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For Cassie and Thomas Grubb
and
My friendsin Washington State ...
especially
Judy, Jon, Stormy, and Brian
and
Todl my faithful friendsin New Mexico particularly Sd, who changed my dtitude
O threats of Hell and hopes of Paradiseg;
Onething at least is certain: thislifeflies.
Onething at least is certain, therestislies.
The flower that once has blown forever dies.
| sent my soul through the Invisible,
Some |etter of that afterlife to spell,
And by and by it returned to me
To answer: | myself am Heaven and Hell.
Heaven but the vision of fulfilled desire.
Hell but the shadow of a soul onfire.
Cast onto darkness into which we--
So |late emerged--shall so soon expire!
From The Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam
Edward Fitzgerald Trandation

Part One

Syrapis
PROLOGUE
ESCAPE TO SYRAPIS



And so they flew away on bully winds blowing al the way from far Kyrania..

It may have been the strangest, the saddest voyage in history. The People of the Clouds mourned the loss
of their leader, Safar Timura, who had guided them over thousands of miles of mountains and deserts and
spell-blasted blacklands to the shores of the Great Sea of Esmiir.

A paradise awaited them across that sea: the magic ide of Syrapis, where they would make their new
home far away from the evil beingswho had driven them from their mountain villagein Kyrania.

Safar Timura:--the son of a potter who had risen to become amighty wizard and Grand Wazier to a
king--had sacrificed his own life so that his people might escape.

And now athousand villagers were packed aboard aragtag fleet of privateers, saling to Syrapisand
safety. High above them amarvelous airship flew over the silvery seas, pointing the way.

For many days and weeks the skies remained clear, the winds steady; and at any other time there would
have been cause for agrand celebration. A feast of al feasts, with roasted lamb and rare wine, playing
children and 9ghing lovers.

The world should have been abright place, full of promise and joy. After months of terror, the Kyranians
werefree of Irg Protarus and hisravening shape-changers.

But hanging over them was the Demon M oon--an ever-present bloody shimmer in the heavens.
Reminding one and dl of the doom Safar had predicted would befdl the world. More haunting still was
the memory of Safar. The handsome young man with the dazzling blue eyes and sorrowful amile.

Everyone wept when they learned that he had been given up for dead. The mourning women scratched
their cheeks and tore their hair. The men drank and regaled one another with tales of Safar's many brave
deeds, shedding tears asthe night grew late.

Lord Coraean, the great caravan master who had hired the ships so that they could al escape together,
spoke long and memorably about the man who had been his dearest friend.

Aboard the airship the circus performers--among them Biner, the mighty dwarf, and Arlain, the dragon
woman,--worked listlesdy at their tasks. They did only what was absol utely necessary: feeding the magic
engines, adjusting the atmosphere in the twin balloons that held the ship aoft; manning thetiller to keep
them on course.

Meanwhile, the decks grew shabby, the materia of the balloons drab, the galley fires cold. It seemed
impossible to them that Safar would no longer be at their Sde, amazing the circus crowds with his fegts of

meagic.

Sadder 4till were Safar's parents, Khadji and Myrna, who had never imagined, even in their deepest night
terrors, that they would outlive their only son. And his sisters mourned Safar so deeply they could not eat
or degp and if their husbands hadn't begged them to desist for the sake of their children, they surely
would have died from sorrow.

Only four outsiders--awarrior woman, aboy and histwo magical creatures--prevented the voyage from
becoming adisaster.

When the privateers, seeing the poor morae of the Kyranians, conspired to seize them and their
goods--planning to sdll the people into davery--the woman overpowered and dew the raidersé€™
captain. While the boy--Safar's adopted son--combined his powers with those of the magica creatures
to cast aterrifying spdll that pardyzed the pirates with fear. And forced them into obedience.



Thewoman's namewas Leria. The boy, half human and half demon, was Palimak. And the crestures,
twin Favoriteswho had lived in astone turtle for athousand years, were called Gundara and Gundaree.

Leiriaand Palimak had made a promise to Safar Timura--a promise that they were determined to keep.
And they would alow no oneto stand in their way.

Then one day the lookout in the airship shouted the joyful newsthat land wasin sght. And the little fleet
findly cameto the shores of fair Syrapis. the promised land.

Except, ingtead of milk and honey, they found an army waiting on those shores.

Anamy intent on killing them dl.

But Palimak and Leiriaremembered well their promise. So they roused the people and routed the army.
For threelong years they fought the ferocious people who inhabited Syrapis.

And for three long years they searched for the grail Safar had urged them to seek.

They had many adventures, many setbacks, and many victories.

During that time Palimak strove mightily to educate himsalf. He scoured ancient tomes, quizzed witches
and wizards. And he seized every spare moment to study the Book of Agper that hisfather had
bequesthed to him.

For in those pages, hisfather had said, was the answer to the terrible disaster on the other side of the
world--in far Hadinland--that was dowly poisoning dl the land and the seas.

It was arace againgt extinction for humans and demonsadike.

And in that race Paimak logt his childhood.

CHAPTER ONE
THE DANCE OF HADIN

Oh, how he danced.
Danced, danced, danced.
Danced to the beat of the harvest drums.

All around him a thousand others sang in joyous abandon. They were a handsome people, aglorious
people; naked skin painted in fantastic, swirling colors.

And they danced--danced, danced, danced--singing praises to the Gods as shell horns blew, drums
throbbed and their beautiful young Queen cried out in ecstasy. Sheled them, tawny breasts jouncing,
smooth thighsthrugting in the ancient mating ritua of the harvest festiva.

Safar danced with her, pounding his bare feet againgt the sand, rhythmically dapping his chest with open
pams. While above him thetall trees-all heavily laden with ripe fruit--rippled in asalty breeze blowing
off the sparkling sea.

But while the motions of hisfellow dancers were graceful, Safar's were forced and jerky--asif hewerea
marionette manipulated by a cosmic puppeteer.



Madness! was hismind's silent scream. | must stop, but | cannot stop, please, pleaseplease, end this
madness! Y et no matter how hard he battled the spell's grip his body jerked wildly on--and on and
on--in the Dance of Hadin.

For Safar Timurawas trapped in the prelude to the end of the world.

Beyond the grove, adramatic backdrop for the beautiful Queen, was the great conica pesk of a
volcano. A thick black column of smoke streamed up from the cone. It was the same vol cano that Safar
had seen in avison many years before. And Safar knew from hisvision that at any moment the volcano
would explode and he, dong with the joyous dancers, would die.

Was thisreal? Was he truly on the shores of Hadinland, destined to be swallowed in ariver of molten
rock? Or wasit just anight terror that would end if only he could open his eyes?

He'd had such dreams before. Once he'd dreamed of wolves and Irg Protarus had risen from the dead
to confront Safar with murder in his heart and a horde of shape changers at his back.

And, with ajolt, hethought: Irg! Whereislrg?

Hetried to force his head around to see if Protarus was among the dancers. But his body wasn't hisown
and al he could do was prance with the others, dapping his chest like afool.

He had no idea how long this had gone on. It seemed asif held been abarely conscious participant in a
dance that went on endlesdly. Y et there were moments of chilling clarity, such as now, when he would
regain use of hismind enough to struggle against the mysterious force that held him.

It wasacrud clarity, because each time he knew the fight was hopeless. He'd struggle fruitlesdy, then
lapse into semi-consciousness.

Safar thought he heard Irg's voice among the others and once again tried--and failed--to | ook.

Then he fdt his senses weaken asif adrug were cregping through his veinsto cloud his mind. He bit
down on hislip, grabbing at the pain to keep hiswits.

With the pain came a sudden memory of Irg standing before him. Half giant wolf, half al-too-human
king. Hanking him were Safar's deadliest enemies: the demons, Prince Lukaand Lord Fari; and the
spymaster, Lord Kalasariz. All bound to Irg by the Spell of Four.

Yes, yes! hethought. Irg! Remember Irg!
Andwhat dse?

There was something else. Something that had brought him here. If only he could recal, perhaps he could
escape.

Themaching! That wasit!

Theimage floated up: Irg and the others bearing down at him; at Safar's back the great machine of
Cauz. A hunched turtle god with the fiery mark of Hadin on its shell. It was a machine whose magic was
out of control and if Safar didn't stop it his beloved land of Esmir would die an early degth.

He fought hard to remember the spell held cast then to plug the sorcerous wound between Esmir and the
deathland that was Hadin.

Thewords kept dipping away. Think! he commanded himsdf. Think!



And it cameto him that the words formed a poem. A poem from the Book of Asper.

Asper, yes, Asper. The ancient demon wizard whose strange book of verse had predicted the end of the
world athousand years before. And who had speculated on the means to hat the destruction.
Safar felt sudden joy asthe spellwords burst from nowhere:

"Hellsfire burns brightest
In Heaven's holy shadow.
What is near
Is soon forgotten;
What isfar
Embraced as brother ... "

He groaned asthe rest of thewordsfled. Safar bit hislip harder, blood trickling down his chin.
Remember, dammit! Remember!

But it was hopeless. Theremainder of the spell remained agonizingly just out of reach in athick mist.

Fine, then. Forget about the verse. Think of what happened when you faced Irg. Remember that--and
perhaps the spellwords will come.

His mind threw him back to Valey of Cauz. His enemies before him, the sorcerous machine behind. He
was done: Palimak and Leiriahad fled on his orders, leading the people of Kyraniato Syrapisand
safety. Safar had remained to stop the machine and destroy Irg so he couldn't pursue the villagers.

And then what?

Hislife, heredized ingtinctively, depended on recalling what had happened next. No. Not just his
life--the world depended on it.

Very well. He had cast that spell. He could remember that. But, wait. Something had interfered! What,
or who, had it been?1rg? Had Irg cast aspdll of hisown?

That wasit! Irg had attempted to break free from the Spell of Four, which bound him to Kaasariz and
the others. Irg had surprised Safar with that powerful bit of magic.

A collison of spdls.
Anexploson.

A blinding whitelight.
And then what?

Safar dug deep for the memory. He could recall intense heat. Then blessed coolness. Followed by along
time of floating on what seemed like billowing clouds--asif he were aboard Methydias magic airship.

Time passed.
How much time, he couldn't say.

Then held heard--from far bel ow--pipes and horns and throbbing drums. And voices--many
Voices--chanting a haunting song. Safar didn't have to struggle to remember those words, for it wasthe
same song the beautiful Queen and her subjects were Singing now:

"Her hair isnight,



Her lipsthe moon,
Surrender. Oh, surrender.
Her eyes are stars,
Her heart the sun;
Surrender. Oh, surrender.
Her breasts are honey,
Her sex arose;
Surrender. Oh, surrender.
Night and moon. Stars and Sun.
Honey and rosg;
Lady, oh Lady, surrender.
Surrender. Surrender ... "

Safar recdled twisting around and finding himsdlf floating above agreen-jeweled ide set in adeep blue
sea

Towering over the idand was the volcano. He knew in an instant this was one of the idands that made up
Hadin. But how could that be? Hadin was on the other side of the world from Esmir--the continental
opposite of hishomeland.

Had the violence of the spdllcast hurled him so far?
Or was he only dreaming of his boyhood vision, when held foreseen the end of the world?

The song grew stronger, rising up to enfold him ... " Surrender. Oh, surrender ... " It drew him down
like anetted fish. "Surrender. Oh, surrender ... " Fear lanced his heart when he saw the dancing people
of hisvison and their lusty young queen. " Surrender. Oh, surrender..."

Panicking, hetried to struggle free, but the song flowed through and around him until he became a part of
it. "Surrender. Oh, surrender..."

And he had no choice but let it take him. He fell into a stupor, floating downward.

Then hefound himsdaf among the dancers. Except, now he was one of them. Dumb and gaping at the
nubile Queen. Warm sun on his suddenly naked back. His bare feet beating against the sand. Open
pamsdapping hischest intimetothemusc: " ... Night and Moon./Sars and Sun./Honey and
rose;/Lady, oh Lady, surrender..."

Y es, that was how he cameto be here. Safar suddenly felt quite calm--reassured that his mental faculties
were returning. Only one small step was|eft. Once he retrieved the remaining words to the spell held cast
in Cduz he could free himsdlf.

Then excitement blossomed as another piece came: "...Piercing our breast with poison,/Whispering
news of our deaths..."

Yes That wasit! Now, there were only two more lines. Two more and the spell could be broken.

Safar heard the Queen shout and he looked up at her--dismay poisoning his resolve--and his
concentration was broken.

The Queen was crying out to her subjects, pointing at the volcano. The column of smoke wasthicker,
blacker and pouring out more furioudy. Great sparks swirled in the smoke, showering upward like
blossomsfromthe Hells.



Any moment the volcano would explode. Just asit had in Safar'svison. Just asit had...

A great shock rocked Safar to the core. Not the shock of the volcano's eruption--that was till to come.
But ashock of redization that held lived and died in this very same scene hundreds of times before.

The volcano would erupt. A deadly shower of debris driven by typhoon winds. Followed by ariver of
lavathat would kill any who survived.

Even those who fled into the seawouldn't be able to swim or canoe out far enough to escape. They'd be
boiled divelike shdlfishin arailing pot.

In thelong ago vison Safar had only been awitnessto these events. But now he was one of the dancers
doomed to die not once, but an endless number of deaths until the world itsdf was dead.

Only then would his soul be released.

Just then the last two linescameto him: "...For sheisthe Viper of the Rose/ Who dwellsin far
Hadinland!"

But even as he reached for them, desperate to complete the spell, he knew he was nearly out of time.

Still, he rushed on--no time to hope, much less pray. He started reciting the spell: "Héllsfire burns
brightest/In Heaven's holy shadow..."

Thenit wastoo late.

And the volcano erupted.

But just beforeit did, he thought he heard someone calling to him: " Father! Father!”
Desperate, he cried out: "Paimak! Help me, Palimak!™

And everything vanished--except pain.

CHAPTER TWO
OF SONSAND LOVERS

Pdimak peered over therailing, clutching his cloak againgt the damp chill asthe airship dowly descended
through the clouds.

Behind him he could hear Biner cautioning the crew in his rumbling baritone, " Steady, now ... Keep her
steady, lads..."

The clouds thinned and he could see the forbidding north coast of Syrapis. jagged reefsrising out of a
stone-gray sea; anarrow pebbled beach ending at black cliffs that ascended to forested mountain peaks.

There came arattle of chain mail and afaint breath of perfume as the warrior woman moved up behind
him. "Over there," sheindicated. "On the easternmost peak. Do you seeit?"

The moment she spoke, Palimak spotted the castle. It was ablack stone crown sitting atop the lowest
peak, with eight turrets srategically positioned around the thick walls.

Pdimak grimaced. "l seeit, Aunt Leiria" hesaid. "But it doesn't ook like how | remember it."



Leriapatted hisarm. "That was more than three years ago,” she soothed. "And you were on horseback,
gtting behind your father.”

Paimak shrugged. "I hopeyou'reright,” he said. Then he turned to the airship's bridge, where Biner held
forth, directing the crew.

"Can you maneuver around the castle, Uncle Biner?" he shouted.

"Surething, lad,” Biner called back. He barked orders and the crewmen scrambled around the airship's
deck. Some tended the magica furnaces that pumped hot air into the huge twin baloons. Others checked
thelinesthat held the ship's body suspended benegth the balloons. Still others spilled ballast to help
gtabilize the airship when Biner made theturn.

Asthey sailed around the peak, Leria studied the fortresswith a professional eye. On two sidesthe
castle was protected by steep, rock-littered dopes. Obvioudy the rocks had all been piled up by the
castlé's human defenders.

One smal stone hurled into the right place would set off an aval anche that would pour down on any
ground troops foolish enough to climb the dopes.

The castleésfront was just as steep and the road winding up to the gates was edged with low wallsand a
series of stone guard shacks, with ditsfor arrow holes.

Therear of the castle came right up to the edge of a sheer cliff shooting down to the hissing seasthat beat
agang thelittle beach.

In the center--about twenty feet below the castle walls-awaterfall spilled out of awide cave mouth. It
fell hundreds of feet before it thundered into waves that crashed over the beach and againgt the base of
the diff.

"Onthewhole" Lariasad at last, "I'd rather defend it than attack it."

Palimak touched the hilt of his shesthed sword, eyesflickering demon-yellow. "I don't want afight,” he
sad. "We have more important thingsto do. But if that'swhat King Rhodes wants..." he grinned,
displaying surprisingly sharp teeth ... "That'swhat hell get.”

Lerianodded approval. "I'm sick and tired of dl theselittle Syrapian despots and their game playing,”
shereplied. "They think the only purpose of atruceisto give them timeto get behind you and stab you in
the back.”

Palimak shrugged--what would be, would be--and returned his attention to the castle.

The airship sank lower and he could make out the crowd waiting for them in the center courtyard. All
eyes were turned upward to see the airship's approach.

He could imagine the amazement on their faces. The airship was awondrous sight to behold, with the
tattooed face of abeautiful woman on the front balloon. And the words"Methydias Flying Circus'
emblazoned on the other.

Methydia, dead for many years now, had been hisfather'slover and mentor. She'd rescued Safar from
the desert and had let him join her troupe of circus performers while he had hidden from the Walarian
spymaster, Lord Kalasariz.

Thecircuslived on in Biner, the muscular dwarf; Arlain, haf fire-breathing dragon, half fabul ous woman;



Elgy and Rabix, theintelligent snake and the mindless flute player; and, findly, Kairo, the strange acrobat
who could detach his head from his shoulders, tossing it about on the tether of hisropy neck.

In normal times, Palimak thought, they'd be preparing for aroyd performance a the castle. Biner
would've been stirring up excitement with histraditiona bellow of: "Come one, comedl! Ladsand maids
of All ages! | now present to you--Methydias Flying Circus of Miracles! The Greatest Show On

Syrapid"

Pdimak grimaced. The airship and circus troupe had spent more time than they liked acting asamilitary
force, rather than entertaining. He was as sorry about that as Biner and the others. But what could be
done about it?

From the moment Palimak and hisfellow Kyranians had landed on Syrapisthey'd been at constant odds
with the violence-loving inhabitants of the idand. How so many warring factions could be packed onto an
idand one hundred and twenty mileslong and thirty miles across at its widest was a continuing and
unpleasant amazement to Palimak when he was at his most depressed.

Asif reading histhoughts, Leiriasaid, "Honestly, sometimes | think the Syrapians have got some sort of
congenital war disease.” She shook her head. "Remember how they greeted us at the beach that day?
Olive branch in one hand, dagger up the other deevel™

Pdimak sighed. "Poor father thought Syrapiswould be aparadisefor usal,” hesaid. "A new
home--maybe even a better home--than the one we lft behind.”

The yelow demon flecks faded from his eyes, leaving them sad and dl too human. "Instead we landed
right in the middle of about twenty wars al going on at the sametime. Everybody in Syrapis hates each
other. But now that were herethey finaly have something in common--which isto hate us.”

Hiseyes misted dightly. "I guessthings don't dwayswork out theway you want,” he said. "Even if you're
someone as greet as my father was."

Leriawished she could give Pdimak acomforting hug. But that would only make the boy fed avkward.
Actudly, hewasa"boy" only in human reckoning.

The product of aromance between ademon princess and a human soldier, Palimak's demon side made
him mature at amuch faster rate than was norma for humans. At thirteen he was nearly six feet tall,
athough he hadn't filled out yet and was quite dender. Still, his shoulders were wider than those of most
boys of his age and his broad-pamed hands had long, supple fingers. When he was angry or upset, sharp
talons lanced from hisfinger tipslike acat's claws: aphenomenon so disconcerting that even Leiria,
who'd known him since he was a babe, had never become used to it.

Heaso didn't act like a boy--except in rare moments when he alowed himsdlf to relax enough to be
playful. Or, blushingly so, when he wasin the presence of aflirtatious maiden. Thank the Gods, Leria
thought, this part of his nature hasn't matured at the same rate asthe rest of him. He had enough
problems without adding sex to the equation.

Despite hisyouth, Palimak was the undisputed leader of the more than one thousand Kyranian villagers
he and Leiriahad led across the Great Seato Syrapis and supposed safety. He had the strength of will
and the charisma of his adoptive father. Backed by demon magic nearly as powerful as Safar's-who'd
been the greatest wizard, demon or human, that Esmir had ever known.

During the three years Snce Safar's death and the Kyraniansa€™ flight from Esmir in afleet of hired
ships, Paimak had used dl these attributes, plus a sometimes chilling ability for calculation, to keep the



Kyranians from being overwhelmed by thefierce natives of Syrapis.

Pdimak suddenly shifted. "Theréstheking,” he said. Then he grinned. "Maybe Rhodesis going to keep
hissde of the bargain after dl.”

Leriapeered down at the courtyard. Though the airship still wasn't low enough for them to make out
individua faces, there was no way she could miss Rhodes, ruler of Hanadu, the northernmost kingdom in

Syrapis.
Hewas agiant of aman dtting on ahuge, gaudy throne, placed on aplatform in the center of the
courtyard. The only other people on the platform seemed to be two liveried attendants. Leiriaspotted a

dozen or so uniformed soldiersé€™ but they were scattered throughout the crowd, rather than being in
any sort of military formation.

"That's a scene with peace painted dl over it," Leiriasaid dryly. "I wonder why I'm not impressed?”

Pdimak curled alip. "Maybeit's because Rhodesisthe last and trickiest of the bunch,” he said. "And
neither one of usthinksthat after dl thistime he'sfinaly going to roll over on command like adog!™

Just then the crowd gtirred and the sound of fierce martia music thundered upward. Banners waved,
flags were unfurled and a hundred or more colorful kitestook flight.

"| think that's our officid welcome,” Leiriasaid. "Either that, or adeclaration of war." Shewas only partly
joking, knowing from bitter experience how quickly the Syrapians could turn on the unwary.

Pdimak patted the fat purse hanging from hisbelt. "I've got enough gold hereto light up even King
Rhodesd€™ scowling face," he said. "With promises of more to come for his cooperation.”

Helaughed. Thistimeit wasn't forced. "My father used to dways say that if you sue for peace you'd
better bring both swords and money. | didn't know what he meant then, but | sure do now!"

Rhodes was notorious for his greed: Paimak was counting on thisin hisbid for peace, aswell asonthe
bloody defeat the Kyranians had handed the king's forces not one month before.

"My best bet," Lariasaid, "isthat any tresty we work out with Rhodes will be violated by spring.”

Pdimak laughed. "That long, huh?' Then, more serioudly: "If thisisthe right place--the castle | saw when
| was with my father that day--then al we need is acouple of weeks and afree hand. After that, King
Rhodes can do whatever he wants--up to and including going to the Hells."

The airship had made afull circle and they were once again hovering just off the rear of the castle--the
waterfal and the cave now in clear view. Palimak leaned far over theralil to get acloser look. Thetide
was running out fast, water retreating from the bottom of the cliff face at an amazing rate.

Palimak probed the atmosphere with hismagical senses. Ingtantly, he felt apowerful force dragging at
him, asif his spirit saf wasabit of flotsam caught in that raging tide.

Instead of breaking away, he fought against the force, wave after wave of sorcery smashing over him.

Leriawas shocked at his sudden struggle, seeing the blood drain from his aready pae features. Talons
emerging to cut into therail ashe gripped it. She had an urgent desire to grab him and rip him away from
whatever invisble enemy hewasfighting.

But she steded hersdlf to remain awitness, knowing there was nothing she could do to help.



Then Palimak gasped. "Thereitid" he said, voice shaking with effort. "Theidand! And theidol, too! Just
theway | remember it!"

Leriadragged her attention away from Pdimak. Below, about a hundreds yards from the cliff face, a
amall rocky idand was emerging from the frothy waves.

Towering over theidand was an immense stone image of ademon, with along narrow face and heavy
brows arching above degp-set eyes. The sculptor had given the demon a sad smile, which added to the
overd|l effect of making the demon seem very wise.

"It'sLord Asper!" Palimak breathed.

Magica tendrilsreached out to take him and suddenly he was a smdll boy again, gripping Safar about the
wais asthe great white warhorse, Khysmet, bore them both through a blinding snowstorm. Behind them
an enormousice beast was closing in fast as Safar shouted the words of a protective spell.

"Let me help you, father!" Palimak cried out, adding his own magic to the spell.

Safar hurled amagica jar into the beast's path and Palimak heard an explosion, followed by a shriek of
agony. Then he gasped with rdlief as he sensed the beast faling awvay. But he knew ingtinctively that this
wasn't enough and the ice beast would soon be upon them again.

He peered around hisfather and saw the beautiful Spirit Rider racing ahead on ablack mare. Sheheld a
blazing magica torch high to guide them through the storm. They were heading for the point of anarrow
peninsula, waves breaking on either sde.

To Palimak's amazement, the Spirit Rider didn't slop when she reached the end of the peninsula. Insteed,
sherode her mare right out onto the water, leaping across the surface as it were abroad, firm king's
highway.

Hefdt hisfather tense and knew he was wondering if he should follow. Then Safar relaxed--decision
made--and gave Khysmet his head. Immediately the stallion sprang across the water, running after the
marewith no difficulty.

They rodelikethat for atime, hooves splashing in what seemed like shalow water, while on either Sde
enormous waves boomed past. Soon the novelty wore off and Palimak dozed. He dept fitfully, waking
every now and then to see the beacon till moving ahead of them.

Then Gundaree and Gundarawere both shrieking in his ear. Thetwo little magica Favorites, his
ever-present guardians, were both crying out at the sametime: "Beware, Little Master! Beware'

He felt arumbling beneath him and he shouted awarning to Safar. But hisfather was aready coming up
out of his stupor, steadying them as Khysmet shrilled surprise and bounded high into the air. When he
came down, his hooves skittered on dippery rock, but then the nimble-footed horse steadied himsdlf and
they were racing over stony ground.

At that moment a blast of cold winds swept in from the side, sweeping the snow away. Paimak gaped at
the aght. Hunched over thelittleidand they now found themsdves on was a huge statue of ademon.

Pdimak fdt hisfather jump in shock, asif hed been stung.
"Asper!" hesadin aharsh voice. "It's Asper!”

Asthey rode toward the statue Palimak lifted his head and saw something loom up just beyond. About a



hundred yards away was atall, sheer cliff face, unmarked except for awide cave mouth in the center. At
the top of the cliff that was some sort of black stone structure. Palimak dully wondered whet it was. Then
he saw severd turrets and he realized it was acastle.

Just then he heard the Spirit Rider shout and his head snapped back. He saw her poised on the mare,
waiting at the steps of awide stairway that led up to the statue's open mouth.

She shouted, "Thisway!" And plunged up the broken staircase to disgppear into the mouth of the statue.

Safar didn't have to urge Khysmet on. The big horse legped after the mare with such force that Palimak's
grip around hisfather'swaist was nearly torn away. A heartbest |ater they wereinsde theidol and all
was darkness.

Therewasaflash of light and he felt a shock shiver through hisbody, rattling histeeth. Dazed, he redized
hisfather had vanished. And now Paimak was holding Khysmet's reins. More puzzling ill, his hands
were no longer those of asmall boy, but were large and muscular.

Khysmet whinnied and Paimak ingtinctively leaned forward, ducking under the dim shape of alow
overhang. From far ahead he heard the rhythmic pounding of drums. A great chorus of voices chanted
words he couldn't quite make out.

Then, soaring over the chorus, he thought he heard afamiliar voice. Recognition dawned and he shouted,
"Father! Father!"

A voicefull of agony cried out in reply: "Pdimak. Help me, Palimak!"

At that moment agreat explosion erupted, lifting him up and hurling him away on ahot fierce wind.
He burst out of the vision, gasping for air asif he had come up from the bottom of the seaitsdlf.
And hewas back on the airship again, Leria's hand on his shoulder, eyes degp with concern.

Pdimak brushed at hisface, asif swatting away afly. "By the gods," he said, hoarsdly, "I swear | heard
hisvoice!"

"Whosevoice, Pdimak?' Leriaasked. "Who did you hear?"

The young man's eyes were agonized. "My father's," he said. He shook hishead. "It can't be possible,”
he sad. But | think ... somehow ... somewhere ... hemust be aivel"

Leriafdt like the sun had suddenly decided to arise after along, cold deep. Theicejam broken, dl the
fedings she'd been holding back for so long flooded forth.

Safar! shethought.
Alive?

She clutched Palimak to her and wept.

CHAPTER THREE
THE SEA OF MISERY

All waspan.



Irg) had no body: no blood, no sinew, no muscle, no bone--much less skin to contain them.
And yet there was till pain.

Initstorment, pain defined him. He was awrithing shadow of asoul onfire. A smoking stonein the guts
of some howling devil dancing on the cods of the Hellfires.

If he'd had tears, Irg would have wept them. If he'd had atongue, he would've lapped up those tearsto
quench the awful thirst. And if he'd had avoice, he would've screamed for mercy. Yes, Irg Protarus,
who had never seen valuein mercy, would trade his crown--and a thousand more--for one drop of pity
now.

But who wasthere to pity him?
The gods?

Safar had once told him the gods were adeep and wouldn't answer even if the prayer were cast into the
Heavens by amillion voices. Safar had said many thingslikethat and if Irg) had possessed aheart to
break, or aheart to hate, he would have both loved and despised Safar now for al hiswisewords.

Safar Timura--enemy and friend. Friend and enemy. The one who had saved him. The one who had
condemned him to this eternity of pain.

If Irg had possessed the ability for amusement, held have finaly known the true meaning of irony.

In his previous existence Irg had been a shapechanger. Rabid wolf to black-hearted man, then back
agan.

And before that?
Images bubbled up to burst on the thick surface of hispain.

Hewasaboy again in Alisarrian's secret cave, swearing ablood oath of eternd loyalty to Safar. Hewas
ayoung prince again, leading his armies against the demon king, Manacia, who threstened all humans
with endavement. He was King of Kings again, betraying Safar because he feared Timurawould betray
him first. Hewas afiend again, avenging himsdlf on Safar for the crime of uncommitted sins.

As each of theseimagestook form, only to dissolve into a soul-searing froth, Irg gradualy emerged into
an awareness that was somehow separate from the pain. It waslike struggling from amolten seatorest a
moment in aworld both familiar and yet dien.

Hewasonly alowly creature whose sole desire was to escape into death. But in his desperation to
escape amore solid firmament was formed.

Hisfirg thought was. Whereis Safar?

With this thought came helghtened awareness. Safar was nearby! And hewas dso in pain. Satisfaction
followed, but then he was pummeled by afurther redlization: Safar was notin asmuch pain asirg.

He pulled himsdlf higher out of the sea of misery, determined to reach Safar. Ashe did o, Irg sensed
other creatures scuttling up behind him. Groaning things. Weeping things. Evil things.

Something like atentacle wriggled toward him. Then asecond. Then athird.

He knew who they were. When they had names, they were Kaasariz, Fari and Luka. Irg had escaped



them once, but somehow they had followed.

Not voices, but images of voices, cameto him like the dry scuttling of many insectsitching acrosshis
memory. "Theking! Whereistheking?' And, "Here, brotherd" And, "Follow him! Follow him!"

Irg gathered Al his strength and flung himsdlf forward, humping madly like a hunted worm.
He must escape. He must reach Safar.
Crying: Safar, Safar! Wait for me, Sefar!

CHAPTER FOUR
THE BARBARIAN QUEEN

King Rhodes hefted the sack of gold in hisbig fist. "For another one of these," he rumbled, "you can be
king of dl Syrgpisfor dl | care.”

His bearded jaw swung open like hairy gatesto make ayellow, broken-toothed smile. "'King of
kingsd€E™ is atitle I've been hearing bandied about lately. If that's what you want, | won't stand in your

way.

Rhodes was playing to his subjects, who laughed in appreciation at their king's jest, crowding closer to
the platform so they could hear every word of the exchange.

Pdimak snorted. "They tried that in Esmir,” he said. "Didn't work."
There were angry muttersin the crowd. They didn't like Palimak's rude retort to their king.

Rhodes dug thick fingersinto his beard to scratch at someirritation. "Clever answer," he said. He jerked
abgewded thumb a a scrawny-looking nobleman at hisside. "Only the other day | wastelling my
minister--Muundy here--what a clever young prince you are. Setting afine example for me and my
brother kingsto follow."

Pdimak couldn't help but notice the contrast between the rich stone set in the thumb-ring and the grime
under theking's nails. He warned himself mentally to proceed with greet care. It would not be wiseto
underestimate thisman. Of dl the kings of Syrapis, Rhodes was the biggest, the meanest, the most
barbaric.

And yet he had more than mere cunning glinting behind those rheumy eyes. He was dso obvioudy
well-informed by his spies. His hinted knowledge of Paimak's past troubles with Irg Protarus wasfirm
evidence of that. One thing Palimak had learned, however, was that the only way to dedl with Rhodes
was from strength.

As Coraean--that canny old caravan master--liked to say, "Rhodesis either at your feet or at your
throat.”

"That'skind of you to say so, Mgesty,” Paimak replied, not bothering to hide his sarcasm.

Heturned to Leria, who was standing easy by his side, thumbs hooked over her belt. "When we get
home," he said, "remind me to see about setting up aspecia school for the kings of Syrapis. Well start
with classes on regular bathing and grooming.”

Leriamade athin smile. She was barely conscious of the exchange, eyesflickering here and therefor



sgnsof danger.

Outwardly, Rhodes didn't take offense at Palimak's abuse. He guffawed, dapping ameaty pdm againgt a
thigh asthick asapillar.

"What's the matter with you Kyranians?' he said. "Don't you like agood smell? A man'ssmd|?' He
frowned, pretending concern. "'l worry about you, young prince. Y ou bathe more than is healthy for you.
Why, if you aren't careful, you'll catch achill and die on us. What apity it would be for you to let out the
ghost 0 young. Just when we're getting to know and love you."

Pdimak grinned sarcadtically. "And my gold," hesaid. "Y ou seemto love that aswell.”

Rhodesb€™ heavy brows beetled into afrown. Another buzz of anger went through the crowd. Leiria
shifted, ddiberately letting her chain mail rattlein warning.

A granger to King Rhodesd€™ court, Leriareflected, would've thought Palimak's impertinence
foolishness of thefirst order. After al, the two of them were the only Kyranians on the platform with the
king. And that platform--the same one they'd seen from the air not long before--was surrounded by
hundreds of the king's subjects, who filled the open courtyard from wall towall.

It was certainly an intimidating mob. Like their king, they werefilthy. Food stains spotted their garments,
some of which were actudly quite well-made benegath the dirt. They were alarge people; even some of
the women were nearly six feet tall. The men sported fierce tattoos on their faces and many of the women
had sharp filed teeth. Leiria suppressed a shudder.

It was rumored that Rhodes and his subjects were cannibals, although there was no real evidence of this.
There was no doubt, however, that they collected the heads of their enemies. Many wore belts festooned
with shrunken skulls, decorated with colorful ribbonsworked into the hair.

At any other time this mob would have charged the platform and ripped Paimak and Leiriato shreds.

Leriaglanced upward. Circling overhead was the greet airship. Bowmen lined therails, arrows fixed and
ready to fire. They were magica arrows, specialy constructed by Palimak--with the help of Gundaree
and Gundara--to strike and horribly burn any target they hit.

These, plusthe other spell wespons Biner and the crew were armed with, were the only things that kept
Leriaand Padimak safe. Rhodes knew from painful experience that any threatening move on his part
would bring instant and massive retdiation from above.

Rhodes caught Leirias glance and his eyesingtinctively flickered upward, then back again. She noted a
brief, uncontrollable twitch of fear.

Then the king recovered, placing ahairy paw of mock sincerity across his broad, mailed chest. "Hereis
the truth, young prince," he said to Palimak. " Spoken straight from this old heart. Despite our ... ahem ...
difficultiesin the pagt, | now find mysdf thinking of you asthe son | never had.”

Leriasaw adangerous glow in Palimak's eyes. she knew he wasthinking of Safar and was offended by
Rhodesa€™ remark. Sometimes she amost forgot how young Palimak redlly was. And with youth came
aquick and deadly temper.

She broke in before things took a bad turn. " Pardon, majesty,” she said to Rhodes, "but there seemsto
be something missing here." Shelooked pointedly around the platform. " Such asthe matter of the hostage
we agreed upon.”



Rhodes turned surly. "What has thisworld cometo?' he grumbled. "Not to trust the word of a Syragpian
king! | see no reason for this hostage business. Y ou have my persond pledge that thistruce and dl of its
termswill stand.”

"And one of the key requirements of thoseterms,” Leariasaid, "wasthat you would provide uswith a
hostage.”

She turned to Pdimak. "Apparently, King Rhodes still doesn't think we're serious, my lord,” she said to
him. "1t's my advice that we leave now and dlow him moretimeto reflect.”

Palimak eyed the king. "Isthat what you want?' he asked. "If you need more thinking time, I'm certainly
ready to grant it. Meanwhile, the blockade will stand.”

The blockade he was referring to was one of the main things that had forced Rhodes to the bargaining
table. Coralean was at this moment standing off Rhodesd€™ main port with asmal but well-armed fleet
of mercenary warships. Effectively bottling Rhodesa€™ ships up and cutting off al trade with the outsde
world.

Rhodes 9ghed heavily. "Very well," hesad. "If you indgst." He turned and rumbled ordersto one of his
ades.

A few moments|ater there was aloud yowl--like someone had just been foolish enough grab hold of a
tiger'stall! Thiswasfollowed by afirestorm of shrill curses and threats.

Pdimak heard someonerail, " Get your hands off me, you sons of flea-ridden curdl I'll claw your filthy
eyesfrom your heads and your lying tongues from your mouthg! ™

Then he gaped as two red-faced soldiers ssumbled onto the platform, dragging abiting, kicking,
scratching bundle of fury between them. The men's faces and arms were dripping blood from wounds
they'd already suffered in the struggle.

It took Palimak afull minuteto redlize that it was awoman, not ahowling animal, that they were hauling
before the king.

And what awoman shewas! Easlly astdl asLdria snuoudy muscular like agrest cat, tawny hair likea
lion'sand glittering diamond-hard eyes. She was half naked--someone had obvioudly tried to force her to
dress and she wasn't having any of it.

Therich clothing, inlaid with gems and gold bead, had been ripped to shreds by her struggles, reveding
an impressive expanse of shapely limbs. Only anarrow breast band and a scanty loin cloth guarded her
modesty from full public view.

Not that she seemed to care. The woman was so angry, so bent on getting at the soldiers to rake them
with her dagger-like nails, that the remains of her clothing were practicdly faling off her. Findly, after
what seemed like asmall eternity, the soldierswrestled her over to the throne.

King Rhodes lumbered to hisfeet, drawing himsdf up like an angry bear. Pdimak bardly restrained a
gulp. He knew Rhodes was big, but, by the gods, he hadn't known he was thisbig! Seven feet, at |east.
With shoulders aswide as afreight wagon.

"Stop this, daughter!” Rhodes thundered. "How dare you humiliate mein front of our friends.”

Instantly, the woman ceased her struggles. But there was no fear in her as she quickly straightened up.
She glared at the soldiers, who swallowed hard, gingerly let her loose and backed away.



The woman lifted her head to meet Rhodesa€™ eyes, and sniffed imperioudy, saying, "Balsto your
humiliation, father dear! Balls, | say!"

She quickly and somehow regally pulled her tattered clothing around her. Making the rags seem likea
royad gown.

"l am being treated like adave hauled to market." She ran strong, dender fingersthrough her hair.
"Worsethan adave, actudly. Saves have somevaue, after al. In thiskingdom, it has become quickly
apparent, aqueen hasno rights or dignity at all!"

Rhodes face went from purpleto its normal drink-induced flush. He turned to Paimak and Leiria,
grinning hugely and with rdlish.

"Allow meto introduce you, noble ones," he said, so mildly polite that they might have been a afine
dinner party, "to my daughter, Queen Jooli.

"Y our hostage!™
Leriacoughed, recovered, then dipped her head. "Pleased, I'm, uh, sure.”

Pdimak could only stare. His entire vocabulary was stuck somewherein the vicinity of the hugelumpin
histhroat. Leriajabbed an elbow into hisribs.

"Uh, yes," he croaked, "hap ... uh ... happy to ... uh..." Therest waslost.

To Pdimak's dismay, Jooli whirled about to confront him. She studied him, piercing gaze taking himin
from toesto crown. Paimak suddenly felt very small and very young. Much like aminnow about to be
swallowed by alarge femae-typefish.

At the sametime alittle voice whispered in hisear. "Beware, little master. Shelsawitch!” It was
Gundaree, reduced to aflea speck on his shoulder. The moment he heard the Favorite'swarning,
Pdimak felt a spark of sorcery leap across the space between Jooli and himself.

"S0, you areto be my captor,” Jooli said, in avoice dripping with belittlement.

Before he could react, she turned back to Rhodes. "What's happening, here, father?' she asked, equaly
sarcadtic. "Have you been defeated by achild'sarmy? Or isthis one of your rude jests?"

Nonplused, Rhodes shrugged. "Just do what you aretold for a change, daughter,” he said. "Certain terms
wererequired. And | met them. My honor is at stake here.”

Eyes il on her father, Jooli stabbed along finger at Palimak. "Bugger your honor, father," she said.
"You can't redly expect meto go with him!"

Rhodes snorted. "Weve gone over this before, Jooli. As my eldest child, you arein line to succeed me,
On the other hand, I'll be damned if awoman will ever take my throne."

He gave her abeseeching look. "Why wouldn't you marry any of the good and honest princes|'ve
brought to your chamber, seeking your favor? It would've been so much smpler that way."

"They were adl either boors or cowards, father,” Jooli said. "What's worse, they were stupid. Y ou expect
me to confer akingship on supid men? And smper in their shadows, dropping dim-witted children by
the dozen like abrood sow?"

Leriastruggled for sdif control. Shefdt like an unwanted witnessto an intimate family fight--which this



definitely was--and wanted no part of it. She wished mightily that Coralean were here. Thewiseold
caravan master would've shut these people up with afew well-chosen phrases.

Pdimak, dthough old in mind, wastoo young and out of hiseement for thissort of thing. Hells, Leria
knew she wasn't up to it and she was not only pushing the three-decade mark, but had been lover to a
great king and in love with amighty wizard. Plus asoldier commander in countlesswars.

Rhodes brushed his hands together--arare washing, if only by air. "' 1'm done with you, daughter,” he
sad. "I'vefinaly found you aduty you can't shirk. Y our kingdom requiresthis sacrifice. Y ou cannot
refuseit!”

Jooli drew hersdf up and Leiriacould tell by the narrowing of her eyesthat she was about to skin her
father dive verbdly. It wastime to stop this nonsense. There was much more important business ahead
than their damned family squabblée!

Leriadrew her sword--the distinctive rasp of metal riveting everyone's attention. Her stedl-soled boots
rang as she ssomped forward, blade extended, point aimed directly at Jooli.

"What'sthisl" Rhodes shouted, taking astep forward. But at the same moment he looked upward at the
hovering airship and dl those drawn bows and hesitated.

Joali fixed Leriawith afierceglare. "Am | to be assassinated before my own father?' she growled.
Brave as her words were, she dill shrank visibly before Lerias determined approach.

Leriaswung the blade back asif to strike, then smoothly did it forward, turning it from razor edgeto flat
passiveness. She stopped the sword just short of Jooli's heart.

"Do you, Queen Jooli," she said with dl the solemness she could muster, " sweear to give usyour roya
oath that you will give yoursdf over to captivity? And that you will not attempt to escape, or conspireto
escape, whileyou arein our custody?*

"Thisisridiculous,” Jooli protested.
"Swear it, daughter!" Rhodes thundered.

Queen Jooli made adramatic sigh. "Oh, very well," she said. She placed her hand on theflat of the
sword. "l so swear," shesaid. She glowered at Leiria. "There, you have my parole. Are you satisfied?”

For just amoment, Leiriaimagined she saw aglint of amusement in Jooli's eyes. And she wondered, was
thisdl an act? If so, for what purpose?

Pdimak findly found hisvoice. "Wed better get you on board, your highness,” he said to Joali. "I have
other businesswith your father."

He sgnaed to Biner and immediately alarge basket, dangling from astrong cable, began its descent from
theairship.

"But what about my belongings?* Jooli said. "My clothing and persond things aren't packed.”
"WEell provide you with cothing,” Palimak said.
"But my crossbow and my sword," Jooli protested. "I can't leave them behind.”

For some reason Palimak wasn't surprised that Queen Jooli so valued her weapons. He nearly relented,
then remembered Gundareg's warning. If Jooli were awitch, thelast thing Palimak wanted was a chance



for the queen to dip sorcerous suppliesinto her baggage.
"Y ou won't need them,” he said.

Before Jooli could protest some more, the basket--tended by aburly crewman--was resting on the
platform.

"Get in, your highness" Larriasaid with no attempt at ceremony.

Jooli sniffed, then walked toward the basket. But before she climbed in, she turned to King Rhodes.
"Y ou're going to be very sorry for this, father," she said.

And then, assisted by the crewman, she climbed into the basket, which was raised swiftly awvay. There
were sounds of amazement from the crowd as they saw the king's daughter disappear into the hovering
arship.

In control again, Palimak swung about to address Rhodes. He dipped another bag of gold from histunic,
holding it out so the king could see.

"Beforewe leave," he said, "theré's one other thing | want to do. And | willing to pay for it handsomely."

Rhodes3€™ eyes glittered greedily at the proffered sack of coins. "Ask avay," he said. "I'm sure we can
come to some agreement.”

CHAPTER FIVE
THE MAGIC STALLION

The black mare pranced maddeningly just out of reach as Khysmet thundered after her acrossthe
darkening plain, heart and loins charged with must.

Above, gray-knuckled clouds gathered in immense lightning-charged fists. A fierce wind drove him
on--s0 heat-charged that 1ong blue sparks flew off his snowy back. Benegth his hooves the cloud
shadowsrolled past like fast-moving waves.

Behind him poured agreet herd of wondrous horses, including the fifty mares who were hiswives. On
this magic plain he was the king of the stallions and none dared stand in hisway. He'd killed attacking
lionswith his mighty hooves, scattered packs of jackdsintent on making amed of his colts, humbled
gdlion rivalsfor hisfour-legged harem.

Nothing could be denied him on this marvelous plain that spread athousand miles between two greet
mountain ranges. Nothing, that is, except for the fabulous black mare who refused to acknowledge his
clamon her.

The mare had appeared only afew grazing periods before:

She came like adream--just at twilight when the insects were rising in athick buzzing mist off the sweet
grasses. Birds and bats wheeled through those clouds crying joyoudy as they feasted on the fat insect
bodies.

Khysmet was about to shrill the signd for the herd to move to the deeping area he'd scouted earlier in the
day: alittle valley--cupped between four low-dung hills--that he could easily defend against night
sakers.



But then acloud radiant with colorful insect wings parted and the mare pranced through.
As soon as she saw him she stopped.

Steam blew through her tender nogtrils as she whinnied agreeting. Then she whedled around and looked
a him enticingly over her graceful shoulders.

Khysmet neighed in astonishment, rooted for amoment by the audacity of the strange mare. Then he
dimly recaled her. They'd met in the Other World, where Khysmet had once lived with his master.

Except then the mare had been ridden by atal woman as beautiful in human terms as was the mare to
Khysmet's equine senses. He'd sensed her human beauty becauise upon spying the woman his master had
suddenly tensed, radiating arich musk of desire. A desire just asfierce asthe heet lancing Khysmet's
loins as he examined the mare.

Master and horse had pursued the mare and her rider, but after along, teasing chase, they'd vanished.
Much later they'd appeared again, thistime to lead Khysmet and his master through awinter stormiced
with sorcery and danger. The wild ride had ended with the mare and her mistress vanishing as
mysterioudy as before.

And now, here the mare was once more--sansrider.
Khysmet whinnied acommand for her to hold, then trotted forward to claim her.

But the mare ghrilled amusement and shot away, dashing across the plain into the gathering night.
Khysmet pursued her for awhile, but was forced to turn back to care for his herd. He spent along night
pacing the ground, trembling with the remembered scent of her.

At dawn, the mare returned to entice him once more, rearing up to whinny her seductive chalenge, then
dancing off with Khysmet in pursuit. No matter how hard he ran she dways managed to stay comfortably
ahead, until he wasforced to give up the chase and turn back.

The next time she came, however, he was prepared. His herd leaders were ready for hissigna and when
he charged after the mare, they gathered up his harem and followed.

The chase went on all that day into the late afternoon.

Now, with the shadows of night spilling across the wrinkled stone brows of the far range, Khysmet had
the sudden thrilling knowledge that the mare wastiring.

Her steps became fdtering, her bresthing |abored--flecks of pure white foam flying off her nodirils.
And then she stopped and he shrilled hisvictory cry, sprinting forward to close the gap and take her.

But there was aflash of lightning and the human woman suddenly appeared, dropping from the sky to
land lightly on the mar€'s back.

Surprised, Khysmet skittered to a halt. And then he and the mare and the woman became aliving idand,
the herd flowing around them like agreat animd river, thundering and shrilling asthey raced onward, their
king forgotten.

Then dl was slent, except for the distant rumble of the herd'sflight.

The woman's hand lifted gracefully, asingle finger bending out to point a Khysmet.



He snorted, not knowing what to do.

Khysmet felt atingling shower of magic--familiar magic. Magic that had once carried him into and
through the maw of anicy hdll.

The woman shouted, "Y our master awaitd"

Then she and the mare whirled and lesped upward.

Khysmet |eaped after them.

Up, up, up ... until their pathway became the gathering stars.

In the glittering distance the Demon Moon shimmered in slent, bloody challenge.
Khysmet's mighty heart thundered in anticipation.

The call hed waited so long for had findly come.

CHAPTER SIX
WHERE DARKNESSWAITS

Pdimak crouched in darkness so complete it felt like he was being smothered in adamp blanket. There
was no sound other than that of his breathing and the steady drip, drip of water oozing from the unseen
ceiling just overhead.

It was painfully cold--like pincers squeezing his joints where they stretched the materia of hiswoolen
costume. Icy seawater made athin, salty sheet on thefloor of the tunnel, burning through the soles of his
boots. The stedl cap on his head, meant to ward off blows from swords or war clubs, was apainful halo
of cold.

Suddenly, hefet asif dl his energy was being sucked through the cap and he swept it off. The cap fdll to
the floor with a heart-jolting clang. At that moment adrip of freezing water plopped down and he jumped
asif aninvisble monsgter had clutched him by the back of the neck.

"No need to be dlarmed, Little Master,” Gundarasaid. " There's no one here.”

"Except for therats," Gundaree added. "Y ou forgot to mention the rats.”

"l didn't forget anything," Gundara snapped. "I just didn't want to make our master nervous.”
"Maybe he should be nervous," Gundaree argued. "They're pretty big rats.”

Thetwo Favorites were each perched on adifferent shoulder and dthough they wereinvisblein the
darkness Paimak could tell from their weight that they were full size--about three hands high.

"l don't care how big theratsare," Gundara said. "Our master isvery brave.”

"Maybe 0," Gundaree said, "but there sure are an awful lot of them. And they're getting closer!"
"Stop it with therats," Palimak ordered. "And get busy making alight.”

"l was only warning you," Gundaree grumbled. "No need to snarl a me, Little Master.”

"Honestly," Gundara said to his brother, "you're such a quarrelsome thing. | wish Mother had eaten you,



likel told her."

" Shut up about Mother!" Gundaree snapped.

"I will not shut up!" Gundarastormed back. "Y ou're nothing but a-"
"Light, pleasel" Palimak brokein.

"All right! All right!" Gundarasaid.

There was alow muttering from the two Favorites, then aclatter of little talons asthey cast the spell.
Crack! and aglowing ball suddenly appeared, hovering some six feet off the tunnel'sfloor.

"Theresyour light, Little Magter,” Gundarasaid.