alfred's armwas nearly yanked out of the socket. He tumnbled headfirst into
Hapl o's grasp. Al fred heard a pl eading screamcut off in an agonized
gurgl e—the Lord Hi gh Chancell or.

The door ground shut. But everyone standing in the dark tunnel could hear the
| azar, either through the walls or in their hearts.

"Now, dynast, | will show you true power. The world of Abarrach will belong to
us, to the dead.”

And her echo, "... to the dead . .."

The | azar's voice raised, chanting the runes of resurrection
. CHAPTER * 40

THE CATACOMBS, ABARRACH

ALFRED S EYES GRADUALLY ADJUSTED TO THE DARKNESS | NSI DE THE TUNnel . The

dar kness wasn't absolute, as he'd first feared when he emerged fromthe bright
light of the chanber, but was red tinged, dimy lit by reflected Iight shining
down a slick-walled corridor. Fromthe |light and fromthe heat, a nagma poo
was not far distant. Alfred turned to ask Haplo if he should activate the

gui de-runes, saw the Patryn slunp to the floor

Concerned, he hastened to Haplo's side.
The dog stood over its master, teeth bared, a warning grow in its throat.

Alfred tried to reason with the animal. "I want to see if he's injured. | can

hel p— He took another step, his hand outstretched.

The dog's grow deepened, the eyes narrowed, ears flattened. W' ve shared sone
good tines, the dog appeared to be advising AlIfred. And | think you're a fine
fellow and |I'd be sorry to see you cone to harm But that hand cones any
closer and you'll find ny teeth in it.

Al fred withdrew the hand hastily, retreated a step.
The dog wat ched hi mwarily.

Peering over the dog's shoul der at Haplo, A fred studied the man and deci ded
that, after all, he wasn't injured. He had fallen sound asl eep—either the
hei ght of bravery or the height of folly, Alfred couldn't decide which

Per haps, however, it was really only common sense. He seened to recal
something to the effect that Patryns had the ability to heal thenselves in
their sleep. Now that he thought of it, A fred hinself bone weary. He could
have kept noving, the sheer horror of he'd witnessed in that chanber woul d
have propelled himon until he dropped. As it was, it was probably better that
he rest, conserve his strength for whatever |ay ahead. He gl anced nervously
and fearfully, at the seal ed door

"Do ... do you suppose we're safe here?" he asked al oud, not quite certain to
whom he was addressing the question



"Saf er here than anywhere else in this dooned city," answered Prince Ednund.

The cadaver seenmed nore alive than the living. The phantasm had once nore
departed fromthe body, but the two appeared to act in conjunction. This tine,
however, it was as if the corpse were the shadow.

"What's wong with hinP" Alfred s pitying gaze enconpassed Jonat han. The duke,
lost in a rapt vision, had been led like a child fromthe chanber by the
prince, the cadaver's cold hand grasping the duke's that was not much war mner.
"I's he ... insane?"

"He saw what you saw. Unlike you, he continues to see."

Wtness to that tragic, ancient slaughter, Jonathan was apparently oblivious
to the current terror surrounding him At the cadaver's gentle urging, he sat
down on the stone floor. Hi s eyes stared back into the past. QOccasionally he
cried out or made notions with his hands as though endeavoring to hel p sonmeone
he coul d not see.

Prince Edmund's phantasm was clearly visible in the darkness, a reverse
shadow, a shining white-blue outline of a corpse shrouded in darkness. "W
will be safe,” he repeated. "The dead have nore urgent business to do than
chase after us."

Al fred shuddered at the grim solem tone. "Business? Wat do you nean?"

The phantasmturned glittering eyes back toward the door. "You heard her. 'W
wi Il have our freedomonly when the tyrants are dead.' She neans the living.
Al the living."

"They're going to kill—= Alfred was appalled. His nmnd recoiled fromthe
supposition. He shook his head. "No, it's inpossible!" But he recalled the
| azar's words, recalled the expression on the face that was sometines dead,
sometinmes horribly alive.

"W shoul d warn the people,” he munbl ed, although the thought of forcing his
weak and weary body to continue on was enough to make hi mweep. He hadn't
real i zed how exhausted he was.

"Too late," said the phantasm "The slaughter has begun and will continue, now
that Kleitus has joined the ranks of the lazar. As Jera told him he wll

di scover true power—power that can be his eternally. The living are his only
threat, and he will take care to see to it that such a threat does not |ong
survive."

"But what can the living do against hinmP?" Alfred demanded, shuddering at the
horrible menory. "He's . .. he's dead!"

"Yet you cast a spell that caused the dead to die," said Prince Ednund. "And
if you could do it, then so could another. Kleitus cannot take the chance. And
even if it were not so, the lazar would kill out of hatred. Kleitus and Jera
bot h understand now what the |iving have done to the dead."

"But not you," said Alfred, staring at the phantasm puzzled. "You said you
understand. And yet | sense in you only deep regret, not hatred.”

"You were there. You saw. "

"I saw, but | don't understand! WII you explain it to ne?"



The phantasm s eyes were suddenly hooded, invisible Iids closing. "My words
are for the dead, not the living. Only those who seek shall find."

"But 1'mseeking!" Alfred protested. "I truly want to know, to understand!"
"I'f you did, you would," said the prince.

Jonat han gave a fearful cry, clutched his chest and pitched forward, withing
in pain. Alfred hastened to the man's side.

"What happened to hin?" he gasped, |ooking over his shoulder. 'Are we being
attacked?"

"It is not a weapon of our time that has hit him" said the phantasm "but a
weapon of the past. He is still in the vision of what has been. You had better
wake him if you can."

Al fred turned Jonat han over, saw the pinched, blue lips, the bul ging eyes,
felt the clamy skin, the thuddi ng heartbeat. The duke was so conpletely
wrapped in the spell that he mght very well die of shock. Yet to waken him
m ght be worse. Alfred glanced at the slunbering Hapl o, saw the wan face
peaceful , lines of sickness and suffering snoothed out.

Sleep. O, as the ancients had terned it, "little death."

Al fred held the duke in his arns, soothed the young man/ nurmured conforting
words and interspersed themw th a singsong chant. Jonathan's stiffened |inbs
rel axed, the pain-tw sted features eased. He drew a deep, shivering breath.

H s eyes closed. Alfred held Jonathan a noment |onger, to make certain he was
truly asleep, then eased hi mdown onto the stone floor

"Poor man," said Alfred softly. "He will have to live with the know edge t hat
he brought this terrible evil on his people.™

Prince BEdnmund shook his head. "What he did, he did for love. Evil has cone out
of it, but—+f he is strong—good will prevail."

Such a sentinent mght read well in a child' s bedtime story, but in this
fire-lighted tunnel, with unspeakable horrors raging in the city above

Al fred slunmped back against the wall, sank down to the floor

"\What about your people?" he asked, suddenly renenbering the Kairn Tel est.
"Aren't they in danger? Shouldn't you be doing something to warn them help
t hen®?"

The prince's expression altered, grew sad. O perhaps Alfred only sensed the
sadness, and his mnd willed the cadaver's expression to change accordi ngly.

"I grieve for ny people and their suffering. But they are the living and no

| onger ny responsibility. |I have left them and gone beyond. My words are for

t he dead, "

"But what will you do?" Alfred asked hel pl essly. "Wat can you do for then®"

"I don't know yet," said the phantasm "But | will be told. Your living body
needs sleep. | will keep watch while you rest. Fear nothing. No one will find

us. For the time being, you are safe.”

Alfred had little choice except to trust the prince and give way to weari ness.



Magi c, even Sartan nmagic, had its physical limtations, as had been proven on
this terrible world. He could draw on it only so |ong before his strength
needed repl eni shing. He nmade hinself as confortable as possible on the hard
rock floor.

The dog, who had been keeping a wary eye on Alfred, was satisfied that it,
too, could relax. Curling up beside its master, the aninmal rested its head on
Hapl o' s chest, but kept its eyes open

*

Hapl o awoke froma long sleep that had heal ed his body, but had not brought
peace or ease to his nmind. He was unaccountably restless, vague anger gnawed
at him Lying on the floor in the darkness, he stroked the dog's head, and
attenpted to figure out what was the matter with him

He had somet hing of extreme inmportance to do or say or tell soneone. Sonething
urgent, sonething of value and. . . he couldn't renenber what it was.

"Arrant nonsense," he told the dog. "lInpossible. If it were that inportant,
I'd remenber it." But, try as he mght, he couldn't, and the |ost know edge
burned within him another kind of poison

Added to his disquiet were hunger and a raging thirst. He'd had nothing to eat
or drink since the supper that had nearly been his last. He sat up, glanced
about, searching for water—perhaps a tiny rivulet stream ng through a crack in
the wall, a drop falling fromthe ceiling. He could use a drop to create nore
with his rune-magic, but he couldn't conjure water out of solid rock.

No water. Nothing. Everything was goi ng wong, had gone wong ever since he'd
arrived on this blasted world. At |east he knew where to lay the bl ane.

Al fred lay hunched up on his side, his nmouth wi de open, snoring softly.

| should have let the bastard die back there. Especially after he cast that
spell on ne, nmade nme see those people around that table, nade ne say—Haplo
shook free of the unpleasant nmenory. But at |east now we're even. | saved his
l[ife in  return for himsaving mne. | don't owe hima dam thing.

Hapl o stood up suddenly, startling the dog, who junped to its feet and stared
at himwith an air of faint reproach

"You are setting off on your own." Prince Ednund's cadaver stood notionl ess at
the end of the corridor, near the seal ed door, near where Jonathan lay in
spel I bound sl eep on the floor

"I travel faster that way." Haplo stretched his arnms, rubbed a stiff neck. He
didn't like |ooking at the phantasm The sight nade himthink again of

what ever it was he'd forgotten

"You're going to |l eave without the guiding runes." The phantasm wasn't
attenpting to persuade him apparently. It didn't seemto care, was nerely
pointing out the obvious. It was probably lonely, liked hearing itself talk.

"I figure we're at the bottom of the cataconbs,” said Haplo. Til find a
corridor that |eads back up, followit until | get to the top. | can't end up
much worse than |'ve ended up followi ng him™"

He gestured at Al fred, who had rolled over on his stomach, his backside
hunched up in a nost undignified position



"Besides," Haplo grunted, "I've been in worse places. | was born in one.
C non, dog."

The dog yawned and stretched, front paws extended, rocked forward, back |egs
extended, then shook itself all over

"Do you know what is going on up there?" The phantasm s gl eam ng-eyed gaze
lifted.

"I can guess,"” Haplo muttered, not liking to discuss it.

"You will never reach your ship alive. You will becone |like Kleitus and
Jera—soul s trapped in dead bodies, hating the nockery of life that binds them
to this realm fearing the death that would free them"

"That's my risk," retorted Haplo, but the palnms of his hands grew cl anmy.
Sweat broke out on his body, chilling him although the air in the tunnel was
war m and oppressi ve.

Al right, I"'mafraid! W respect fear, we're not ashaned of it—so the elders

taught us in the Labyrinth. The rabbit feels no shame fleeing the fox, the fox
feels no shane fleeing the lion. Listen to your fear, confront it, understand

it, deal withit.

Hapl o wal ked over, faced the phantasm of the prince. He could see through it,
see the wall in back of it, and he knew fromthe cool, intent stare of the
eyes that, in rmuch the same way, it could see through him

"Tell me the prophecy."

"My words," said the prince, "are for the dead."

Hapl o turned abruptly, noving swiftly, and fell over the dog, who had been
trotting al ong behind. He stepped on the aninal's fore paw. The dog yel ped in
pai n, sprang backward, cringing, wondering what it had done w ong.

Al fred woke with a start. "Wat—=2 Wiere—=2" he gabbl ed.

Hapl o cursed fluently, held out his hand to the dog. "I'msorry, boy. Cone
here. | didn't nmean it."

The ani mal accepted the apol ogy, canme forward graciously to be scratched
behi nd the ears, indicated that there were no hard feelings.

Seeing only Haplo, Alfred gulped in relief, nopped his brow. 'Are you feeling
better?" he asked anxiously.

The question annoyed Hapl o al nost beyond endurance. A Sartan, concerned for ny
heal th! He gave a brief, bitter [augh and turned away, continued his search
for water.

Al fred sighed, shook his bald head. He was obviously in msery, his stiff body
twisted like an old gnarled tree. He watched Hapl o a monent, guessed what he
nmust be doi ng.

"Water, that's a good idea. My throat is raw. | can barely tal k—=

"Then don't!" Haplo nmade a fourth fruitless circuit of the runnel, the dog
trotting along at his heels. "Nothing here. There's bound to be water near the



surface. W better get started." He wal ked over to the duke, nudged himwth
his foot. "Wake up, Your G ace."

"Ch, dear! | forgot." Alfred flushed. "He's under a spell. He was dying. Well
he wasn't, but he thought he was and the power of suggestion..."

"Yeah. | know all about the power of suggestion! You and your spells! Wake him
up and let's get out of here. And no nore guide-runes, either, Sartan!" Haplo

held up a warning finger. "The Labyrinth only knows where they'd | ead us next!
This time, you follow ne. And be quick about it or I'Il |eave w thout you."

But he didn't. He waited. He waited for Alfred to wake the duke, waited for
the wetched Jonathan to cone to his senses.

Haplo waited, fretting with inpatience, tornented by his thirst, but he
wai t ed.

When he asked hinmsel f why he had changed his mind about going off alone, he
answered hinself that traveling in nunbers made sense.

CHAPTER * 41
THE CATACOMBS, ABARRACH

THE TUNNEL CLI MBED STEADI LY UPWARD, LED THEM QUT AND AWAY FROM t he Chanber of
the Dammed to the shores of a vast pool of magma. Its fire lit the cavern's
eternal night with a red glow. There was no way around it, they could only go
over it. A narrow rock bridge spanned the nolten lava, a thin black |ine
snaki ng over an inferno. They noved across it in single file.

The sigla tattooed on Haplo's skin glowed blue, their nmagic protected himfrom
the heat and the fumes. Alfred chanted beneath his breath; either his magic
was aiding his breathing or his wal king, Haplo wasn't certain, but he guessed
t he wal ki ng, anmazed that the clumsy-footed Sartan made it over the treacherous
span.

Jonat han foll owed after, his head bowed, ignoring the others' talk, absorbed
in his own thoughts. He had changed since yesterday, however. H s step was no
| onger aimess and stunbling, but firmand resolute. He took an interest in
their surroundings and in his own well-being, walking the span with care and
cauti on.

"He's young, after all," said Alfred softly, watching anxiously as the duke,
acconpani ed by the cadaver, arrived at the end of the bridge. "H s instinct
for self-preservation has won out over the desire to end his despair by endi ng
his life."

"Look at his face," said Haplo, wishing for the hundredth time that Alfred
woul d keep out of his brain and stop sayi ng what he, Haplo, was thinking.

Jonat han had lifted his head to stare at the prince's phantasm novering near
him The young face, lit by the nagma's fiery glow, was prematurely aged;
grief and horror had tightened the once-smling nmouth, shadowed the |ight of
the eyes. But the sullen uncaring desperation and despair were gone, replaced
by a thoughtful, introspective study. H s gaze was fixed nost often on the
pri nce.

The tunnel continued to carry themupward, the floor slanting upward at a
steep angle as if it couldn't wait to | eave behind the horror of what |ay
bel ow. But what horror |ay ahead? Haplo didn't know and at this point didn't



care.

"What did you do to himw th that spell of yours?" He kept talking to distract
hi nsel f, keep his mnd off his thirst. A gesture sent the dog back to watch
over the duke and the caddver.

"It was only a sinple sleep spell—= Alfred stunbled, fell head-lone over his
own feet.

Hapl o wal ked grimy on, ignoring sounds of scrabbling and panting behind.

"It's grown rather dark,"” Alfred said timdly, catching up with Haplo. "W
could use the guide-runes for |ight—=

"Forget it! I've had enough Sartan magic to last a lifetime. And | wasn't
referring to your sleep spell. | meant that spell you cast over himin that
chanber back there.”

"You're mstaken. | didn't cast any spell. | saw what you saw and what he saw.
At least, | think I did. .." Alfred glanced at Hapl o sideways, an open
invitation to tal k about what they' d seen

The Patryn snorted and continued on in silence.

The tunnel widened, grew lighter. O her tunnels branched off fromit, heading
in several different directions. The air was cool er, nore noist, easier to
breathe. Gas | anps hissed, formed pools of yellow light that alternated with
pool s of darkness. Haplo had no doubt they were nearing the city.

What woul d they find once they reached the top? Guards posted, waiting for
then? Al exits bl ocked?

Water. That was all Haplo cared about at this noment. At |east, there would be
water. He'd fight an arny of the dead for one swall ow

Behind him the prince and Jonathan spoke together in | ow tones. The dog
trotted along at their feet, a quiet, unobtrusive spy on their conversation
"\What ever happens, it will all be ny fault,"” Jonathan was saying. H's tone was
sad, regretful. He was accepting blane, not whining in self-pity. "lI've al ways
been heedl ess, reckless! | forgot all 1'd been taught. No, that's not quite
true. | chose to forget it. | knew what | was doi ng was wong when | worked
the magic on Jera. ... But | couldn't bear to let her go!"

He paused a nmonent, added, "We Sartan becane obsessed with life. W |ost our
respect for death. Even a senblance of life, a horrible nockery of life, was
better for us than death. Such an attitude cane fromthinking of ourselves as
gods. What is it, after all, that separates nman fromthe gods? Utinmate rule
over life and death. W were able to control life with our magic. W worked
until we were able to control death—er thought we had."

He' s speaki ng about hinself and his people in the past tense, Haplo realized.
He mi ght have been eavesdroppi ng on a conversati on between two cadavers,
i nstead of one.

"You are beginning to understand," said the prince.

"I want to understand nore," Jonathan spoke hunbly

"You know where to | ook for the answers."



Back in that damm chanmber, no doubt. O just have good, old Alfred sing his
bl asted runes at you again. What is it |'m supposed to remenber? | saw it al
so clearly.. . . Saw what clearly? ... | understood . . . understood what? If
only I could recall.

The hell with it! | know everything | need to know M lord is all-powerful,
all-wise, all-knowing. My Lord will one day rule this world and all others. M
duty is to My Lord and to his cause. These doubts, these confusing vagaries
are a trick of the Sartan's.

"Haplo .. ." Alfred' s voice
"What now?"

Turni ng around, Haplo saw that the Sartan had again come to grief. Afred lay
sprawl ed on the stone floor, his face twisted with pain. He raised his hand,
held it pal mout.

"I'f you think I'm hel ping you, forget it. You can lie there and rot for all |
care."

The dog hurried up to Alfred, began to lick the man's cheek. Haplo turned away
i n di sgust.

"No, it's not that! |I think—+that is ... |I've found water. I1-+'mlying in a
puddl e. "

*

Al fred had, unfortunately, soaked up quite a bit of the water on his clothes,
but once they had a small ampunt of the precious liquid, they could magically
replicate nore. Hapl o searched until he discovered the source, a steady drip
of water draining through a crack in the ceiling.

"W nust be near the upper level. Best stay alert. Don't drink too rmuch," he
cautioned. "It'll cranmp the stomach. Slowy, in small sips.” He found it
difficult to follow his own advice. The liquid was nmuddy and tasted faintly of
sul fur and iron, even after magic had purified it. But it quenched thirst,
kept the body going.

"Some gods we are," said Haplo to hinself, sucking on a piece of cloth he'd

di pped in the puddle. He caught Alfred' s swift glance and scow ed, turned away
inirritation. Wiy had such a thought crossed his mnd? The Sartan had put it
there, no doubt.

The dog lifted its head, ears pricked. It grow ed | ow and softly.

"Someone's coming!" Hapl o whispered, tw sting, catlike, to his feet.

A figure in black robes energed fromthe shadows at the end of the corridor.
It noved slowy, haltingly, as if injured or greatly fatigued, and made
frequent stops to | ook back over its shoul der

"Tomas!" cried Jonathan suddenly, although how he could tell one bl ack-robed
necr onancer from another was beyond Haplo's ability to fathom "Traitor!"

Bef ore anyone could stop him the young duke sprinted forward, robes flapping

behi nd him

Tomas whirled around to face them his panicked shriek echoed through the



corridors. He tried to run. An injured |l eg or ankle gave out, and he fell to
the stone floor. Crawling on hands and knees, he attenpted to drag hinself
away. Jonat han caught up with himeasily, placed a hand on the man's shoul der

Scream ng fearfully, Tonmas |urched over on his back, raised his hands over his
face. "No, please! Don't! Please! No!" he babbled, over and over, withing in
a paroxysmof terror, his body twitching and rolling on the floor

The duke stared at the man. "Tomas! |'mnot going to hurt you! Tomas!"
Jonat han attenpted to catch hold of the wetched nan, soothe him But the
si ght of hands approaching himonly increased his panic.

"Shut himup!" ordered Haplo furiously. "He'll have every guard in the pal ace
down on us!"

"I can't!" Jonathan | ooked helpless. "He's ... he's gone nad!"

Al fred knelt beside Tomas, began weaving his hands over him chanting the
runes.

"Don't put himto sleep, Sartan! W need information."
Al fred shot Haplo a stern, reproachful glance.

"You want to carry himthrough the corridors with us?" Haplo demanded. "O
just | eave him here, unconscious?"

Abashed, Alfred nodded. The notion of his hands formed an invisible blanket
over the man. Tomas's cries ceased, he began to breathe easier. But he
continued to stare at themwith wi de eyes, his |inbs shivered and shook. Haplo
crouched on the floor near the nan. The dog, coning up al ongside, sniffed and
pawed at Tomas's robes with intense interest. Haplo reached out and touched
the robe's fabric. It was wet and sodden. He held up his hand to the light,
his fingers were stained crinson.

Al fred shoved the man's robe aside, | ooked at the |leg beneath. It was bruised,
but ot herw se uninjured. The bl ood wasn't his own. Alfred went extrenely pale.

"You know t his man?" Hapl o asked Jonat han
"Yes, | know him"
"Talk to him Find out what's going on up there."

"Tormas. It's me, Jonathan. Don't you recogni ze ne?" The duke had forgotten his
anger in pity. He reached out his hand, gingerly.

Tomas's eyes followed the hand, his gaze suddenly shifted to Jonathan's face.
"You're alive!" he gasped. He grasped Jonat han's hand convul sively, held it
fast. "You're alive!" he whispered over and over, and burst into dry, heaving
sobs.

"Tomas, what happened to you? Are you hurt? There's bl ood—=
"Bl ood!" The man gasped, shuddered. "It's in the air. | can taste it! Breathe
it! It stands in pools, burns like the magma. It drips, drips. | can hear it.

Al cycle. Drip, drip."

"Tomas . .." Jonathan urged



The man paid no attention. He clutched the duke's hands, stared out into the
shadows. "She cane... for her father. Hi s bl ood seeped down through the fl oor
drip, drip."

Jonathan's face went livid. He let |oose Tomas's graspi ng hands, sat back on
hi s heel s.

Hapl o decided it was tinme to intervene. Roughly crowdi ng the duke aside, he
caught hol d of Tomas and shook him "Wat's going on in the city? Wat's going
on up there?"

"Only one alive. Only one— He began to choke, his eyes bulged fromhis head,
hi s tongue protruded from his nout h.

"Sartan! Do something, dam it! He's having some sort of fit! | have to know=

Alfred noved to mnister to him Too late. Tomas's eyes rolled back in the
head, his body stiffened, then went 1inp.

Haplo felt for a pul se, shook his head.
"I's he—2 Is he ... dead?" Jonathan's voice was barely audi ble. "How?"

"His own fear killed him" A fred replied. "Watever he saw up there."

"Only one alive'," Haplo repeated the words slowy.

"I hear the voices of the dead," said the phantasm Prince Ednund' s cadaver
stood near Jonathan, the phantasm s gl eam ng eyes gazed di spassionately at the
corpse. "They are many and they are filled with anger. Be at ease, poor
spirit," the prince added, speaking to a thing unseen. "Your wait will not be
long. Tinme grows short. The prophecy is about to be fulfilled."

The prophecy! Haplo'd forgotten all about it. He rose to his feet. "Tell ne
about this—=

The dog grow ed, lowered its head.

"Dam! Get out of the light!" Haplo ordered, nelting back into the darkness.
"Keep quiet!"

Shadowed forns appeared, hooded faces hi dden

"The man ran this way," said one. "I ampositive. | can sense warnmth. There is
life down here!"”

life down here .. came the faint, sibilant whisper

"Lazar Alfred said, gave a gentle sigh, and slid down the wall.

"He's fainted!" whispered Jonat han

Just when the bastard m ght have proved useful! Haplo swore beneath his
breath. He gl anced down t he hallway, back the way they'd cone. W passed ot her
corridors. Alone, | could make a run for it. 1'd stand a good chance of
escapi ng, particularly because the |lazar would be otherw se occupied with the
duke and Alfred. That's how you escape wol fen. Toss thema freshly killed
carcass. The beasts stop to feast, you make tracks.

He | ooked at Alfred, lying on the floor, |ooked at Jonathan, bending over him



The strong survived. The weak did not,
"Dog! Here, boy!" Haplo called softly. "Cnon!"
The dog stood over Al fred.

The [ azar had stopped to stare searchingly down another corridor. Now was the
tine.

"Dog!" Hapl o ordered
The ani mal wagged its tail, began to whinper.
"Dog! Now! " Haplo insisted, snapping his fingers.

The dog took a few steps toward Haplo, then circled back to Alfred. The | azar
were on the nmove agai n. Jonathan glanced up at Hapl o.

"Go on. You' e done enough. | can't ask you give up your life for us. |I'msure
your friend would want it this way."

He's not my friend! Haplo started to shout. He's ny enemy! You're ny eneny!
You Sartan nurdered ny parents, you inprisoned ny people. Countless thousands
have suffered and di ed because of you. Damm right | won't give up ny life for
you! You're getting no nore than you deserve.

"Dog!" Haplo yelled furiously, grabbing for the aninal.

The dog glided out of his reach, turned, and dashed straight at the |azar
CHAPTER * 42

THE CATACOMBS, ABARRACH

| T WAS DI FFI CULT TO COUNT THE NUMBER OF LAZAR. SEEN I N SHADOW their bodies
and spirits nerged and separated constantly, confusing to the eye, appalling
to the brain. They were clad in black robes, necromancers—those who had the

power to turn other newWy dead into those who were neither dead nor alive.

Hapl o had one consol ati on. They wouldn't be interested in his skin. They'd
just butcher himoutright. He supposed he shoul d be grateful

The lazar cane to a halt. Strong hands reached out to capture the pesky dog,
throttle it, twist its neck.

Haplo traced a sigil in the air. It caught fire, streaked from his hands,
flashing like lightning, and struck the dog. Blue and red flame engul fed the
animal. It grew in size and continued to grow with each bounding leap. Its

massi ve head brushed agai nst the ceiling, huge paws shook the ground. Its eyes
were fire, its breath hot snoke.

The dog |l eapt on the lazar, crushed their bodies beneath its gigantic paws.
The animal's teeth sank into dead flesh. It didn't rip out the throat, it tore
of f the head.

"This will stop them but not for long," Haplo shouted above the dog's hoarse
growming. "Get Alfred on his feet and start mnoving!"

Jonat han tore his horrified gaze fromthe carnage at the end of the hallway.
Grabbing hold of a groggy Alfred, who was just starting to cone to his senses,



t he duke and the prince's cadaver managed to |lift the Sartan to his feet.

Hapl o took a nonment to consider his strategy. Going back was out. Their hope
lay in reaching the city, in joining forces with the rest of the living. And
to reach the city, they had to get past the |azar

He started down the corridor at a run, not |ooking behind him If the others
followed, fine. If they didn't, it was all the sane to him

The dog stood in the center of a grisly battlefield of di smenbered corpses and
torn, black robes. The stone floor was slippery with blood and gore.

Hapl o kept close to the wall, watching his footing. Behind him he heard the
young duke's breath rattle in his throat, his footsteps falter

"Hapl o!" he cried in a fear-choked voi ce.

One of the mangl ed corpses started to nove. An armcrawl ed toward a trunk, a
leg slithered over to join it. The lazar's phantasm shinmering in the

dar kness, was exerting its magical power, bringing its severed body back

t oget her.

"Run!" Hapl o shout ed.
"I + can't!" Jonat han gasped. The nman was frozen stiff with terror

Al fred swayed on his feet, |ooked around dazedly. Prince Ednund's cadaver
stood stock-still, unmoved by the threat.

Hapl o gave a low, piercing whistle. The flanes around the dog flickered and
di ed, the animal shrank back to its normal size. It junped lightly over the
reassemnbl i ng corpses, ran over, and nipped Alfred on a bare, bony ankle.

The pain brought the Sartan to his senses. He saw their danger, understood
Jonat han's predi cament. Gasping hold of the duke by the shoul ders, Alfred
dragged hi m past the | azar. The dog raced around them darting forward to bark
threateningly at the various twi tching pieces of the corpses. Prince Ednund's
cadaver marched gravely, solemly behind. One of the dead hands cl utched at
him He shook it off, heedl ess, uncaring.

"I"'mall right," Jonathan said through stiff lips. "You can |l et go of me now. "
Al fred gl anced at hi m anxi ously.

"Real |y,
terrible fascination. "It ... it was just the shock of seeing.

the duke assured him He started to turn his head, drawn by a

"Don't | ook back!" Hapl o grabbed Jonat han, forced hi m around.
"You don't want to see what's going on. Do you know where we are?"

The cataconmbs had cone to an end. They stood at the entrance to brightly
lighted, sunptuously decorated corridors.

"The pal ace," said Jonat han
"Can you |l ead us out, back into the city?"

The Patryn feared at first that Jonat han had been through too much, that he
was going to fail him But the duke drew on reserves of strength he



undoubt edly never knew he had. Color tinged the pallid cheeks.

"Yes," said Jonathan, voice faint but steady. "I can. Follow ne." He wal ked
ahead, Alfred keeping by his side, the prince com ng al ong behi nd.

Hapl o cast a last glance back at the lazar. | should try to get hold of a
weapon of some sort, he thought. A sword wouldn't kill them but it would put
them out of action |ong enough to escape—

A col d nose pressed into his hand.

"Don't hang around here with me," snapped Hapl o, pushing the animal away. He
started wal king. "You like the Sartan so nuch, you go be his dog. | don't want
you. "

The animal grinned. Tail wagging, it trotted along close to Haplo's side.

+
The only one alive.

Hapl o had seen many dreadful sights in his lifetinme. The Labyrinth killed
wi t hout nercy or conpassion. But what he saw that day in the pal ace of
Necropolis would haunt himthe remainder of his life.

Jonat han knew his way around the palace, led themswiftly tnrough the tw sting
corridors and confused naze of roons. They noved warily, cautiously at first,
keeping to the shadows, hiding in doorways, fearing at every corner to neet
nore of the lazar, searching for new victins.

The living hold us in bondage. We are slaves to the living. Wen the living
are no nore, we will be free.

The echo of Jera's voice lingered in the halls, but there was no sign of her
or any other being, either living or half-1living.

The dead, however, were everywhere

Corpses littered the corridors, lying where they'd fallen, none of them
resurrected, none of themtreated with any cerenony at all. A wonman cut down
by an arrow held a murdered baby clasped in her arns. A man taken unaware,

st abbed from behind, stared sightlessly at them an al nost com cal expression
of astoni shnent on the dead face.

Hapl o yanked the sword fromthe body, appropriating it for his own use.

"You will not need that weapon," said the prince. 'The |azar no | onger pursue
us. Kleitus has called them They have nore urgent business."

"Thanks for the advice, but | feel better with it, all the sane."

Swiftly, working as he wal ked, keeping his group noving, the Patryn traced in
bl ood several sigla on the blade. Looking up, he met Alfred' s horrified stare.

"Crude, | admt," Haplo told him "But | don't have time for anything fancy."
Al fred opened his nmouth to protest.

"This spell mght," the Patryn added coolly, "sever the magical life that
bi nds those | azar, holds their bodies together. Unless you think you can



renenber that spell you cast on thenP"

Al fred shut his nouth, averted his eyes. The Sartan | ooked ill, haggard. H s
skin was gray, his hands trenbled, his shoul ders were bent beneath a crushing
wei ght. He was suffering acutely, and Hapl o shoul d have been exultant, should
have reveled in his eneny's torment.

He couldn't, and the feeling angered him He drew a sigil in the blood of his
ancient eneny and felt only gut-wenching pain. Like it or not, Alfred and
spring fromthe same source. Branches far renoved from each other, one at the
top of the tree, one at the bottony one reaching toward the |ight, the other
keeping to the shadow. But we each grow fromthe sane trunk. The bl ade of the
ax is biting into the trunk, intent on bringing down the whole tree. In the
Sartan's doom Haplo could read his own.

Do | take this know edge of necromancy back to My Lord? Or do | conceal its
di scovery? That would nmean lying to My Lord. Lying to the nan who saved ny
life.

What am | thinking? OF course, |I'll take the know edge back to My Lord. |'11
take Jonathan. What's the matter with me? |I'm growi ng weak! Sentinental! Al
the fault of that damm Alfred. He goes back ne, too. My Lord will deal wth
hi m

And 1'll watch and enjoy every mnute ..
far)
Only one tefi alive.

They came to the antechanber, near the throne room The courtiers who' d waited
on Kleitus, currying his favor, hoping for even a glance fromthe dynastic
eye, lay dead on the floor. None had been arned, none had been able to fight
for their lives, although it appeared that a few had sought desperately to
escape. They'd been stabbed from behi nd.

' They got what they wanted,"” said Jonathan, gazing at the bodies
di spassionately. "Kleitus paid attention to themat |ast, every one."

Hapl o gl anced at the young nan. Alfred was enduring vicariously every agony
t he dead had experienced. Jonathan, by contrast, m ght have been one of the
corpses. He and the dead Prince Ednund bore an uncanny resenbl ance to each
other. Calm solem, untouched by the tragedy.

"And where is Kleitus?" Hapl o wondered al oud. ' And why did he | eave these dead
behi nd? Why not turn theminto |azar?"

"You will note that there are no necromancers anong this group,” Alfred
answered in a |l ow, shaken voice. "Kl eitus nust maintain control. He will
return, in a few days' tinme, and raise these dead, as has been done in the
past."

"Except," added Jonathan, "that now Kl eitus can conmunicate with the dead
directly. Through the intervention of the lazar, the dead have gai ned
intelligence."

Arm es of dead advancing with purpose and resolve, bent on slaughtering those
t hey envied and hated—the |iving.

"That is why we have found no one in the palace," said the prince. "Kleitus



and Jera and their armnmy have noved on. They are preparing to cross the Fire
Sea, preparing to attack and destroy the |ast remmining people left alive on
this world."

"Your people," said Haplo.
"They are ny people no longer," said the prince. "Now ny people are these."
The white, glistening phantasm stood anong the corpses, its cold |ight casting
a pale glow over the chill faces. The whi sperings of the unhappy spirits
filled the air as if they were answering him

O pleading with him

"W have to warn Baltazar. And what about your ship?" asked Al fred suddenly,
turning to Haplo. "WIIl it be safe? WIIl we be able to | eave?"

Haplo started to snap that, of course, his ship was safe, protected. But the
words died on his lips. How could he be sure? He didn't know what powers these
| azar possessed. |If they destroyed his ship, he'd be trapped here until he
could find a new one. Trapped, battling against arm es of dead, battling

agai nst those who coul d never be stopped, never be defeated. Hapl o's breathing
shortened. The Sartan's pani c was catching.

"What's he doing now? Where is Kleitus at this noment? Do you know?"

"Yes," the prince answered. "I hear the voices of the dead. He is nobilizing
his forces, gathering his arny together, preparing to send themforth. The
ships swing at anchor, waiting. It will take sone tine for himto board al

his troops." Haplo could have sworn the phantasm sniled. "The dead cannot be
herded about |ike sheep now They are intelligent, and intelligence brings
i ndependence of thought and action, and that |eads, inevitably, to confusion."

"So we have time," Haplo said. "But we have to cross the Fire Sea."

"I know of a way," said the prince, "if you have the courage to use it."
It wasn't a question of courage anynore.

Al fred spoke Hapl o's thought. "W have no choice."

CHAPTER * 43

NECRCPOLI S, ABARRACH

NECROPOLI S HAD FULFI LLED THE DREAD PORTENT OF | TS NAME. MANGLED bodi es | ay
huddl ed i n doorways, struck down before they could reach refuge. Nor would

t hey have escaped, even then. Doors had been split asunder, beaten down by the
dead, in their efforts to west life fromthe living. They had been
successful. The water that ran in the gutters was stai ned dark w th bl ood.

The phantasm of Prince Ednund | ed themthrough the wi nding runnels of the Cty
of the Dead. They avoi ded the main gate, which night be guarded, escaped the
city through one of the rat holes. Once outside the walls, they could hear, in
the distance, a dull runbling sound that echoed off the high cavern ceiling
and shook the ground on which they stood. The arm es of dead, preparing for
war .

Nurrer ous pauka, still harnessed to their carts, roaned the outskirts of
Necropolis. The aninmals were bew | dered, frightened at the smell of bl ood.
Omners and riders were dead, bodies left to lie where they'd fallen or



resurrected and borne away to assist in the slaughter. Haplo and Jonat han
conmandeered a carriage, dragged the bodies of a man, a wonan, and two
children out of it. Alfred clinmbed inside, scarcely knowi ng what he was doi ng,
acting conpletely under guidance, usually Jonathan's, but sonetines—

roughl y—Hapl o' s.

The carriage rattled off. The pauka appeared relieved to have soneone in
control of its Iife once nore. Jonathan drove, Haplo sat beside him keeping
wat ch. The cadaver of Prince Ednmund sat upright in the passenger seat next to
Al fred. The prince's phantasm acted as gui de. They headed eastward for severa
mles, traveling in the direction of Rift Ri dge. Reaching an intersection, the
carriage turned southward toward the Fire Sea. The dog ran al ongsi de,

occasi onal ly barking at the pauka, much to that animal's disconfiture.

Jonat han drove as fast as he dared. The carriage rocked and bounced over the
rock-strewn highway, fields of kairn grass whi pped past themin a dizzying

bl ur of greenish brown. Alfred clung to the side of the lurching carriage,
expecting every nonent to be pitched out of it or overturned in it. He rode in
fear of his life, a thing he couldn't understand, for his life had very little
meaning left to it.

What base animal instinct in us drives us? Al fred wondered to hinsel f
bitterly. Forces us to continue living, when it would be far easier to sit
down and di e.

The carriage rolled around a corner on two wheels. The Sartan was thrown
violently against the chill formof the cadaver. The carriage righted itself.
Alfred righted hinmself, Prince Edmund's corpse assisting himwith its
accustoned dignity.

Wy do | cling to life? What is there left for me, after all? Even if | escape

this world, | can never escape the know edge of what |'ve seen, the know edge
of what my peopl e have beconme. Wiy should | race to warn Baltazar? If he
survives, he'll continue to ook for Death's Gate. He'll figure out howto

enter and carry the contagion of necromancy into the real ns beyond. Haplo
hi nsel f has threatened to bring the art to the know edge of his |ord.

Yet, Alfred pondered, the Patryn spoke of that when we first cane. He hasn't
mentioned it since. | wonder how he feels about it now Sonetimes | inagine
|'ve seen the sane horror that |1've felt in my soul reflected in his eyes. And
in the Chanber of the Dammed, he was the young man seated next to nme! He saw
what | saw—

"He fights against it, as do you," said the prince, breaking in on Afred' s
t hought s.

Startled, Alfred tried to speak, to protest, but the words were jounced out of
his mouth. He nearly bit off his tongue. Prince Ednund understood, however.

"Only one out of the three of you opened his heart to the truth. Jonathan
doesn't understand conpletely, yet, but he is near, nmuch closer than you."

"I want... to know ... the truth!" Al fred nanaged to get out, shooting the
words from between cl enched teeth to keep frombiting his tongue again.

"Do you?" asked the phantasm and it seenmed to AlIfred that he sawit coolly
smle. "Haven't you spent your life denying it?"

H s fainting spells: used consciously at first to keep fromrevealing his
magi cal powers, had now beconme uncontroll able. H s clunsiness: a body at odds
with its spirit. Hs inability—er was it refusal—to call to mnd a spell that



woul d give himtoo nuch power, unwanted power, power that others might try to
usurp. Constantly putting hinmself in the role of observer, refusing to act for
good or for evil.

"But what else could |I have done?" Alfred asked defensively. "If the nensch
once found out | had the power of a god, they would force ne to use that power
to intervene in their lives."

"Force you? O tenpt you?"

"You're right," Alfred admitted. "I know I'm weak. The tenptation woul d have
been too strong, was too strong. | gave in to it—saving the child Bane's life
when his death woul d have averted the tragedies that foll owed."

"Why did you save the child? Wiy"—the prince's ghostly gaze shifted to
Hapl o—=di d you save the nman? Your eneny? An eneny who has vowed to kill you?
Search your heart for the answer, the true answer."

Al fred sighed. "You'll be disappointed. I wish | could say | acted because of
some nobl e i deal —ehi val rous honor, self-sacrificing courage. But | didn't. In
Bane's case, it was pity. Pity for an unloved child who would di e wthout ever
knowi ng a nonments happi ness. And Hapl o? | walked in his skin, for a few brief
monents. | understand him" A fred' s gaze went to the dog. "I think
understand himbetter than he understands hinself."

"Pity, nercy, conpassion."”
"That's all, I'"'mafraid,"” said Alfred

"That is everything," said the phantasm

*

The road on which they traveled was enpty, deserted. It had been tranpl ed by
many feet, part of the arny of the dead had passed this way, flow ng out of
the city onto the many hi ghways |leading to the Fire Sea. Hel nets, shields,
bits and pieces of arnor, bones and, here and there, a fallen, shattered
skeleton lay scattered in the arnmy's wake. Farmcarts or carriages were

di scovered abandoned, their passengers either nmurdered or they had fled the
runor of the dead army's com ng

Alfred had first believed Tomas to have been correct. They had not seen one
living being since they enmerged fromthe cataconbs. He feared that everyone in
or around Necropolis must have fallen victimto the dead's fury. But on their
journey, he thought nore than once that he caught a glinpse of furtive
nmoverrent in the tall kairn grass, thought he saw a head lift, eyes—iving
eyes—peer fearfully out at them But the carriage whirled past too swiftly for
himto confirmwhat he'd seen or nention it to the others.

But it was a tiny crack of hope, splitting the darkness like light shining
frombeneath a closed door. H's spirits raised, whether because of the

newf ound hope or the phantasm s conforting words, he couldn't tell. H's brain
was too jounced and jostled for coherent thought. He clung to the side of the
carriage, hanging on to it in grimresolve. Life did have neani ng and purpose.
He wasn't certain what that was, yet. But he had deci ded at |east to keep
sear chi ng.

The carriage neared the Fire Sea, neared danger. Topping a rise, Alfred gazed
down on the docks far bel ow, gazed down on an armny of dead, swirling and
mlling about the ships in chaos. He was reninded of a col ony of coral grubs



i nvaded by a hungry dragon hatchling. At first each grub sought only to escape
the crunching jaws. After the initial confusion and panic, however, the threat
united the insects and they turned, as one, to repel the invader. The nother
dragon had rescued her young just in tine.

Confusion and panic mght reign on the docks at this nonent, but a single goa
woul d soon unite them

The carriage dashed down the hill, veering in an easterly direction that would
take them cl ear of the docks. Jonathan drove the naddened pauka at a breakneck
pace. The armnmy and ships vani shed from Al fred' s sight.

The wild ride finally came to a halt. The carriage brought up on a rock shore
of the Fire Sea. The pauka collapsed in the traces, sinking to the ground,
br eat hi ng heavily.

Before them the vast ocean of flam ng magma gl eaned orange-red, its fiery
light reflecting off the glistening black stalactites spiral-ing downward from
the cavern's roof. Huge stal agmtes, dark against the red background of the
sea, formed a jagged-toothed shoreline. The magma washed and pushed agai nst

t hem sl uggi shly. A nmeandering stream of water, that had escaped fromthe city
above plunged, hissing, into the sea, sending rolling clouds of steaminto the
hot, sulfurous air.

The living and the dead stood on the beach and stared out across the sea.
Barely visible, in the distance, Al fred thought he could nake out the opposite
shore.

"I thought you said we'd find a boat here," said Haplo, eyeing the prince
grimy, suspiciously.

"I said you would find the way to cross here," corrected Prince Ednund. "I
sai d nothing about a boat." The white, gleam ng arm of the phantasmraised, an
et hereal finger pointed.

At first Alfred thought Edmund nmeant themto use their magic to cross the sea
of flame.
"I can't," the Sartan said neekly. "I'"'mtoo weak. Its costing nme nearly all ny
energy, just to stay alive."

He had never before felt the weight of his own nortality, never before
realized that his powers had physical lints. He was beginning to understand
the Sartan of Abarrach, beginning to understand them as he had begun to
under stand Hapl o. He was wal king in their skins.

The phantasm sai d not hing; again Al fred thought he saw a snile flicker on the
translucent lips. It continued to point.

"A bridge," said Haplo. "There's a bridge."
"Bl essed . " Alfred had been about to say, Blessed Sartan. The words died
on his lips. That was one oath he'd never use again, at |east not without
serious thought.

Now t hat Hapl o had pointed it out, Alfred could see the bridge (he supposed
one could dignify it by that appellation). In reality it was nothing nore than
a long row of large, oddly shaped boul ders that happened to be arranged in a
straight line extending fromone shoreline to the other. It |ooked al nost as
if a gigantic colum of rock had crashed into the sea, its skeletal remains



form ng the bridge.

"The fallen col ossus,"” said Jonathan, in understanding. "Except it was |ocated
in the middle of the ocean."

"It used to be in the mddle of the ocean," said the prince. "The sea is
shrinking, and now one may reach it and use it to cross."

"I'f we have the courage,” Haplo murnmured. He fondl ed the dog, scratching it on
the head. "Not that it makes any difference." H s eyes flicked to Alfred. 'As
you said, Sartan, we have no choice."

Alfred tried to reply, but his throat burned, the noisture in his nouth had
gone dry. He could only stare at the broken bridge, at the huge gaps yawni ng
bet ween segments of the shattered colum, at the magma sea, flow ng beneath.

One slip, one false step

And what has ny life been, Alfred wondered dismally, but an endl ess series of
slips and fal se steps?

*

They scranbl ed down anong the boul ders on the shoreline. The way was
treacher ous—hands and feet lost their grip on wet rock, msts floated before
their eyes, obscuring their vision. Alfred chanted runes until he lost his
voi ce and came near losing his breath. He was forced to concentrate on each
footstep, each handhold. By the time they reached the base of the broken

col ossus, he was exhausted, and the difficult part |ay ahead of them

They halted at the base to rest, survey the way before them Jonathan's pallid
face glistened with sweat, his hair straggled down around his tenmples. H's
eyes were sunken, dark shadows surrounded them He w ped his hand across his

mout h, |icked his tongue across parched |ips—they'd been attacked before they
could carry off water—and gazed across at the opposite shore as if he fixed
one end of his will on that dark horizon, planned to use it as a rope to pul

hi nsel f al ong.

Hapl o wal ked out on the first segment of broken col ossus, exam ned the stone
beneath his feet. The first segnent, the base, was the | ongest and woul d be
the easiest to cross. He squatted down on his haunches, stared curiously at
the rock, ran his hand over it. A fred sat gasping for breath on the shore,
envying the Patryn his strength, his youth.

Hapl o notioned. "Sartan," he said perenptorily.

"My nane ... is Alfred."
Hapl o gl anced up, scow ed, frowned. "I don't have tinme for ganmes. Make
yoursel f useful, if that's possible. Come take a ook at this."

They all ventured out onto the colossus. It was wide—three large farmcarts

m ght have been driven abreast across it and left roomon either side for a
carriage or two. Alfred crept across it as gingerly as if it had been the
branch of a small hargast tree spanning a rushing stream Nearing Haplo, the
Sartan's foot slipped, sending himsprawling on his hands and knees. He cl osed
his eyes, fingers dug into the rock

"You're safe," said Haplo in disgust. "Hell, you'd have to work at throw ng
yourself off this thing! Open your eyes, damm it. Look, |ook there."



Al fred opened his eyes, gazed fearfully around. He was a long way fromthe
edge, but he was acutely conscious of the magma sea fl owi ng beneath him and
that made the edge seem nmuch cl oser. He wenched his gaze fromthe orange-red
viscous flow and stared down beneath his hands.

Sigla ... inscribed on the rock. Alfred forgot his danger. H's hands traced
I ovingly the ancient runes carved on the stone.

"Can these help us in any way? Is their magi c good for anything anynore?"
Hapl o asked in a tone that inplied the magi ¢ had never been good for much in
the first place

Al fred shook his head. "No," he said, voice husky. "The magic of the col ossus
cannot help us. Their magic was meant to give life, to carry life fromthis
real m bel ow to those real ns above."

The prince's cadaver raised its head, dead eyes | ooked above to a land it
could see perhaps nore clearly than the I and on which it now wal ked. The
expression on the face of the phantasm grew grimand sad.

"The magic is broken now " Al fred drew a deep breath, |ooked back at the
shoreline, at the broken, jagged edges of the columm's base. "The col ossus
didn't fall by accident. It couldn't have, its nagic woul d have prevented such
an occurrence. The col ossus was knocked down, deliberately. Perhaps by those
who feared it was sucking life out of Necropolis and carrying it to real s
above. \Watever the reason, its magic is gone, can never be renewed."

Li ke this world, the world of the dead.
"Look!" cried Jonathan. H's face, his eyes reflected the heat of the fire.

They could barely see, in the distance, the first ships setting out fromthe
shorel i ne.

The dead had begun the crossing.
CHAPTER » 44
FI RE SEA, ABARRACH

THEY HURRI ED FORWARD, TRAVELI NG AS FAST AS THEY DARED ACROCSS t he
rune-inscribed colum. They had an advantage over the ships, in that the
shrinking Fire Sea flowed at its narrowest point there. They were nuch cl oser
to the shore than Kleitus and his arny. The sight of the ships gave them

i npetus, renewed strength. The sigla nmay have lost their magic, but the runes
carved into the stone provided traction, sure footing on a slippery surface.

And then they cane to the end of the broken segnment. A huge, V-shaped gap
separ ated one part of the col ossus from another. The magma sea churned in
bet ween, roiling anong the sharp, jagged edges.

"We can't cross that!" said Alfred, staring at the gap in dismy. "Not up here
we can't." Haplo nmeasured it with his eye. "But we m ght down bel ow. Even you
could rmake that junp, Sartan.”

"But 1'Il slip! Fall inl I—4+. . . 1'"lIl try." Alfred gul ped, lowering his eyes
bef ore Hapl o' s narrow eyed, angry gl are.

"No choice. No choice. No choice," A fred chanted, instead of the runes. What



magi cal resources he had left, he had to conserve. And, sonehow, the |itany
seenmed to hel p.
"You're a fool," Haplo said, overhearing him The Patryn stood at the bottom
of the vee, |egs akinbo, balanced easily, catlike, on uneven strata of rock
He gripped Alfred' s thin arm steadied the shaking man. "Junp for it."

Al fred stared fearfully across what | ooked to himto be an i mense stretch of

flowing lava. "No!" He shrank back. "I can't! I'Il never make it! |I-—=
"Junmp! " Hapl o roared

Al fred bent his knees, and suddenly he was flying through the air, propelled
by a strong boost frombehind. Arms flailing, as if he mght flap his way
across, he landed heavily on the edge of a lip of rock about twenty feet above
the [ ava sea. He was slipping. H's hands scrabbled for purchase. Pebbles slid
beneath his fingers. He was falling, sliding into the magma beneath him

"Hold on!" Jonathan shouted frantically.

Alfred made a wild grab at a jutting piece of rock. H's fingers curled around
it, and he managed to stop his fall. H's hands were wet with sweat, he started
to lose his grip, but his foot found a toehold, and he stopped hinself. Arns
and | egs aching with the strain, he hauled hinmself up over the |lip and hunched
there, shivering in reaction, not daring to let hinmself believe he was safe.

He didn't have time to rel ax. Before he knew what was happeni ng, Jonat han
| eapt across the gap, assisted frombehind by Haplo's tirel ess arms. The young
duke | anded easily and gracefully. Alfred caught hold of him balanced him

"There isn't roomfor both of us. Go on up." Alfred told him "I'Il wait
here.”

Jonat han started to protest.

Al fred pointed. The top edge of the colum protruded outward, forning another
shel f, this one overhead. It would take strong arns to hoi st oneself over that
| edge.

Jonat han saw, understood, and began clinbing up to the top. Alfred watched him
anxi ously, for a nmonment, and was intensely startled to find that the cadaver

of Prince Ednund was standing on the shelf beside him How the corpse managed
to cross was beyond Alfred' s ability to explain. He could suppose only that

t he phantasm had assisted its body.

The gl eam ng white shape was the cadaver's glistening shadow, barely

di stingui shable fromthe msts curling around them The phantasm seened so
i ndependent. Wy does it bother to drag the shell along with it?

"Stand clear, Sartan!" Haplo shouted. "Go on up with the others!™

"Il wait! Help you!"

"I don't want your"—the next words were unclear, lost in the churning sound of
t he magna—hel p!"

Al fred pretended he didn't hear any of it, waited stolidly, back braced
agai nst the rock.

Hapl o funed on the shore, but there wasn't time to argue. He checked the sword



that he had thrust into his belt, made sure it was secure. Leg nuscles
bunched. He | aunched hinmsel f outward, hurtled through the air above the nagna,
and | anded like a fly against a wall on the snpoth-sided rock beneath Alfred.
He began to slip. The dog, across the way, barked | oudly.

Al fred reached down, caught hold of the Patryn's rune-covered wists, and
pul | ed. Pain shot up his back, muscles gave way, feet scraped over the surface
of the | edge on which he stood. He was losing his hold. He nmust let go or risk
sliding over the edge.

Al fred refused to give up. He searched inside hinmself, found physica
resources he never knew he possessed. He held on tightly and, with a | ast,
desperate burst of energy, |lunged backward. His feet slid out from beneath
him but not before he had pulled Haplo up onto the | edge.

The Patryn grabbed hold of rocks and Al fred and hung on until he caught his
breath, then dragged hinself the rest of the way over. Wthout warning, the
dog sailed across in a graceful bound. Landi ng beside them nearly crowding
both off the | edge, the animal gazed at each of themw th bright eyes,

obvi ously enjoying itself imrensely.

"More ships are crossing!" Jonathan reported fromup above. "W've got to
hurry!"

Al fred' s body ached, muscles burned. A pain in his side was |ike sonmeone
jabbing himwith a knife. He was cut and brui sed and wondered if he'd have the
strength to walk, let alone clinb over that shelf. And how many segnents of
this col ossus remained left to cross? How many gaps, perhaps w der than this?
He shut his eyes, then, drawing a breath that brought his burning |Iungs no
relief, he wearily prepared to go on

"I suppose | should thank you— Haplo began in his usual sneering tone.

"Forget it! | don't want your thanks!" Alfred yelled at him It felt good to
yell. Felt good to be angry and let his anger |oose. 'And don't feel like you
have to pay me back for saving your damm life, because you don't! | did what |

had to do. That's all!"

Haplo stared at Alfred in blank astoni shnent. Then the Patryn's lips started
to twitch. He tried to control hinself, but he, too, was tired. He began to

[ augh. He | aughed until he was forced to | ean against the rock wall to support
hi nsel f, laughed until tears crept from beneath his eyelids. Dabbing at bl ood
seeping froma cut forehead, Haplo grinned, shook his head.

"That's the first tine | ever heard you swear, Sar— He paused.

"Alfred," he amended.

*

They had nade it safely across one gap but it was only the first of many. The
steam driven dragonshi ps of the dead churned through the nagna sea, black
against fiery red. A fred trudged over the broken colum, tried not to | ook at
the ships, tried not to |l ook at or tninK about junping over the next crevice.
One foot after the other, over and over and over and—

"W'l|l never reach the shore i n—

"Hush! Freeze! Stop!" Haplo hissed, cutting Jonathan off in md-sentence.



Alfred jerked around, the alarmin the Patryn's tense call tore through the

| ethargy of aching body and despairing mnd. The runes on Haplo's skin gl owed,
the normally blue color tinged purple in the red glare of the magma. The dog
stood near its master, growing, ruff bristling, legs stiff. Frantically

Al fred gl anced behind, expecting to see hordes of dead follow ng them across

t he col ossus.

Not hi ng. Not hi ng was chasi ng them Nothing bl ocked their path ahead. But
somet hi ng was wong. The sea was noving, gathering itself together, rising up
around them A tidal wave? O magma? He stared harder at the sea, attenpting
to convince hinself it was an optical illusion

Eyes! Eyes watching him Eyes in the sea. Eyes of the sea. A fiery red head
poked up fromthe depths of the nagma, slid toward them The unblinking eyes
kept them under constant surveillance. The eyes were enornous. Alfred could
have wal ked into the black slit of the pupils w thout ducking his head.

"A fire dragon,” Jonat han gasped.
"So this is howit ends," said Haplo softly.

Alfred was too tired to care. His first thought, in fact, was one of relief. |
won't have to junp over another damm crack

Snoot h and sharp as a spear point, the dragon's head thrust upward. Its neck
was | ong, narrow, and graceful, topped by a spiky mane that resenbled

stal agm tes. Scales glowed bright red when the body lifted fromthe sea.
Contact with air cooled theminstantly, turning themblack, with a lingering
red glow, like coals in a banked fire. Only the eyes renuained vivid, flane
red.

"I don't have the strength to fight it," said Haplo.
Al fred shook his head. He | acked the strength to talk.

"W may not need to,’
t hr eat ened. "

Jonat han said. "They attack only when they fee

"But they have little love for us,'
to know. "

added the prince, "as | have good reason

"Whether it attacks us or not, the delay could prove fatal,"
out .

Hapl o poirited
"I have an idea." Jonathan wal ked slowy and deliberately across the col ossus
toward the approachi ng dragon. "Don't make any threatening noves or gestures."

The beast gl anced at him but the red eyes were far nore intent on the
phantasm of the prince.

"What are you?"

The dragon spoke to the prince, ignored Jonathan, ignored everyone el se
standi ng on the broken colum. Haplo put his hand on the dog's head, keeping
it quiet. The animal trenbled, but obeyed its naster

"I have never seen anything like you."

The dragon's words were perfectly intelligible, clearly understood, but they
weren't spoken al oud. The sound seened to run through the body, |ike bl ood.



"I amwhat was always nmeant to be," said the phantasm

"Indeed." The slit eyes flicked over the group. "And a Patryn, too. Stranded
on a rock. What next? The fulfillnment of the prophecy?"

"We are in desperate need, Lady," said Jonathan, with a | ow bow. "Many of the
people in the city of Necropolis now lie dead—

"Many of ny people now lie dead!" The dragon made a hi ssing sound, its black
tongue flickered. "What is this to nme?"

"Do you see those ships, crossing the Fire Sea?" Jonathan pointed. The dragon
did not turn her head, she was obviously aware of what was passing in her
ocean. "They carry |lazar and armes of the dead—

"Lazar!" The slit eyes of the dragon narrowed "Bad enough the dead wal k. \Who
brought [ azar into Abarrach?"

"I did, Lady," said Jonathan. Hi s hands cl asped together, holding tight,
keeping his pain wthin.

"You will get no help fromnme!" The dragon's eyes flared in anger. "Let the
evil you have brought into this world take you down with it!"

"He is innocent of that charge. Lady. He acted out of love," stated the
phantasm "H s wife died, sacrificed her life for his. He could not bear to
| et her go."

"Folly, then. But crimnal folly. I will have nothing further—=
"I want to make anends, Lady," Jonathan said. "I have been given the wisdomto
do so. Now, | amtrying to find the courage. . . ." Wrds failed him He

swal | owed, drew a deep breath. Hands cl asped tighter. "My conpani ons and
must reach the opposite shore, ahead of the |lazar and the dead they command."

"You want ne to carry you," said the dragon

"No . . ." Alfred shook in his shoes.

"Shut up!" Haplo laid a silencing hand on the Sartan's arm
"I'f you would so honor us, Lady." Jonathan bowed agai n.

"How can | be certain you will do what you say? Perhaps you will only make
matters worse."

"He is the one of whomthe prophecy speaks," said the prince.

Hapl o' s hand, on Alfred's arm twitched. Alfred sawthe man's lips twist, the
brows knot in frustration. The Patryn kept silent, however. H s najor concern
now was to reach his ship in safety.

"And you are with himin this?" the dragon queried.

"I am" Prince Edmund's cadaver stood straight and tall, the phantasmwas its
shi ni ng shadow.

"The Patryn, as well?"



"Yes, Lady." Haplo's words were brief, bitten off at the end. What el se could
he say, with those fire red eyes intent on hin®

"I will take you. Be quick."

The dragon glided nearer the broken col ossus, spike-maned neck and head
towering over the puny figures who stood beneath. A sinuous, tw sting body
rose out of the sea, flat backed, spikes extending the full length of the
spine. The tip end of a spiny tail could be seen slashing through the |ava
far, far behind it.

Jonat han descended swiftly, grabbing hold of one of the spikes and using it to
steady his |anding. The cadaver followed, its gl eam ng phantasm gui ded the
corpse's steps. Alfred cane after, touching the mane gingerly, expecting it to
be hot. The scales were quite cool however, hard and shining as black gl ass.

The Sartan had ridden dragonback on Arianus and, although this dragon was
considerably different fromthose in the air world, he wasn't nearly as
frightened as he'd expected to be. Only Haplo and the dog remai ned standi ng on
the colum, the Patryn eyeing the dragon warily, his gaze shifting to the

col um ahead of him as if measuring what his best decision mght be. The dog
whi npered and cringed and ducked behind its master, doing its best to avoid

t he dragon's eye.

Al fred knew enough about the Labyrinth to understand the Patryn's fear, his
dil emma. Dragons in the Labyrinth are intelligent, malevolent, deadly; never
to be trusted, always to be avoided. But the steam powered ships of the dead
were nearing the mddl e of the ocean. Haplo made his decision, junped onto the
dragon' s back.

"Here, dog!" he called.

The animal ran back and forth on the colum, nmade a tentative try at a junp,
gave it up at the last noment, ran up and down the col um agai n, whining.

"Hurry!" the dragon war ned.
"Dog! " Hapl o conmanded, snapping his fingers.

The animal gathered itself together and made a desperate junp right into
Hapl o's arnms, nearly bow ing hi mover

The dragon whi pped around with a speed that caught Alfred unaware. He had | et
go of the mane and now al nost slid off the back. G abbing hold of a spike that
stood taller than he did, he clung to it with both hands.

The fire dragon swamthrough the nagna as easily as the dragons of Arianus
flew through the air, using slithering nmotions and the push of its strong tai
to propel the wi ngless, gigantic body forward. The hot wi nd of their passing
blew Alfred's wi spy hair back fromhis head, fluttered his robes behind him
The dog howed in terror the entire way.

The dragon noved at an angle to cut off the ships, then raced ahead of them

At hone in her elenment, her speed was fornidable. The iron ships could not
match it. But they were now nore than hal fway across. The dragon was forced to
cut cl ose, swi nging across the bow of the | ead ship. The dead saw them A hai
of arrows rained down around them but the dragon was sailing too rapidly for
the archers to find a good target.

"My people,"” said the cadaver in its hollow voi ce.



The arny of the dead of Kairn Tel est was drawn up on the docks, prepared to
nmeet the army of the dead of Necropolis and drive them back before they could
establish a foothol d.

Bal tazar's strategy was sound, but he didn't know of the l|azar, had no word of
what had happened in Necropolis. He was prepared for war—a war between cities.
He had no idea that nowit was a war between the dead and the living. He had
no suspicion that he and his people were anong the last |iving beings on
Abarrach and that, soon, they nmight be fighting for their lives against their
own dead.

"We're going to make it," said Haplo, "but not by much." Hs gaze flicked to
Alfred. "If you' re com ng back with me through Death's Gate, run straight for
the ship. The duke and | will join you."

"Duke?" Alfred was puzzled. "But he won't cone. Not voluntarily." And then he
understood. "You don't mean to give hima choice, do you?"

"I"mtaking the necromancer back to the Nexus. If you're com ng al ong, head
for the ship. You should thank me, Alfred," Haplo added with a grimsnile
"I"'msaving his life. How | ong do you think he could survive here?"

They were within sight of those waiting on shore. The cadaver of Prince
Edmund, pronpted by its phantasm raised its arnms. A cheer greeted him swarns
of the dead sol diers began running along the wharf to assist them protect
them from attack as they disenbarked.

The dragon surged in anong the docks, her nmonmentum sent waves of |ava crashing
onto the shoreline. The ships of the dead arrived so close behind that Alfred
could see the dreadful withing i mage of the lazar Kl eitus standing on the
prow of the lead vessel. At his sidedera.

CHAPTER * 45
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HAPLO S SHI P SWUNG AT ANCHOR, UNHARMED, SAFE, | NTACT. W THI N nmonents, they
could be aboard, the Patryn's runes keeping them safe fromassault. Alfred was
in a quandary. \What Hapl o said was undoubtedly true. The duke woul d not
survive long on Abarrach. None of those still living on Abarrach could survive
the fury of the dead, driven to vengeance and destruction by the |azar

At least | would be able to save one person, one Sartan. Mercy, conpassion
pity.. . . Surely |I could devise some nmeans of keeping a necromancer out of
the hands of the so-called Lord of the Nexus! But what if | failed? Wat
terrible tragedies would follow if a necromancer entered the other worlds?
Wuldn't it be better for himto die here?

The troops of Kairn Tel est raced al ong the docks, intent on saving their
prince. Archers covered their advance, flights of arrows vaulted through the
air to land, clattering, against the sides of the iron dragonships. The dead
pl ucked the arrows fromtheir chill flesh and tossed theminto the nagna,
where they vani shed with snake-like hisses. Kleitus tore out an arrow that had
| odged in his breast and brandished it aloft.

"We are not your eneny!" he shouted, his voice ringing over the magma sea,
silencing the arny of the dead of Kairn Telest on the docks bel ow. "They, the
living"—he pointed to the bl ack-robed figure of Baltazar—are the true eneny!
They have ensl aved you, robbed you of your dignity!"



"Only when the living are dead, will the dead be free!" Jera cried.

dead be free . echoed her tornmented spirit.
The arny of Kairn Telest hesitated, wavered. The air was filled with the
moani ng wail s of its phantasns.

"Now s our chance!" said Haplo. "Jump for it!"

He | eapt fromthe dragon's back to the stone dock. Alfred followed, |anded in
a confused jumbl e of hands and knees that took him some nmonents to sort out.
When he was erect and nore or | ess wal king, he saw Haplo grip the duke firnmy
by the arm

"Come al ong, Your Grace. You're going with ne."
"\Where? What do you mean?" Jonat han pul |l ed back

"Through Death's Gate, Your Grace. Back to my world." Haplo gestured toward
hi s ship.

The duke glanced at it, saw safety. He hesitated, wavering, nuch as the dead
around him The dragon swam a short distance from shore, stopped, its slit
eyes wat ching, waiting.

Jonat han shook his head. "No," he said softly.

Haplo's grip tightened. "Damm it, |'m saving your life! If you stay here,
you'l'l diel™

"Don't you understand?" Jonathan said, |ooking at the Patryn with a strange,
detached calm "That is what | amnmeant to do."

"Don't be a fool!" Haplo lost control. "I know you think you comruni cated with
some sort of higher power, but it was a trick! His trick!" He jabbed a finger
at Alfred. "What you and | saw was a lie! W are the highest power in the

uni verse! My Lord is the highest power. Cone back with me and you will
under st and—=

A higher power! The revel ation was devastating. Al fred staggered where he
stood, his |egs sinking beneath him Now he understood, understood what had
happened to himin the chanber! He renenbered the feeling of peace and
contentnent that had filled him understood the reason why he felt such sorrow
when he' d awakened fromthat vision to discover the feeling was gone. But it
had taken the Patryn to show him

Deep within, | knew the truth, but I couldn't admt it to myself, Alfred
realized. Way? Why did | refuse to listen to ny heart?

Because, if there is a higher power, then we Sartan have made a dreadful, an
appal I i ng, an unforgivabl e m stake!

The idea was too awmful to conprehend. H s brain was barely capable of handling
the flood of enotions that rolled over him waves of concepts and new i deas
slamed into himone after the other. The solid ground on which he stood was
suddenly washed out from beneath him casting himadrift on a peril ous sea
with no ship, no conpass, no anchor.

A shaft whistled past Alfred, jolted himto conscious awareness of their



surroundi ngs, of their danger. The dead of Kairn Telest were raising their
weapons, turning those weapons on their own.

A thrown spear had struck Haplo on the arm Blood flowed fromthe wound t hat
wasn't serious; but it was a mark of the Patryn's weakening magi c that the
poi nt had penetrated the sigla tattooed on his skin.

"Can't you stop thenP" Alfred cried at Prince Edmund, trusting himto do
somet hi ng, prevent what rmust be the massacre of the last |iving beings on
Abarrach. "They're your people!"

The cadaver stood silent, nore silent than death in this world. The phantasm s
gl eam ng eyes were fixed on Jonat han

"Leave us, Patryn," said the duke. "You have no part in what happens on
Abarrach. W brought this on ourselves. W nust do what we can to nmake anends.
Return to your world and share with your people the know edge you have gai ned
in this one."”

"Pah!" Haplo spit on the ground. "C non, dog!" The Patryn ran toward his ship.
The dog, after one backward glance at Alfred, dashed after its naster

Kleitus's ship docked. The ranps were | owered, the dead swarmed out to join
their brethren on |and. The duke woul d soon be surrounded by an army. On board
ship, Kl eitus and Jera stood together. The duchess's hand was outstretched,
she was shrieking at the dead to slay her husband.

Jonat han stood unnoved by the chaos. He stared up at his wife, his face pale
with grief and sorrow. A brief, bitter struggle shadowed the eyes.

He knows what he must do, thought Alfred, but he is afraid. Is there any way
for me to hel p? Frustrated, the Sartan wung his hands. How can | hel p?
don't understand what's happeni ng.

Anot her flight of arrows flew past Alfred |like hordes of wasps. One stuck in
his robes, another |anded point first on the toe of his shoe. An arrow thudded
into Haplo's thigh. He clutched at his leg, Wed to keep running. Blood welled
frombetween his fingers. Hs | eg gave out, he collapsed onto the dock

The dead cheered, several broke fromtheir ranks and ran toward him The dog
whirled to face them teeth bared, hackles raised. Haplo stood up, tried to
[inp on, but he knew he coul dn't nove fast enough to outpace the dead. He drew
the sword, turned, and prepared to fight.

The arrows that showered down around Jonat han m ght have been drops of rain.
He paid no attention to them and they didn't touch him He was calm
resolute. He raised his hand for quiet and such was the commandi ng presence of
the young man with the grief-ravaged face that the dead fell silent, the |azar
hushed their calls for revenge. Even the faint plaintive nmoaning of the

phant asms sunk into still ness.

Jonat han rai sed his voice. "In ancient days, when we Sartan first cane to this
world we had created, we worked to build lives for ourselves and the nmensch
and the creatures that were a sacred trust to us. In the beginning, all went
well with one exception: we did not hear fromour brethren in the other
wor | ds.

"Their silence was, at first, disquieting. Then it becane al arming, for our
world was failing us. O, perhaps it is nore correct to say that we were
failing our world. Instead of studying how to conserve our resources, we



wantonly exploited them always believing that, in time, we would be connected
with those other worlds. They would provide us with what we | acked.

"The mensch were the first to succunb to the poisons of this world that was
growi ng chill and barren around us. The creatures were next. And then our own
popul ati on began to dwindle. At that critical juncture, our people took two
steps—ene forward into light, one backward into darkness.

"One group of Sartan sought to fight death, to end dying. They turned to
necromancy. |nstead of conquering death, however, they becane enslaved by it.
At the same tinme, another group of Sartan pooled their magical talents and
resources in an effort to establish contact with the other three worlds. They
built a chamber, devoted to this purpose, and brought into it a table that was
one of the last surviving relics of another place and time. They established
contact.. ."

Jonat han's voice softened. "But not with our brethren in other worlds. They
establ i shed contact with a higher order. They spoke to One who had been | ong,
| ong forgotten.™”

"Heresy!" cried Kleitus and "Heresy!" canme the sibilant echo rising fromthe
dead.

"Yes, heresy." Jonathan shouted above the clanmor. "That was the charge | evel ed
at those Sartan |long years ago. After all, we are the gods, are we not? W
sundered worl ds! Created new ones! W had defeated death itself! Look around
you. "

The duke spread his arns, turned to the left, to the right, gestured forward
and behind. "Wo has won?"

The dead were silent. Alfred, glancing up at Kl eitus, standing on the prow of
t he dragonship, saw by the twi sted, sneering snmle on the lazar's crawing

vi sage that the dynast was playing out the rope, allowing his victimto wap
t he noose around his own neck. The lazar would cinch it tight and watch with
pl easure as his victinms body twitched and withed.

Jonat han was meking matters worse, not better, but Alfred had no idea howto
stop him... or even if he should. Never before had the Sartan felt so
conpletely, utterly hel pl ess.

A cold touch on the back of his leg nearly sent Alfred | eaping into the sea.
He thought it was one of the hands of the cadavers, and he shuddered, waited
for death, until he heard a soft, pathetic whine.

Al fred opened his eyes, sighed in relief. The dog stood at his side. Certain
it had the Sartan's full attention, the animl darted sideways several steps,
then darted back, and | ooked at Al fred expectantly.

The dog wanted himto go to its master, of course. Haplo stood on the pier
propped up agai nst a bale of kairn grass. The Patryn's shoul ders sagged. Hi s
face was deathly pale. Only his indonitable will and strong sense of survival
kept hi m consci ous.

Mercy, conpassion, pity..
Al fred drew a deep breath. Expecting to be halted, challenged, cut down by

arrow, spear, or sword, he gripped his courage in both hands and began to edge
his way through the dead toward Hapl o.



Jonat han continued his speech, a speech now pitiable in Alfred' s estimation
He knew how it nust end and so, he realized suddenly, did the young duke.

"Qur ancestors feared these people who now cane forward, crying out against

t he necronmancers, warning that we must change or we would end up destroying
not only ourselves, but the fragile balance that exists in the universe. The
answer of our ancestors to nmurder the 'heretics', seal their bodies up in the
chanmber that became known as Dammed' and surround it wi th runes of warding."

The dead eyes of the cadavers followed Alfred' s novenents, but they nade no
attenpt to stop him He reached Haplo's side, knelt down near the wounded nan.
"What. . . what can | do?" he asked in a | ow voi ce.

"Not hi ng, " Hapl o answered, teeth clenched against his pain, "unless you can
shut that fool up."

"At least, while he's talking, we have time— "For what?" Hapl o denanded
bitterly. "Wite a last letter home, maybe?"

"They didn't do anything to ne."
"Why shoul d they bother? They know we're not goi ng anywhere."

"But your ship—=

"Make one nove toward it, and that nmove will be your last."” Haplo drew a
shuddering breath, bit off a groan. "Look on board the dragonship. The | ady
isn't paying attention to her husband' s speech.™

Al fred | ooked up, saw Jera looking directly at him "She knows about the ship,
about Death's Gate. Renenber?" Hapl o pushed hinself into a nore upright
position, gasping at the agony the nove caused him The dog, standing over
him whinpered in synpathy "My guess is ... they want to take it for

t hensel ves, try to enter "

"Enter worlds of the living! Enter to kill! That's .. . that's awful! W' ve
got to do sonething!"

"I"'mopen to suggestion,” Haplo said dryly. He had managed—at what terrible
cost in pain Alfred couldn't begin to inmagi ne—+o hack off nuch of the shaft of
the arrow in his thigh. But the arrow s head remained |odged in his flesh, his
pant | eg was soaked with blood. His shirt had stuck to the wound on his arm
form ng a crude bandage. The deep slash woul d break open and begin to bl eed
the nmonent he noved.

"We m ght have one chance," he said softly, his gaze intent on the young duke.
"You can see, of course, where this tale of his is |eading?"

Alfred didn't answer.

"When they nove in for the kill, we make a run for the ship. Once we're on
board, the runes will protect us. | hope."

Al fred | ooked back at Jonat han, standing, alone.
"You nmean .. . abandon hi nP"

Hapl o' s bl oody hand snaked out, grabbed Alfred's collar, dragged the Sartan's
face to within an inch of his.



"Listen to me, damm you! You know what will happen if these |azar cone through
Death's Gate! How many innocents will die? How many on Arianus? How many on
Pryan? Bal ance that against one man's life on this world. You nade himbelieve
in this 'highei power.' You're the one who sent himto his death! You want to
be responsible for bringing death itself through Death's Gate?"

Alfred' s tongue felt swollen. He couldn't talk, could only stare at Haplo in
wor dl ess conf usi on.

Jonat han's voice, firm strong, powerful, caught their attention. He drew even
Jera's dead eyes.

"Your warding runes couldn't keep out those who went searching for the truth!

| saw. | heard. | touched. | don't understand yet. But | have faith. And

will prove to you what | have discovered."

Jonat han took a step forward, raised his arns in appeal. "Beloved w fe,
wronged you deeply. | would make amends. Slay ne where | stand. | wll die by
your hands. Then raise me up. | will join your ranks, the ranks of the

eternally damed. "

The [ azar that had once been Jera left Kleitus's side. It wal ked down the ranp
that stretched fromthe ship to the pier. Her phantasm trapped in its dead
shell, surged as far ahead as it could, epheneral hands outstretched in eager
anti ci pation.

Tears slid down Jonat han's cheeks. "So you cane to me as ny bride, Jera

He waited for her. The dead gat hered around them waited. The corpse of Prince
Edmund and its shadowy phantasm floating free beside it, waited. Qut in the
magnmae sea, the dragon drifted on the burning | ava, waited. The |azar of

Kl ei tus, standing on board ship, |aughed, and waited.

The cadaver's hands reached out as if to clasp her husband to her breast. The
cruel fingers, strong in death, closed instead around Jonathan's throat.

"Now " cried Haplo.
CHAPTER  * 46
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REACHED OUT A HAND TO ALFRED TO SUPPORT HI M ALFRED cast a stricken gl ance
back over his shoulder. He couldn't see Jonathan, for the wall of dead
surroundi ng the young man. He saw fists flail, saw a sword flash, heard a
muf f1 ed groan. \When the sword was raised again, it was dark with bl ood.

Bl ackness crept toward Al fred, conforting, soothing oblivion, a place where he
could hide and not be responsible for anything that happened, including his
own deat h.

"Alfred, don't pass out! Damm it, Sartan, for once in your mserable life,
accept the responsibility!"

Responsi bl e. Yes, we're responsible. I'mresponsible for this ... for al
this. I've been like the dead nyself, walking the land in a shell of a body,
my soul buried in a tonb...

"There's nothing you can do for Jonathan,"
with him Help me reach the ship!"

Hapl o' s voice grated, "except die



The bl ackness receded, but seened to take all feeling and rational thought
with it. Nunb, Alfred did as he was told, obeying Haplo like a puppet or a
child. The Sartan put his armaround the Patryn's shoul der and back. He aided
Hapl o' s |inmping footsteps, Haplo aided Alfred' s linmping spirit.

"Stop them" Kleitus howed in fury. "I need that ship! Let ne through to stop
them "
But a thousand dead, mlling around the dock, eager to kill, stood between

Kleitus and his prize. Sone of the cadavers heard the dynast's cry; nost heard
only the screans of their victim joining themin death.

"Don't | ook back!" Haplo commanded with what breath he had remaining. "Keep
runni ng!"

Alfred's armached with the strain of supporting Haplo, the fire of the nagna
sea gl owi ng around him seenmed to burn in his lungs. He tried calling on his
magi ¢, but he was too frightened, too exhausted, too weak. Sigla swamin his
m nd, burst in dazzling flashes before his eyes. A forgotten | anguage, they
meant nothing to him Hapl o sagged agai nst his supporter, his footsteps
slipped, although they never faltered their pace. A fred glanced at him saw
the Patryn's face ashen gray, jaw clenched tight, sweat glistened on his skin.
They were near their goal, the ship | oomed above them But shuffling footsteps
sounded cl ose behi nd.

The footsteps goaded Al fred on. He was cl ose, very close—A blur of black
robes rose up in front of themlike a wall of night. "Damm it all..." Haplo
si ghed, sounding weary to the point of not caring.

In their fear of the dead, they'd forgotten the living. Baltazar stood before
them Pale, conposed, black eyes red with the reflected light of the magma, he
bl ocked their way to the ship. He raised graspi ng hands and Al fred shuddered
in terror. But the hands cl asped together, pleading.

"Take us with you!" Baltazar begged. "Take ne, take ny people! As many as we
can crowd on board!"

Hapl o regarded Bal tazar intently, but for the nonent the Patryn coul dn't
answer, he lacked the breath to speak. Alfred guessed that the necronmancer had
already tried to board; the Patryn's protective sigla had prevented him The

f oot st eps behind them grew | ouder. The dog barked a warni ng.

"I"ll teach you the necromancy!" Baltazar said softly, urgently. "Think of the
power in the worlds beyond! Armes of the dead to fight for you! Legions of
the dead to serve you!"

Haplo flicked a glance at Alfred. The Sartan | owered his gaze. He was tired,
defeated. He'd done all he could and it hadn't been enough. Hope—nexplicable
and not clearly understood—-had been born within himin the chanber. It had
died with Jonathan. "No," said Haplo.

Bal tazar's bl ack eyes wi dened in astonishnent, stared in disbelief, then
narrowed in fury. The dark brows canme together, the pleadi ng hands cl enched to
fists. That ship is our only means of escape! Your living body will not tel

me how to break the runes, but your corpse will!" He took a step toward Hapl o,

The Patryn gave Alfred a push that sent the Sartan staggering into a bal e of
kai rn grass.



"Not if my corpse is in there, it won't." Haplo pointed at the nmagna sea.

Bal anci ng precariously on his good |leg, his sword in a bl oodstai ned hand, he
stood on the edge of the obsidian wharf, only a step or two from fl esh-searing
deat h.

Baltazar halted. Alfred was dimMy aware of Kleitus's shouts grow ng | ouder, of
nore footsteps rushing toward them The dog had ceased to bark, the animal
stood at Haplo's side. Alfred picked hinmself up, not certain what he could do,
trying desperately to sumon his magic.

A chill voice sounded cl ose by his ear.
"Let them go, Baltazar."

The necronmancer cast the prince a sorrowful glance, shook his head. "You are
dead, Edmund. You no | onger have power over the living." Baltazar took a step
near er Hapl o.

Hapl o took a step nearer death.
"Let themgo," repeated Prince Edmund sternly.

"Your Majesty doons his own people!" Baltazar cried. Foam fl ecked the

necromancer's lips. "I can save them |-

The cadaver raised its waxen hand, a bolt of lightning crackled, flashed out,
and struck the ground at the necromancer's feet. Baltazar fell back, staring
at the prince in fear and astoni shnent.

Prince Edmund gave Alfred a gentle shove. "Go to your friend. Help himon
board the ship. You had better hurry. The |lazar are comng to take you."

Dazed, stupefied, Alfred did as he was told and reached Haplo just as the
Patryn's strength began to fail him They hastened toward the ship, the Sartan
assisting the flagging steps of his ancient eneny.

Al fred sl ammed up suddenly against an invisible barrier. He had the startling
i mpression of sigla flashing blue and red around him A word from Hapl o,
barely audi ble, caused the barrier to disappear. A fred continued on, Haplo

| eaning on himheavily. He grimaced in pain with every novenent.

Bal t azar saw the defenses | owered, took a defiant step toward them

"Do so, and I will kill you, my friend," said Prince Ednund, not in anger, but
in sorrow. "What is one dead nore or less in this world of ours?”

Al fred caught his breath in a choked sob

"Just get us on board, damm you!" Hapl o spoke through clenched teeth. "You'l
have to do it. | can't. . . I've lost... too nuch blood . '

The ship fl oated above the magma sea, a wide gulf of burning red stretching
bet ween t hem and escape from Abarrach. No gangpl ank, no ropes. .. . Behind
them Kleitus had made his way off his ship. He was marshaling the dead,

| eading themto the assault, urging themto seize the coveted w nged ship,
urging themto sail into Death's Gate.

Al fred blinked back his tears and he could see the sigla again, he could read
them understand. He wove the runes together in a bright and shining net that
wr apped around him around Hapl o, around Hapl o's dog. The net raised themin



the air, an invisible fisherman hauling in his catch, and lifted them on board
t he Dragon W ng.

The runes of his eneny closed protectively behind the Sartan.

*

Al fred stood on the bridge, stared out the porthole. The dead, |led by the

| azar, swarmed around the dragonshi p, beating unsuccessfully against the
runes. Baltazar was nowhere to be seen. He was either dead, nmurdered by the
| azar, or he'd managed to flee in tine.

The people of Kairn Tel est were abandoni ng Safe Harbor, escaping back to the
Sal fag Caverns or beyond. Alfred could see them a long, thin, ragged |line,
straggling across the plain. The dead, nonentarily distracted by their desire
to seize the ship, were letting themgo. It didn't matter. \Were could the
living hide that the dead would not find then? It didn't matter. Nothing
mattered

Kl eitus shouted a command. The other |azar ceased their fruitless struggle,
gat hered around their | eader. The crowd of dead parted, and Al fred caught a
glinpse of Jonathan lying still and unnmoving on the pier. Jera bent over him
cl asped the body in her dead arns. Her |azar began the chant that would
restore himto terrible, tormented life.

Al fred turned away.

"What are the |lazar doing?" Haplo crouched on the deck, his hands on the
steering stone. The sigla tattooed on his hands gl owed blue, but only a faint
bl ue, barely discernible. He swall owed, renoved his hands, flexed them and
shut his eyes.

"I don't know Alfred answered dispiritedly. "Does it matter?"

"Hell, yes, it matters! They may be able to unravel ny nagic. W're not out of
this yet, Sartan, so quit blubbering and tell ne what's going on."

Al fred gul ped, |ooked back out the porthole. "The lazar are ... are plotting
something. At least that's what it |ooks |like. They're gathered around
Kleitus. Al of themexcept... Jera. She's ..." His voice died

"That's what they're doing," said Haplo softly. "They're going to try to break
down the runes.”

"Jonat han was so certain." Alfred stared out the window. "He had faith—
"—n nothing but your trickery, Sartan."

"I know you won't believe ne, Haplo, but what happened to you in the chanber

happened to me, as well. Just as it happened to Jonathan. | don't understand
it." Alfred shook his head, added in a |low voice, "I'mnot certain | want to
understand it. If we're not gods ... if there is sone higher power..."

The ship noved beneath his feet, nearly throwi ng himoff balance. He | ooked
back at Hapl o. The Patryn had his hands on the steering stone. The sigla
glowed a bright, intense blue. Sails shivered, ropes tightened. The dragonship
spread its wings, prepared to fly. On the pier, the dead began to clanmor and
cl ashed their weapons together. The lazar lifted their horrible visages, noved
as a group toward the ship.



Apart fromthem at the far end of the dock, Jonathan rose to his feet. He was
a lazar, he had becone one of the dead who was not dead, one of the |iving who
was not |iving. He began wal king toward the ship.

"Stay! Stop!" Alfred cried, pressing his face against the glass. "Can't we
wait a mnute | onger?"

Hapl o shrugged. "You can go back if you want to, Sartan. YouVe served your
purpose. | don't need you any longer. Go on, get out!"

The ship began to nove. Haplo's magical energies flowed through it, the blue
[ight beanmed brightly, welled up frombetween his fingers, surrounding himin
a brilliant halo.

"I'f you're going, go!" he shouted.

| should, Alfred told hinself. Jonathan had faith enough. He was willing to
die for what he believed. | should be prepared to do the sane.

The Sartan left the porthole, started toward the |adder that |led up fromthe
bri dge. Qutside the ship, he could hear the chill voices of the dead, shouting
in fury, enraged at seeing their prey escape. He could hear Kl eitus and the
other lazar raise their voices in a chant. Fromthe strain suddenly apparent
on Haplo's face, they were attenpting to break down the Dragon Wng's fragile,
protective rune structure.

The dragonship jolted to a halt. It was caught, held fast like a fly in a web
of the lazar's nmagic. Haplo closed his eyes, focused his nmental powers, his
concentration visible in the rigidity of the hands pressed agai nst the
steering stone. His fingers—+ed against the light welling up from

beneat h—seened to be nade of flane.

The dragonship lurched, sank a few feet.

"Perhaps the choice will be taken fromne," Alfred murmured, alnost relieved.

He turned back to the porthole.
Hapl o gasped, grit his teeth, and held on. The ship rose slightly.

A spell came, unbidden, to Alfred's mind. He could enhance the Patryn's
failing energy. He could help break free of the web before the spider stung
t hem

The choice, far from being taken away, was being laid squarely on him

The [ azar that was Jonat han stood apart fromthe other |azar, the eyes of the
soul not quite torn fromthe body gazed up at the ship, gazed through the
runes, through the wood, through the glass, through flesh and bone into
Alfred' s heart.

"I"msorry,"
under stand. "

Alfred said to the eyes. "I don't have the faith. | don't

The Sartan turned away fromthe w ndow. WAl king over to Haplo, Alfred placed
hi s hands on the Patryn's shoul ders and began to chant.

The circle was joined. The dragonship gave a great shudder, broke free of the
magi cal toils, lifted its wings and soared upward, |eaving behind the fiery
sea, |eaving behind the dead and the living on the stone world of Abarrach



The ship floated before Death's Gate.

Haplo lay on a pallet on the deck, near the steering stone. He had coll apsed
nmonents after they'd freed themsel ves. Hovering on the brink of

unconsci ousness, he'd fought to keep hinmsel f awake, fought to guide their ship
to safety. Alfred had watched over him anxiously, until Haplo ordered him
irritably to go away and | eave hi m al one.

"Al'l 1 need is sleep. Wen we reach the Nexus, 1'll be fine. You better find
yourself a place to lie down, Sartan, or you'll end up breaking your neck when
we go through Death's Gate. And this time, when we go through, keep your nind
out of mne!"

Al fred stood by the porthole, staring out, his mnd wal ki ng back on Abarrach
regret gnawing at him "I didn't mean to pry into your past life. | don't have
much control =

"Shut up and sit down."

Al fred sighed and sat—er rather tunbled—nto a corner. He huddl ed there
dejectedly, his bony knees level with his chin.

The dog curl ed up beside Haplo, put its head on his chest. The Patryn settled
hi nsel f confortably, stroked the dog's ears with his hand. The ani mal cl osed
its eyes, and its tail wagged contentedly.

"Sartan. You awake?"
Al fred kept silent.
"Alfred." Gudgingly.
"Yes, |'m awake."

"You know what' || happen to you in the Nexus." Haplo didn't | ook at hi mwhen
he spoke, he kept his gaze on the dog. "You know what My Lord will do to you."

"Yes," Alfred answered.

Hapl o hesitated a noment, either deciding on his next words or deciding

whet her or not to say them Wen he made his decision, his voice was hard and
sharp, cutting through sone barrier w thin hinself.

"Then, if | were you, | wouldn't be around when | woke up." Haplo cl osed his
eyes.

Al fred stared in amazenent, then smiled gently. "I understand. Thank you,
Hapl 0. "

The Patryn didn't respond. Hi s | abored breathing grew even and easy. Lines of
pain rel axed fromhis face. The dog, sighing, wiggled closer

Death's Gate opened, drew them slowy inside.
Al fred | eaned back agai nst the bul kheads. Consci ousness was slipping away from

him He thought he heard, though it may have been a dream Haplo's sleepy
Voi ce.



"I never did find out about the prophecy. | don't suppose it matters. No one
will be left alive down there to fulfill it. Who believes in that crap anyway?
Li ke you said, Sartan. If you believe in a prophecy, you have to believe in a
hi gher power."

Who believes? Al fred wondered.
CHAPTER * 47
SAFE HARBOR, ABARRACH

THE LAZAR, ANGERED AT LOSI NG THE DRAGONSHI P, TURNED THEI R WRATH on the 1iving
who yet remai ned on Abarrach. Kleitus led the armes of the dead in an attack
on the small band of refugees fromKairn Tel est.

The living were |l ed by Baltazar, who barely escaped with his life fromthe
docks. Protected by Prince Ednmund, the necromancer hastened back to his
people, hiding in the Sal fag Caverns. He brought themthe terrible news that
their own arnies of dead had turned agai nst them

The people of Kairn Telest fled the com ng of the dead, running out into the
open plains of the land that was itself, dying. They fled w thout hope,
however, for anong their number were nmany sick and many children, who coul d
not stand the forced pace. The cycles of their suffering and hardship were
mercifully brief. The dead were hard on their heels and soon the last living
bei ngs on Abarrach were brought to bay. They had no choice but to turn and
fight.

During this time, | wal ked anong the | azar, pretending to be one with them

for I knew that nmy hour had not yet cone. Prince Edmund remai ned by ny side.
Al though I knew his grief for his people was acute, he, too, waited for his
hour .

The people of Kairn Tel est chose for their field of battle a |l evel plain not
far fromthe Pillar of Zenbar. They gave sone thought to trying to protect the
children, the sick and infirm the elderly. In the end, they decided that it
mattered little. Against the dead, there could be only one outcone. Men and
worren, ol d and young gat hered what weapons they could and prepared to fight.
They formed their ranks into a single line—fanilies together, friend beside
friend. The fortunate ones would be those who died first and sw ftest.

The dead ranged thenselves in ranks in the field across fromthe living. Their
arnmy was huge, outnunbering the people of Kairn Telest alnost a thousand to
one. Kleitus and the | azar wal ked before them the dynast exhorting the
cadavers to bring the dead necromancers anong the Kairn Telest to himfor
resurrection.

| knew what was in Kleitus's mnd, for | had attended his council neetings
with the rest of his lazar. Once the Kairn Tel est were destroyed, he pl anned
to enter Death's Gate and fromthere pass on to other worlds. His ultimte
goal —+o0 rul e over a universe of dead.

The trumpets of the cadavers sounded, blowi ng thin, iron notes that echoed
t hrough the kairn. The arny of dead prepared to advance. The living of Kairn
Tel est closed ranks, silently awaiting their fate.

Prince Edmund and | stood together on the front lines of battle. Hi s phantasm
turned to face me and | saw then that he had been given the know edge for
whi ch he'd been waiting.



"Bid ne farewell, brother."

"Fare you well, my brother, on your long journey," | said. "My you know peace
at last."

"I could wish the same for you," he said.

"When nmy work is done," | told him

W wal ked together, side by side, and took our places anpbng the forenopst ranks
of the dead. Kleitus watched us warily, suspiciously. He would have confronted
us but the dead began to cheer, thinking that Ednund had hinself come out to

| ead the battle against his own people.

Kleitus could do little against us. My strength and my power had grown during
t hose | ast days, shining down on ne like the sun I had never seen except in
the visions of the Sartan from another world, the one who called hinself
Alfred. | knewits source. | knew the sacrifice |I would have to nmake to use
the power, and | was prepared.

Prince Edmund rai sed his hand, calling for silence. The dead obeyed, the
cadavers ceased their hollow cries, the phantasns hushed their endl ess
noani ng.

"This cycle,"” Prince Ednund shouted, "death comes to Abarrach!"

The dead raised their voices in a mghty shout. 'Tie withing visage of
Kl ei tus darkened.

"You m stake my meaning. Death will not cone to the living," Ednmund's voice
rang out, "but to us, to the dead. Let go of your fear, as | let go of mne
Trust in this one." He knelt down before ne, |ooked up at me. "For he is the
one of whom the prophecy spoke."

"Are you ready?" | asked.
"I am" he said firny.

| began reciting the chant, the words | had first heard spoken by the Sartan
Al fred. Blessed be the One who sent himto us.

Prince Edmund's body stiffened, jerked, as if it felt again the spear plunge
into its chest. The face contorted with both the physical pain and the nental

t he know edge of failure, the brief and bitter struggle life makes |eaving the
body, the world.

My heart was filled with pity, but |I continued the chant. The body sl unped
down to the ground at my feet.

Kleitus, realizing what was happening, tried to stop nme. He and the other
| azar raged around ne, but they were nothing nore to ne than the hot wi nd
blowing fromthe sea of fire

The dead spoke no word, only watched.

The living murnured and cl asped hands, wondering if we offered hope or a
deepeni ng of their despair.

The corpse lay still and silent, the dreadful magical strings that animated it
were severed. The phantasm of Edmund, his spirit, grew stronger and nore



clearly defined. For a brief instant he appeared to ne and to his people as he
had been in |ife—young, handsome, proud, conpassionate.

Hs last | ook went to his people, to the living and the dead, and then he
vani shed, as the norning nmists burn away in sunshine.

A battle was fought that day, but not between the living and the dead. It was
fought between myself and the dead and Kl eitus and the other |azar. Wen it
was ended, the |lazar had been beaten, their dread power reduced. They fl ed,
plotting to increase their strength and continue the fight. Some of the dead
joined them fearful of giving up what they know, fearful of the unknown. But
many nore of the dead cane to me afterward and begged nme to rel ease them

Fol l owi ng the battle, the living of Kairn Tel est made their way across the
Fire Sea and entered the tragic city of Necropolis, joined there those few who
had managed to survive the slaughter. Baltazar is their |eader. The first |aw
he passed was to prohibit the practice of necromancy. H's first decree was
that the bodies of the victins of the dead' s vengeance be conmitted with
reverence to the Fire Sea.

The | azar have di sappeared, but their threat hangs like the dreary cl ouds of
| aze over the living of Necropolis. The city's gates are shut, the rat hol es
have been bricked up, the walls are heavily guarded. Baltazar is of the

opi nion that the |lazar are searching for the nmeans to enter Death's Gate and
may perhaps have done so.

I think it quite likely that Kleitus does seek a way through Death's Gate, but
I do not believe he has found the neans to enter. He remains in this world,
all the lazar remain in this world. |I hear their voices, sonetines, during the
sl eepl ess hours of the long nights. | hear their cries of hatred and agony and
torment. It is their hatred that binds themto this world, their hatred of ne
in particular, for they know that, in me, the prophecy has been fulfilled.

The torment we | azar endure is indescribable. The soul |ongs for freedom yet
cannot detach itself fromthe body. The body longs to give up its heavy
burden, but is terrified to part fromthe soul. W cannot sleep, we cannot
find rest. No food can give us sustenance, no drink can ease our terrible
thirst. The body aches with fatigue, the restless spirit forces that body to
constantly roamthe world.

I walk the streets of Necropolis, streets that were once crowded but are now
pitifully enmpty. | walk the deserted halls of the palace and listen to the
echoes of ny own footfalls. I walk the fields of Ad Province, desol ate and
abandoned. | walk the fields of New Province and watch the living toil in

pl ace of the dead. | wal k the shores of the shrinking Fire Sea. Wen the pain
of my exi stence becones too nuch to bear, | return again to the Chanber of the
Bl essed to find strength.

My suffering is ny penance, mny sacrifice. My bel oved Jera wal ks with the

| azar, out there, somewhere. Her hatred for nme is sharp, keen, but only
because her hatred must wage constant battle agai nst her deeper |ove. Wen the
time for waiting is ended, when nmy work is acconplished, |I wll take ny

bel oved in my arns again and together we will find the peace now deni ed us.
keep that dreamin my heart, the only dream all owed these sl eepless eyes. It
is my confort, ny hope. My |Iove and the know edge of ny duty sustain ne in ny
waiting. The time of the prophecy is not now, but soon

"He will bring life to the dead, hope to the living, and for himthe Gate wil|l
open. " [1]



*A Collection of the Witings of Jonathan the Lazar, conpiled by Baltazar
rul er of Necropolis, Abarrach

EPI LOGUE
My Lord,

You may renove Abarrach conpletely fromyour calculations. | found evidence to
i ndicate that the Sartan and the nensch did once inhabit that hunk of
wort hl ess, nolten rock. The climate undoubtedly proved too harsh for even
their powerful magic to sustain them They apparently tried to contact the
other worlds, but their attenpts ended in failure. Their cities have now
becone their tonbs.

Abarrach is a dead worl d.

My Lord will, I'"mcertain, understand why | do not nake ny report to himin
person. An energency has arisen that calls ne away. On ny return from
Abarrach, | learned that the Sartan | discovered living on Arianus, the one

who calls hinmself Alfred, has entered Death's Gate. Evidence indicates that he
has gone to Chelestra, the fourth world the Sartan created, the world of
water. | amfollowing himthere.

| remain your |oyal and devoted son. [1]
HAPLO
Hapl o, ny loyal and devoted son, YOU ARE A LI AR

1 Haplo's report on the world of Abarrach, fromthe files of the Lord of the
Nexus.

2 Scraw ed on the margin of the report.

1 The Lord of the Nexus underestimated the magical forces that control Death's
Gate and failed to provide Haplo with suitable protection for the journey. The
fttryn crash-1landed and was rescued by the Geg Li nbeck (see Dragon Wng, vol.
1 of The Death Gate Cycle).

2 Hapl o characteristically makes no further nention of what he considers to be
his failure on Pryan, but it nay relate to the fact that he was very nearly
killed by of giants whose magi c proved far stronger than the Patryn's (see
Elven , vol. 2 of The Death Gate Cycle).

3 Hapl o, Abarrach, Wrld of Stone, vol. 4 of Death Gate journals.

Bal t azar, Remenbrances of My Homel and, a journal chronicling the last *ys of
Kairn Tel est kept by the necronmancer to the king.

* 4* WEI'S AND H CKMAN

1 A word used by both Sartan and Ratryns to refer to the "l esser" races:
hurmans, el ves, dwarves.

1 Sartan have two nanes, private and public. As Alfred told Hapl o previously
inthe story, a Sartan's private name can give those who know it power over
them A Sartan's private name, therefore, would be revealed only to those he
or she | oved and trusted.

1 Areference to a nove in the gane of rune-bone in which an opponent is



stripped clean of all his runes. The ganme of rune-bone is vaguely simlar in
nature to a game known anciently (pre-Sundering) as mah-jongg.

1 Kairn is a Sartan word neaning "cavern," a variation on the dwarven word
cairn, which means "pile of stones.” It is interesting to note that the Sartan
had no word of their own for cavern prior to their renoval to Abarrach and
were forced, apparently, to borrow a word fromthe dwarves.

2 Fought during the rebellion of the people of Thebis, who refused to pay
one-third of their crops in taxes to the dynast. The rebellion failed and

al nrost certainly led to the downfall of a once-great city-state. Fair-m nded
hi storians point out that although this tax burden does seem excessive, the
peopl e of Thebi s thought nothing of charging the dynast and the peopl e of
Necropolis a fee of fifty bales of kairn grass per use of the Pillar of
Thebi s, whi ch supplied much-needed water to the city of Necropolis.

1A dimi nutive clay nodel of the dynast hinself set within its own mniature
duplicate of the palace. As originally designed, the dynast doll was.attuned
magi cally to the dynast and portrayed the current time by its position within
its play pal ace. Thus when the doll went to bed, the hour was the dynast's

sl eepi ng hour. Wen the doll sat down to dinner, it was the dynast's dining
hour. Wen the magi c on Abarrach grew weaker, the dolls began to keep

| ess-than-perfect tine.

Refer to Magic in the Sundered Real ns, Excerpt froma Sartan's Misings, Vol
1.

1 Most probably a descendant of the pig, which was brought by the Sartan to
this world following the Sundering. A large portion of the diet of the Sartan
on Abarrach consists of meat, vegetables being extremely scarce, and the torb
is their primary source. Torb graze on kairn grass and are raised in the New
Provi nces and brought to market in Necropolis.

1 The hour follow ng the dynast's gam ng hour when Hs Majesty orders the
light of the gas lanps to be dimed. During the dynast's slunber hours, the
gas | anps are turned off completely.

1 Fromthe proper nanme, Lazarus. Oiginally, in ancient tinmes, the word was
used to refer to a person with a | oathsone di sease, such as |eprosy,
considered to be living death. In nore nodern tinmes, follow ng the Sundering,
Sartan practicing the forbidden art of necromancy used the word to refer to

t hose who were brought back fromthe dead too quickly.



