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Prologue

Only five secondsinto the game, and Joystik had reached hisfavorite postion, alarge barred
window on the second level. From here he covered the arena's main dley, avulnerable zigzag of
partitions where the inexperienced usually wandered through. The position gave his vest targets good
cover, while allowing him to watch the activity below. Sniping was aways good here.

From this position he aso covered the rampsleading to thisleve, and for atime he could enjoy a
monopoly on the blue-yellow-red targets moving amlesdy below. Asusud the prey didn't seem to notice
the game had started, and from hiswindow Joystik quickly picked off four players, favoring the ten-point
chest and back targets over the easier five-point ones on the shoulders. The packs now temporarily
down, he pulled back, counted to five, and resumed his position. As expected, they hadn't moved; in
fact, they didn't even seem to notice they had been tagged.

| know | was never that stupid, Joystik thought, tagging the same four again. He had cupped his
hand over the small metal speaker on top of the wegpon to protect his position, alegit move aslong as



he didn't cover hislighted targets. Theloud sci-fi sounds these guns made could betray one'slocation as
aurely asthe flashing lights. He repeated the process, methodically taking their packs down and adding to
his score three more times before one of them bothered to look up.

"Thereheis Up there" the kid shouted, shooting in his general direction. The beams danced
harmlessy on the walls and ceiling behind him. The four were moving towards him, and didn't seem to be
firing a each other. They were obvioudy teaming up, an infraction in a solo game where everyone was
againgt everyone, or was supposed to be. He could notify ajudge and turn them in, but that took too
long, and every second counted. And unless the judge caught them red-handed he probably wouldn't
take them out of the game. Instead he kept one eye on the ramps while scanning the arenafor more
targets.

On the opposite Sde of the arenawas the other upper level, dightly lower than hisown. A lively
exchange was taking place over there, orchestrated by Irishman, another member and this month'stop
player. Joystik sent one of histen rapid fire rounds into the middie of the melee, heard the unmistakable
groan of apack or two going down. Directly below, another target walked into view, but he left that one
aone. If he gave away his position to that player he would be an easy target through the metd grate he
stood on, and thiswas too good a place to forfeit just yet. The other level was returning fire now, but just
moving an inch or two to the left completely concealed him. Soon they tired of shooting at nothing and
returned to their more immediate threst, Irishman.

Joydtik glanced at the tiny computer screen on the back of his gun, where hisrank in the game
appeared. He was number one, but with Irishman in the game it was probably close. Better start looking
for more points.

Irishman is still blasting away over there. . .

The points came looking for him. The four clueless ones from down below had found the ramp and
were tromping loudly up it, announcing their presence before he saw them. A few paces away was
another window, giving him aclear shot of their back targets.

"He'stagged me again! There'sthe bastard up there!" one yelled, sounding rather indignant at being
tagged in agame of laser tag. While their packs were down they continued up the ramp, but Joystik was
inwardly chanting the five second mantra, and resumed his previous position when their packs came back
up . . . and took them al down, again. He was ranked number one, with 780 points. Not bad.

But the game was quickly becoming amatter of principle, not points. These four morons were
teaming up againgt him, disregarding the rules and the code of ethics which Joystik embraced and
honored. They even had the build of footbd | players, a particular subspecies of high schoal critter that
Joystik found repulsive. Maintaining a4.0 didn't endear one to one's classmates, and when one blew the
test curve in chemistry one could become downright unpopular, especialy when the star quarterback
ended up flunking the class, resulting in an automatic suspension from theteam . . . aweek beforethe Big
Game. Lifeisnot good for overachievers, and the falout can reach into the next school year. Meanwhile,
it was summer vacation, and in the arena Joystik could forget reality and be exceptional at something
other than academics.

No physicd contact was dlowed in the game, but when he finally saw the four players he wondered
briefly if they would disregard this rule and beet the crap out of him anyway. They certainly werentt
pleased. One of them was the star quarterback. It didn't look like they'd recognized him. Y et.

In the upper level was asmaller maze, and Joystik could traverse every inch of it with hiseyes
closed. Another player came up the ramp, then another, distracting the origina four, giving Joystik timeto
disappear in ahidden hallway aong the back.

But he didn't leave the upper level, just waited afew seconds, then reappeared. The four had taken
his sniper position, and werefiring at targets below. With his speaker covered, he took out their back
targets, and ducked back quietly. The plan worked; they thought they were getting tagged from below,
not behind. They were too stupid to look at their screens, which showed which targets got tagged. All



the better for Joystik, who continued the ruse for another few cycles, relishing their anguished moans of
defeat.

This easy scoring might have continued for the remainder of the game, but one of them redlized the
firewas coming from behind, not below. In seconds they had him surrounded, and were firing mercilessly
ahim.

When Joystik had first started playing, being surrounded unfairly like this had enraged him to no end,
sometimesto the brink of tears. It was completely unfair and prevented any kind of retribution . . . until
he discovered the secret of dodging, acrudeform of tai chi learned on thefly in Stuationslike these.
Being smdl and underweight gave him the advantage. He twisted and wriggled away from the
crisscrossing beams until he got his pack back, and started returning fire. In their confusion he stepped
away from the trap, and proceeded to thump them, one by one. Thumping was aparticularly useful form
of revenge which rendered the opponent defensel ess, and required intensive recitation of the five-second
mantra, timesfour. As he backed away he re-tagged each one of them ahaf second before their guns
came up. One could effectively thump agroup like this only when their pack cycles were spaced enough
gpart . . . and they were. It was precisdly the tactic they had tried using against him, only now it was one
agang four.

Just when he thought they were going to give up on the game and come after him with figts, lights
cameon in the arena. On the back of the guns flashed the message, "Game Over."

Hoorah. Let's hear it for the team.

He ducked out at the other end of the upper level, and chose along circuitous route towards the exit.
The other playerswould stumble about for severa minutes looking for the exit anyway, and thisgave him
achanceto refresh his menta map of parts of the maze he usudly didn't use. Under the upper leve, south
gde, Joystik found himsdlf in atight maze of narrow hallways and no wall openings, astrategically
unimportant part of the arena, but good for some one-on-one with another experienced member.

Leading off to the right, however, was atunnel held never seen before. It went directly into what he
had thought was the solid south wall of the arena. Puzzling. A service hall of some kind?

Hewentintoit.

Long and dark, the tunnd narrowed, with tubular black lightsilluminating it. Probably not a service
hall, but a part of the maze, maybe a new wing not opened yet? It probably wouldn't get him to the
exit, but he had afew minutes to explore. Besides, he didn't look forward to confronting the football
playersin full daylight. Histreatment would be bad enough when he returned to school the following
semedter.

Thetunnd curved into pitch blackness. With apenlight he kept handy for specid lights-out games, he
shoneit ahead of him, reveding only moretunnd.

Thisdidn't fed right, Joystik decided, and turned to go back. Just then, his vest winked back to life,
asif another game was gtarting. Was the computer mafunctioning? If so he was looking forward to afree
game.

On the gun's screen flashed the message, 'Y ou have been selected.”

For what? Thiswasthe kind of message you saw during specia team games and role-playing stuff
they did on members nights. Intrigued, he waited for the screen to tell him more.

A thick mist began tofill the tunnel, smilar to the water based fog they filled the arenawith, but that
had ametalic, unpleasant smell to it. Time to get out. Something's going wrong here, he thought, now
afraid the stuff might poison him. But his feet wouldn't move, or hisbody . . . Thefloor rushed up to catch
him ashefdl over.

He figured intoxication must fed likethis, but having never done dcohol or drugs, he had nothing to
measure the experience by. Whatever it was had immobilized him, and a scream rose from histhroat.

Someone grabbed his arm, then the other, and two someones, dark and unidentifiable in the fog,



were carrying him deeper into the tunnel, away from the exit he now wished he had gone straight to,
footbd | players be damned.

Chapter One

The graveyard shift at the mostly vacant shopping mall wasthe least eventful gig the security company
had to offer. And it waswhy Rick had asked for it; he had been aprofessiona student for years, and he
needed away to earn money without actualy working. Most nights were elght-hour stretches of peace
and quiet, with no distractions, or interruptions besides his hourly rounds; a perfect environment for
study.

According to the weather reports held heard in the car, however, tonight promised to be different.
Two storm fronts were about to collide over Tulsa, and perhaps kick out afew twisters. At the 11 p.m.
shift change he scoped out the basement, then checked the batteriesin hisMaglite, an duminum club that
happened to cast light. So long as the basement didn't flood, he figured he would make it through the
night intact. At midnight hisroundsled him to ten different clocks around the darkened mdl, where he
checked in by inserting hiskey. The key left theletter T on atape, which hisbosswould read later to
verify his attention to the job. Only afew lights were on, just enough so he could see where he was going,
but not enough that he could redlly see. Lightning flashing through skylights briefly lit the darkened
recesses, showing him thingsin the corners and doorways he had never seen before, and couldn't quite
make out. A quick sweep with the Maglite's beam didn't help much. Creepy. Moving on, helaughed a
hisjumpiness. Thiswas afirg for this place, which until tonight had dl the animation of amorgue.

The placeis actually giving me the heebie-jeebies, he thought, mildly annoyed. He had atest the
next day, and if he didn't get in agood night's study his grade would be doomed. By the time he had
finished his rounds the sorm was raging full steam, shaking the skylights and rumbling through the mall
with adeep, bassy boom. His station was at the information booth at the main entrance. Most nightsthis
gave him agood view of acrumbling parking lot; tonight it was a parking lot drenched with rain.

He turned on the fluorescent lamp under the counter and reached for a heavy tome, Early
Oklahoma Law. He waslooking forward to learning what mandated a hanging in thisterritory ahundred
years ago, which he found disturbingly more interesting than torts and misdemeanors.

When he had gotten to the part about stedling horses, ablast of lightning ripped through the sky,
followed immediately by a shroud of darkness. The fluorescent lamp went out, asdid dl the scant lighting
inthe mdl. The emergency lights did not come on, which didn't surprise him. Hell, they probably
weren't even connected, he thought, stlanding up.

Wind howled against the quadruple pairs of glass doors, shaking the half inch-thick plate glass asif it
was Saran Wrap. The Maglite cast asingle white finger on the floor as he stepped from behind the
information booth. He regretted not having hiswegther radio, which heéd I eft in the car.

He considered wading through the soaking rain to retrieveit. If he had to go to the basement, it had
better be for agood reason. Surely, atornado warning in hisvicinity would justify being late for around,



or missing it atogether. He had never had cause to test his boss's tolerance for lateness or absence from
his post, and he didn't redly want to now. Maglite in one hand, building and car keysin the other, he
went to the glass entrance.

At theinner wall of doors, where athin pool of water was seeping in, he peered into the scorm, mildly
adarmed at the swaying light poles. If one sngpped and fell on his Subaru, it would destroy it, a
monumenta disaster in any college student'sworld. Soshing through the foyer, he put his hand on the
outer doors, and hesitated.

The storm had stopped, totally. No rain, no lightning, no thunder. Nada. To anonnative, Rick mused,
this might mean the end of astorm. Y et to anative of Oklahomallike himsalf such an abrupt cessation in
hostilities meant atornado might be about to land on your head.

To hdl withiit, he thought, I'm going to the basement.

Asheturned to retreet, adeep blast of lightning struck somewhere out there, nearby. The blast
thundered through his digphragm and shook him down to histoes.

Stll, the rain hadn't resumed. He suppressed an urge to run to the mall's comforting depths, and
turned around. Gradually, his eyes readjusted, then widened as he perceived something tall and
menacing, anarrow object, or agroup of objects, in the parking lot. Something that hadn't been there
before.

My eyes are playing tricks on me, hefigured. It wasthe only explanation.

Tal, immobile, the large objects were blocking the view across the street to anewer mal, wherea
few parking lot lamps struggled to stay on. The silhouette reminded him of broken teeth, with random
spaces between.

Thenfear gripped him.

My car.

All possibility of atornado forgotten, he went outside to ingpect this new phenomenon.

Not only had the rain vanished, the pavement was starting to dry. Thunder rolled in the distance,
sounding like it was coming from the next county. His light passed over the objects, but they weretoo far
away to seewell. The sight of the towering structures was eerie enough to encourage him to turn back,
but the threet to his car kept him moving. Thisis stupid. Nothing happened to the car, he reasoned,
but reason didn't seem to have aplacein hisworld right now.

Hisfoot met soft, grassy ground where he had expected pavement. Then aknoll that took abit of
effort to wak over. Hisflashlight passed over grass, with bare patches of light soil.

Did abolt of lightning blast a crater here? No, that was stupid. Did the grass spontaneoudy grow?

Over an extensive gretch of grass he waked, the flashlight confirming what hisfeet felt: soft, but dry,
ground. He reached down, patted the grass, a blanket of velvet unlike the native prairie grass of
Oklahoma, or even of the ubiquitous Bermuda

He stopped before alarge stone arch, easily three times his height. Other arches, and single, standing
blocks of stone, joined it inacircle. | know what thisis. Where have | seen this before? he thought.
Beyond thefirst few megdliths, the light's beam diminished. More shadows.

Thecar ...

Back towards the building he found his car. At least he found half of it. His spirits sank as he studied
theremains of his Justy, parked where he had remembered parking it. Thefront half of it lay precisely at
the grasss edge, neatly severed behind the driver's seat. Bare cross sections of steel body glinted back,
shiny and polished under hisflashlight. He touched it; till warm.

Stll warm from what?

An enormous circle of turf had landed on the parking lot, complete with stones, taking out haf his car
in the process. Also, alight pole was missing, from about where the stones stood. He suspected it was



wherever the hindquarters of his car had ended up.

Wherever the hell that is. He reached down and touched the distinct division between turf and
pavement. Perfectly level. He dug his fingers between the grass and asphdt, found the pavement cross
section smooth, asif cut by alaser. Just like the stedl body of hiscar.

Now | know where I've seen this, Rick redized, staring at the megdiths. His high school band had
traveled to Europe one summer, and one of the stopswas the Sdisbury Plain in England. He recalled the
balmy afternoon he had stood at the famous archeologica ste. Then, it was perplexing to his
seventeen-year-old mind how acivilization from the stone age could move the dabs of rock from a
quarry twenty miles away.

If that was perplexing, hethought. Thisis downright un-fucking-real. What the hdll is Stonehenge
doing in aparking lot in Tulsa, Oklahoma?

* * %

Sammi McDaris breathed asigh of rdlief asthe Boeing 727 rolled to astop at TulsaInternationd's

gate 22. Through her tiny window the thunderstorm continued to rage, buffeting the plane with siff gusts.

Now we're down. Thank the gods! she thought as she pulled her carry-on out of the overhead
compartment. Passengers had stood the moment the unfasten seet belt light came on, clearly grateful the
flight was over. She wastoo tired to fight the rush for the door, and instead let it carry her along &t its
own speed. She didn't much care for using human technology to travel, but when concedling her origins
from her new employer the FBI, she didn't have many options.

It would not have done to Smply gate here, in part because the Bureau had already mailed the
tickets, but mostly because they were sending her new partner to pick her up. From what she could tell
over the phone Special Agent Owen was a crusty, twenty-year veteran nearing retirement. In their brief
phone conversation he had said point-blank that he didn't like working with women, and had made it
clear who would bein charge of the investigation. She smirked, imagining hisexpresson if he saw her
true form, or even an enhanced one, with fangs, or long, sharp clawsto complement her pointed ears. It
was atempting notion, but one she dismissed. Preserving her cover was criticd, for without it she
wouldn't be able to do her work among humans. And strolling out of acircle of light would not have
convinced many of the deep-deprived travelers, or her new partner, that she was of thisworld.

Oncein the main concourse she looked around for Owen, found only one other human in asuit, and
he was young and kind of cute. Late twenties, with short dark hair, possibly with some Native American
blood . . . no, definitely Native, with high cheekbones and dark, smooth skin. He had a boyish face and a
build that was clearly athletic even under the suit. Certainly not Owen. But he was walking toward her,
and when their eyes met he definitely recognized her. Conced ed beneath his coat she sensed the lump of
cold iron that could only have been a handgun.

"SamanthaMcDaris?" he asked, face brightening. He was holding up hisbadge. "I'm Specid Agent
Hawk." He extended his hand. "Welcometo the Tulsafidd office.”

"Thank you," shereplied, shaking hishand, giving it afirm pump to let him know she meant business.
"What happened to Specia Agent Owen?'

Hawk's face darkened, and he looked down as he walked beside her. "Owen had a heart attack last
night."

"Oh dear," she said asthey started down the concourse, keeping up with hisquick stride. "Ishe. . .
?l

Shedidn't want to ask if he had dropped dead, and considered amore diplomeatic way of posing the
guestion. Hawk saved her the trouble.

"He'sgoing to makeit, but he's il in the hospitd. It dso looks like hewill betaking an early
retirement.”

"l see," shesaid. Inaway, she was relieved. Working with Owen hadn't sounded very promising.



But it a'so meant they were less one agent; to work this case they would need al the warm bodiesthey
could get.

Hawk didn't seem to want to talk further in the airport. He waved at the security guard at the metal
detectors, and led her to the baggage conveyor, where luggage was dready parading past. "Therain has
stopped,” he noted. It was dark and just past nine p.m., but the flight was booked solid. People streamed
by, some giving them furtive looks, apparently aware of their G-man aura. She clamed her bag, asingle
large Samsonite. The handle snapped up and sherolled it and the overhead bag behind them asthey
started for the parking lot.

His car was, of course, a Crown Victoria, unmarked except for the federa plates. Once they loaded
the suitcasesin the trunk, Hawk continued, "1've been reading the files you sent on the Lazer Abductions.
Themorel read, the more interested | got. | want a chance to work onit." He started the car and guided
it through the parking lot.

"Good," she said, and ventured, "Meaning no disrespect, of course, | don't think Owen wasdl that
enthusiastic about it."

"He wasn't," Hawk replied. He paid the parking attendant and drove towards an on ramp, and once
on the expressway he continued, "In fact, herather didiked the notion of diverting FBI resourcesto
missing children. | disagreed and till do, but never said as much to him directly.”

Thisislooking promising after all, Sammi thought, her estimation of the Tulsafield officerisng a
notch. Asthey drove south on 1-169, the rain started up again, and lightning streaked the sky. "If you
want my opinion, | don't think the FBI has done nearly enough about the missing children problem. Sure,
the Nationd Center for Missing and Exploited Children sends usinformetion regularly, but it seemsthe
Bureau isreacting to the problem instead of leading the way." He clicked the wipers up to afaster speed.
"I mean, when so much of it goes across state lines. And kidnapping is our game, or it's supposed to be.
Even after the shakeup after Hoover's death, it doesn't appear that we're doing what we're supposed to.”

He's new, she thought, New, and brash, and independent. | think | can get to likethisguy. No, |
know | can. Infact, | aready do.

"How long have you been with the Bureau?' Sammi asked.

He cast ady smiletowards her. "You can tell I'm new. That's okay, | am. It's been about a year
now. Owen took me under hiswing, so to speak, when | came here, but right away | knew hewasold
schoal. Y ou know, gatistics, public image, go after the big cases buit fill out the schedule with lots of
minor, easy onesto make the numbers come out right. And I'll tell you right now, | don't agree with that.”

"| seethat you don't,”" she said, mildly amused, but mostly impressed. "And | likethat. I've been on
for dmost two years. Before that, | was ahomicide detectivein Dalas.

Hawk perked up at the mention of Ddlas. Y ou were? I'm from Dallas." Without being too obvious,
he glanced over at her, apparently studying her more closdly. "I thought you looked familiar. Y ou were
working that crack cocaine case. The onethat killed al those kids in the rich neighborhood. | remember
thet."

"Y ou have agood memory,” Sammi noted. She aso wondered how much he knew, too. . . . That
was when many things cameto the surface, or nearly so, including her even identity. "I went to school
there," Hawk said. "I remember hearing about it. Y our name was mentioned in a newspaper story, along
with your picture.”

Hawk has an eye for details, she observed. Wonder if he has an eye for magic. Or glamories.
She briefly checked her own magica shields, making certain her human seeming was still in place. It was.

"Anyway, regarding the Lazer abductions. | counted one hundred fifty entriesin the NCIC. That can't
bedl of them."

Reminded of aglaring problem with the law enforcement system, Sammi sighed. The Nationd Crime
Information Center was useful only when it was used. Convincing locd law enforcement to enter cases



was sometimes difficult, particularly when dealing with what appeared, & fird, to be runaways. Then
what turned out to not be arunaway became a"domestic dispute,”" something local, something they
should handle, if anyone did. The net result was that only a portion of the actuad Lazer Abduction cases
made it into the computer, making it even more difficult to make important connections between them. It
wasn't until she had practically stumbled across the phenomenon in Batimore, on her first assgnment,
that she discovered the most important connection of dl: Elven magics, tied directly to Underhill. The only
magical device that would leave such astrong sign was a Gate, and she held no doubts that one had
existed right there in the Baltimore arenain the not so distant past.

"No, I'm surethere are more," Sammi said. "But how many more, | can't say."
Hawk seemed confused. "How can kids disappear in agame arcade?’

"Well, Lazerwarz is not realy an arcade,”" Sammi explained. She was patient, she knew he had never
seen one; the Tulsa arenawasn't due to open until next week. What irked her were the agents who had
seen one and ill didn't understand what it was all about. "It'salaser tag game. The arenaisvery large
and dark, with alabyrinth of mazes. The object isto hide in the maze and 'tag' the otherswith alow
intengity laser. The one with the most pointswins.”

"Soit'sliketheinfrared rigsthe army usesto trainin,” Hawk said.

"That'sit," shesad, glad that she wouldn't haveto explainitinincreasingly smpler terms. "That'saso
why it'sgone over so well. Kids are getting tired of Nintendo and arcade stuff.”

"Thefilesmentioned you thought the arenas themsaves were involved in the disappearances.”

Shefdt him pull back on the speed astraffic dowed in front of them. "I suspect,” Sammi replied,
being careful. "There are too many coincidences. But | don't have any evidence. That'swhy I'm herein
Tulsa, before thisnew one opens. | can study it from the very beginning.”

Out of the corner of her eye she saw him grinning, just alittle. She asked, " Sounds like something
youd enjoy?"

"Yeah, | think s0," Hawk replied enthusiastically.

"Good. Because as soon asit opens, we're going to be playing it quite abit. Are you in good shape?"

Hawk cast her apuzzled look. "1 liketo think so. Why?"

"Becauseif you're not, you will be."

The puzzled look turned to confusion.

Do | have to spell it out? She thought, then replied, "Have you ever been chased around by a horde
of crazed teenagers with ray guns?'

* * %

Dobie started at the window's sudden, fiercerattle, and sat up awkwardly on the bed, blinking the
dream away. Deep thunder rolled off the house, shaking the aging timbers down to the ground. Lightning
strobed againgt pae, paidey wallpaper, reminding him of an old black and white movie. Hewas done
here, as he had been since his mother passed on the previous summer. The two story house was no
mansion, but it felt big and empty without her. She had died here, but had Ieft no ghost behind; sometimes
he thought he heard the wheeze of the oxygen machine, but this was a vague, probably imagined sound.
He often saw her in hisdreams, but he never awakened afraid from those.

This dream had been arepesating, speciad dream, and he didn't fed so done now; held just left a
world populated by people who were bigger than life and were far more interesting than the ones he saw
every day at the burger stand.

One of the degp dreams, with color and words and strange names, in aforeign tongue. Wasthe
language real, something that once existed? Dobie scratched his head. It had to have beenredl, at least at
onetime. He lacked theimagination to make it up. Everyone knew that.

He went to his particle board-and-formica desk and turned on alamp, abedside fixture with stalions
on atorn cardboard shade. Beneath the glaring light he held out his hands, palms up. It was aritud he'd



performed aslong as he could remember, acaming, stilling exercise that never failed to put hismind and
body at ease. He spread dl of hisfingers, seven on each hand, until thetips formed ahaf-circle. His
hands shook. Then, after deep bregths, they relaxed. The circle has something to do withit, he
thought, as his heart thumped alittle lessloudly in his chest.

But don't get too damned calm. . . | have to get down what | just dreamed! On the desk wasa
ragged spiral notebook, aremnant from hisjunior year at high schoal, that was his dream journal. | have
to start now. Before it goes away.

With aBic pen, he sarted writing:
Fear, he wrote, isfar more intense during deep. Y ou are completely helpless, and atiny part of your
brain knows that when you're under . . .

He paused, fedling vulnerable, and considered striking out what he had written. Then left it asis. No
one will read this anyway.

The Bic scratched away. | saw the straw tents tonight, but what | thought were tegpees are actudly
houses, some pretty big. Rocks made up the wallsin places, and in othersit looked sort of like a basket,
with stuff woven in between timbers. It seemed like each family had their own hut. | was part of the big
family, where the chief was, but | didn't livein hishouse. The chief was my uncle or something.

Also, some of the strange sounding words. Here are some of them: Ma ha, hoo lin, iffy,
anoooin, tarn, danann . . . and Ayver.

He stared at that last one, knowing it meant something, arather important something. The word
brought erotic imagesto mind. The achein hisloins drove home how important thisword was.

A word. . . or aname? he thought. Moving on, before the dream was completely gone, he wrote
down what he could, in the language he possessed. The people are like Indians, but they are white. Very
white. With long hair, beards, and they are big. | am big, too, but I'm till achild?1 guess| was. Their
shiddsare metal, not buffalo hide or wood (well, some of them were, with long pointy thingslike
bullhorns running lengthwise) but they don't have many bows and arrows, mostly spears. And the metd is
strange, kind of yellowish but light, so it can't be gold. They don't even havetoilets. They must be poor.
The metal makes astrange sound when things hit it . . . like spears and clubs and stuff. Then—

It stopped there. All he could remember was now on the paper, the rest dissolving in hisbrain like
sugar in hot coffee. His eyestracked back to the oneword. Ayver. Isit aword, or a name?

Dobie was saring a the page as lightning ripped through the sky. Then the lamp went ouit.

"Aw shit," he said to the darkness. He was used to losing power during astorm. Dobie's
neighborhood was a confusing landscape of old frame houses, machine shops, small factories, and an
abundance of do not block driveway sgns. Lining the main artery of Charles Page Boulevard were beer
bars, chegp motels, and large angry dogs of no particular breed barking through flimsy, sheet meta
fences. Whatever primeva network of wires brought electricity to this forgotten area north of downtown
was probably so old it couldn't stand up to a stiff breeze, and on most occasionsit didntt.

In the silence he listened to the echoes of his dream.

|s something outside? Thunder pounded the sky again, thistime along, piercing rip, the kind that
meakes you hold your bresth until the inevitable dedgehammer pounding, announcing lightning contact with
some unlucky point on the ground.

Drums, chanting, drums, more chanting . . . It was coming up the sairs.

Then it was gone.

The lights came back on as he stood, and he found himsdlf so light-headed dizzy he thought he was
going to be sick. Then the nausea passed.

What the hell was that? he thought as he reset the flashing clock for 4 am., the time on hiswatch,
and set thedarm for 8:45. At 9:00 he had to be at work at the Mega Burger just down the street.

I'mimagining shit again.



Dobie crawled back into bed, wondering what it al meant. Certainly, if the strange dreams had
something to do with apast life, apossbility he hadn't discounted, his previous occupation must have
been more interesting than his present one of flipping burgers at minimum wage.

He stared at the ceiling, remembering the sound, and considered going downstairs with his shotgun to
check things out.

I'mimagining shit again.

Or maybe I'm not.

* % %

Hawk dropped Sammi off at the Professiona Suites, an extended-stay establishment the Bureau was
generous enough to pre-pay aweek. Sammi also received an extra bonus, Owen's white Caprice, which
was parked in front of her room. "He told meto check it out to you until he was back on hisfeet. Thisis
his cell phone, too," Hawk commented as he handed her the keys and the small Nokia. "I'll seeyou at
eight sharp tomorrow morning." "I'll be there," she said as she clipped the cell phone to her carry-on.
"And thanks. I'm glad I'm working with you."

Hawk flashed her that boyish grin as he pulled away. Sammi thought whimsically as she hauled her
suitcase into the suite. He must have filled in the unspoken words: "Working with you, instead of
Owen."

Once shewasingde, the sorm let loose anew torrent of rain, which hammered the calling with a
ferocity that surprised her. "Welcome to Oklahoma,” she said to hersdlf. The state had a reputation for
violent westher, and tonight it wasliving up to it.

Sheturned on the lights, and was impressed with what she saw. Thiswas no mere hotel room. It was
truly an efficiency apartment, with akitchenette, and alittle work area separate from the "bedroom.” She
had aweek to find an apartment here, provided it looked like she would be here for awhile. Therewas
aways the chance the Lazerwarz angle could be dead end; there might not be any connection at al, and
the Gate she sensed in Baltimore might have been there in spite of the arena, not because of it.

Yeah, right. | think I'll start looking for apartments as soon as| can.

She opened her carry-on bag, which held her IBM ThinkPad, and set the computer up on the desk.
With the laptop was a thick paper file, acopy of which Hawk had received aweek earlier. It was an
annoying holdout on the old technology that the Bureau seemed determined to cling to; some of the older
agents were downright technophobic. In the file were missing persons reports, photos of kids, and the
scribbled comments some of the agentsin the Baltimore office. There was dso athick envelope
containing severa free passesto Lazerwarz; at Six dollarsagame, it wasn't cheap. She knew the passes
would be gone soon because she would be playing often, to get afed for the arenaand for the person
running it. With few tweaks to her glamorie she would make hersdf seem alittle younger, so asnot to
seem so out of place.

Her eyesfell on one of the pictures, a school photo of Alan Barker, the boy who disappeared from
the Batimore arena. He was ayoung blond kid of about sixteen, an honors student with an invitation to
attend Princeton, with an |Q of about 150. He was also alaser tag enthusiast, the locdl terror of the
arena, and played under the code name " Joystik." One afternoon after playing ten rounds of Lazerwarz
he vanished without atrace. HisRX-7 was ill parked in front of the arena. And no one, asusud, saw
anything.

Alan had an excdllent relationship with his parents, didn't do drugs, Sarted a Students Againgt Drunk
Driving program at his school, and volunteered for AIDS hospice work. And theloca police had wanted
to say he had run away from home, at first. When they learned that his father was Congressman Barker
of lllinois, they reassessed their theory and sought help with the FBI. It was the first time the Bureau had
found out about the Lazer Abductions, even though fifty cases had been entered, or were waiting to be
entered, at the NCIC.

The FBI had dready set up the MCLP, the Missing Children Location Program, at the academy in



Quantico, Virginia. Volunteer requests for MCLP went out to al thefield offices, yet the response was,
to say theleast, underwhelming. That was when Sammi, then anew graduate, stepped in. She
volunteered to coordinate the flow of information between the NCIC and the FBI, pointing out
"domestic" casesthat should be included in the missing personsfiles. Three other agents around the
country worked on MCLP, but Sammi was the only one devoting her undivided attention toit.

Her gaze returned to the photo. Thiskid is bright, with afuture, and great rapport with his parents.
Hedidn't run away.

She consdered turning on the ThinkPad, but closed her eyes againgt the thought, realizing how tired
sheredly was. It might have been different had she been in her native redlm of Underhill, where the
energieswere atad more tamed than those here, particularly during this thunderstorm. Lightning wreaked
havoc with the magica workings of even the most experienced even Mage, and kegping aglamoriein
place during the bumpy plane ride had sapped her strength.

"To hdl withit," she said to the suite. Fedling dightly naughty, shelet the glamoriefal asde and
stood, regarding her purdly elven form in the mirror.

My ears have lengthened with acquired wisdom, she thought with achuckle as she playfully
admired the image she went to so much trouble to conced. Her ditted cat's eyes, green and large and
inhuman, were afrightening sight to al but the evenfolk. Seeing her own image, unfettered by the earthly
trappings of the human race, reminded her how long it had been since she had enjoyed the company of
her brethren.

She lay back on the bed, frowned at its hardness, and fought the inevitable ache of loneliness that
intruded at times like these. She missed home, even though she worked and lived among the humansasa
matter of choice. Rareinvasions from hostile éven clans notwithstanding, life Underhill had taken ona
predictable quality, amonotony that some of the elves found unbearably dull. The solution, heretical in
some elven courts but welcomed in hers and others, was to cross the barrier separating them from the
human race. They would assume human forms, learn human trades, play their games, and live their livesin
disguise, dwaysready to Gate back to Underhill if their true identities were discovered by humanstoo
difficult or violent to control. Some elveslived as humansfor abrief time, somelonger. Some, like
hersdlf, for agood span of a human's adulthood. Sammi had spent her timein law enforcement, and her
elven abilities had enabled her to spot dark magic from her homeand, and dedl with it; something a
human cop simply could not do. While investigating Alan's disappearance at the Baltimore arena, sheld
discovered the traces of a Gate, dong with the more insidious remnants of Unseleighe magic. All the
more reason to get involved: if the Unseleighe were abducting children, it was her duty to her clan and to
the human race to ded withit.

Sammi stood and prepared for along, hot shower. Her experience with travel told her she would
never deep until she had bathed, no matter how fatigued she was. But outside lightning continued the
rake the sky, and she had second thoughts about getting into the water. Tempted to disregard common
sense, she started unpacking her bathroom items, longing for the Shower Massage that beckoned in the
sdl.

Then it hit.

The dark scream was awound, the ripping of barriers between relms. She closed her eyes and
looked for its source, finding a hot, bright massin her mind's eye, in a place not too far away.

Great Danaa, she muttered as she turned off the shower. What she felt was no lightning hit, but
something far moretelling, and sinister. Only the gods could pull together such strength, she thought
as she fumbled through her bags for jeans, sandas and a T-shirt. Half numb, she put these things on, and
picked up the keys to the Caprice.

She saw clearly where the power source was, but had no ideawho would have aneed for such a
congtruction. What she sensed was a Gate, but one of such magnitude one could move an army through
it. It was coming from insgde the city limits of Tulsa, and was close enough she could drive therein afew



minutes, she guessed. The Caprice was parked just outside her room; awave of stale cigarette smoke
greeted her as she did behind the whedl. The ashtray was open and overflowing with butts. No wonder
Owen had had a heart attack.

Therain had ceased, though the storm was till raging in the distance, spiking the horizon with
lightning. She pulled out of the parking lot and entered the expressway for downtown Tulsa. The source
was getting closer, somewhere on her right. Here, let's take this exit, she thought, getting off on 41t
Street.

Her reaction to investigate the matter had been spontaneous, and she took a moment to reassess her
move. If thisis Unseleighe magic, shouldn't | have backup? she thought, and considered aborting her
recon. But if shedidn't locateit now she might never; Gate energy, particularly the temporary kind that
emerged in the human'sworld, didn't dways stick around long. She would locate it, and dedl with it later,
if indeed there was something to ded with. If something had come through that she could not handle
alone, well . . . she had better not encounter it, that wasall.

Right away she noticed the eectricity in the areawas out. Streets and neighborhoods dept in
darkness. Ahead near an intersection was acluster of black and white cars with blue and red flashing
light bars. An accident? No, they were not on the street, they were in a parking lot, shining their spotson
something tall and dark. She pulled up and stopped. If the other cops noticed her they didn't seem to
care; they appeared to be too stunned by what they were observing.

Sammi got out, and stood afew feet from the idling Caprice. Thin fog boiled from the pavement, and
the asphdt's black warmth seeped up through her sneakers. In her room she had heard the wound tear,
and hereit was, festering before her.

"Thisisn't from Underhill," she said to the warm, wet night. Whatever magics were responsble for
bringing this massive stone circleto thisland were likely well beyond any the Unselelghe might summon.

Thisis Stonehenge, she thought, recognizing the monaliths. Brought from England, via Gate or some
other congtruction.

None too eager to introduce herself to the officers on the scene, she got back into the Caprice and
drove dowly away from the stuation. After dl, shedidn't have any 1D with her; she had I€eft it a the
room. Just aswell, it now looked like she had a cover to protect.

Time to speak with the King. I'll likely need Avalon's help after all.

Chapter Two

And there it was, again; a Gate sgnature flickered dimly at the periphery of hismagica sght, taxing
his aready strained attention. Llanmorgan of Avalon tried to ignore the sgn and focus on the King's
magecraft lesson, the having of aMage light with abronze sword. The tedious task was now
complicated by the Gate Sgn and King Aedham's scrutinizing his every move from afew paces away. A
chilling wind had descended on the practice arena occupying the paace's flat cobblestone roof,
worsening matters.



A Gate, ateacher hovering over melike avulture, and acold north wind. What ided conditionsfor
working magic!

The bright, apple-sized sphere hovered afew paces before him, fueled by awhisper of node power.
Histask was to maintain the light while contemplating its negt bisection; contradictory desires which both
demanded hisfull consderation. He had heard thiswastypical of what the King asked of his students, as
they would protect the efhame one day with their skills. Despite an earlier enthusasm for the
apprenticeship he wondered if he was up to the task.

And again, there's that distracting Gate sign! Does the King sense it too?

"Y our focusiswavering," the King observed dryly. "What have you on your mind besides your
assgnment? Nubile maidens a abdefire?’

Biting back a sharp reply, he turned to face the King, but found he could not. Instead hiseyesfdl on
the King's odd footwear, an indulgence His Mg esty had brought with him from the world of the humans.
Whatever beast had been dain for the brightly colored pelts certainly didn't live in Underhill. Magic held
the boot's seams together, and the soles made a mousy squesk. Aedham referred to them as either "ny
kees' or "sneekers," and inssted they never be polished. The King fancied strange human creations, and
of these the shoes were the least peculiar. At least there was a discernible use attached to them.

"No, sre" Llan replied humbly, and returned to histask. The light flickered, threatened to go out; he
paused to let it reach a certain brightness, and struck. The blade missed, nudging it a hand's breadth to
theright.

The King sighed in exasperation, and Llan's ears burned with embarrassment. Thisis not that
difficult! the youth berated himsdlf. And here | fail, before the King, of all elves. . .

Llan considered mentioning the Gate sign but thought this might be construed as an excuse. Instead,
he remained silent, and raised his sword once again.

His strike, sharpened with some of his own anger, fell true and nestly bisected the sphere. Thelight
halves sparked, then formed two smaller spheres half the size of the origind.

"Splendid!" the King complimented, dapping Llan on the back. But histone darkened somewhat as
he said, "Now, line them up, one above the other. And dice them into four ."

To Llan'sincredulouslook he said, "It can be done. Accomplish thisfeat, and we will be donefor the
day."

"Aie" Llan sad, not fedling altogether confident. Using the sword asawand, Llan moved one sphere
over the other and, shrugging, focused on the two, raised the blade, and took aim.

A few paces away, the door to the palace roof creaked open, stealing Llan's concentration from him
anew. The spheres began to drift gpart.

"Forgive me, King," said the newcomer. "1 did not know you were conducting lessons, | didn't.”

Niamh, the King's Engineer, lurked uncomfortably by the door. Smaller than most eves, helooked
like an intelligent beaver, with anose the size of a potato, and large buck teeth.

"Continue," the King said to LIan before walking over to Niamh.

LIanmorgan realigned the two spheres and composed himsdlf for another attempt, but his attention
was drawn by the animated discussion the King was having with Niamh. The Engineer confirmed that
yes, indeed, someone was about to Gate, and clearly the King had not noted thisin his own mage sight.
Fedling somewhat redeemed, the apprentice diced the two spheres asif they were apples, and with
satisfaction watched the halves turn into four smal spheres.

When he glanced back at the King, he and his Engineer were gaping at his accomplishment.
"Did hejust cut two magelightsinto four?' the Engineer muttered, clearly amazed.

"Indeed he did," the King replied. "And they began as one.”

"No!" Niamh said, waking over to examine hiswork.



"If someoneisabout to Gate here, then we should greet them,” the King said, moving towardsthe
door. Niamh turned to join him.

Llan followed, saying, "I don't understand, Sire. Y ou said it could be done. What is o astounding
about quartering the mage light?'

"| sad it could be done," the King said, with asmirk. "'l didn't say it could be done by me. Or, until
now, anyone dsein the Elfhame. At least,” Aedham amended, "on the first try." He opened the door and
began descending the stairwell into the palace.

LIanmorgan sheethed his sword and followed them into the palace, beaming over his accomplishment
but trying hard not to show it. Smugness usudly led to more assgnments. Y et he couldn't resst alittle
showmanship. LIan sent the mage lights ahead of them, lighting their way down the dark stairwell.

"I didn't notice how dirty these stairs had become,” Aedham commented. " Perhaps our young
gpprentice herewould liketo find abroom.. . ."

Asone, the spheres dimmed to adull glow. Aedham visibly suppressed alaugh, while Niamh made
no such attempt, chortling without reserve dl the way down the sairs.

| didn't accept the apprenticeship to sweep floors! Llan seethed in mock resentment, though such
achore was not beneath him, even after rubbing shoulderswith Aedham and hisroyal court for the past
year. He was from a proud middle class family who had volunteered to help Avaon rebuild. Hisfortune
had turned the day the King spied him making amage light, atask the young df had thought smple and
intuitive. But the making of mage light was a skill normally mastered after years of training, though no one
had bothered to tell Llan that while he was growing up. Llan'sfather, and of course Llan himself, eagerly
agreed to an apprenticeship when offered, and within the passing of aday the young df found himsalf
elevated to asocid status he had never thought possible.

But this court was a strange mixture of youthfulness, gaiety and irreverence, quditiesthat would have
been out of placein Outremer. Most dvenfolk were fiercely traditiona, and observed the old ways with
apassion. Though efhame Avaon was ancient, indeed had been named after the origina even land of a
time so distant hardly anyone remembered it now, its new leadership was young and had lived for a
consderable time as humansin the humans world. Mingling with the lesser beings was not unheard of,
though it was usualy done on an individua basis, not by an entire even court. LIan knew that aruthless
Unsdleighe tribe had conquered Avaon, and Avaon had fled to the humans world for temporary refuge.
Y et who would have thought that so much human culture would rub off on them? At times LIan thought
they were human after al, masguerading as eves. Thiswould explain not just their fondness of human
technology, but their mastering of it, usng it in ways neither human nor df had ever imagined.

"Any ideawhoitis?' the King asked.
"It must be Lady Samantha,” Niamh replied as they reached the foot of the steps. " She hasthe only
sgil combination. Unless she gaveit to a human, which shewould never do."

Llan had heard of the King's mysterious sister who lived among the humans by choice, but had never
had the opportunity to meet her. She worked in secret as a constable of sorts. Llan found it amusing that
an df would make for herself a position of power there, even for the benefit of both races. And she did
so completely undetected. Whatever life that would be, it would not bedull . . . which was precisely why
some elves choseit.

Now she was coming here. From the urgency in the king's voice Llan surmised thiswas unusua, and
perhaps asign of trouble.

"l would like you to meet her, LIan," Aedham said asthey reached the base of the stairs, which stood
at the head of the Great Hall. " She's been pestering me about taking on an apprentice, and now she can
seethat | have." Banners festooned the granite walls—portraits of Aedham's mother and father, Queen
Fadi and King Traigthren, respectively. At the end of the Hall was an enormous black oak throne,
though Llan had never seen the King st init. From the kitchen adjoining the Hall wafted the smélls of
delicious meal in the making, and from the doorway servants peered in to see what the King was up to,



evidently aware that something of interest was about to take place.

"Ah. Hereitis" Niamh commented asaring of yellow light, dim and tranducent & firgt, took shapein
the center of the spacious Hdll, hovering a hand's breadth above the flagstone floor. Llan found it abit
disturbing that it was manifesting with no obvious help from amage, even though the magicsresponsible
had been laid out in advance, and were now being activated by the appropriate Sgils.

Suddenly a silhouette appeared in the ring, and out stepped arather attractive elven Lady in strange
human attire, with shortened hair that at first gave her the semblance of amae. Then therest of her
appeared; thiswas no mae. Her dresswas oddly tailored, of afabric not unlike silk, and wasfar too
short for an elven high court, but which suited Llan's tastes perfectly. The shoeswere ddlicate, with little
dtilts on the hedlsthat gave her aconsderable advantage in height. She stepped from the Gate, graceful
asadeer, and instantly looked asif she belonged here, despite the human trappings. The Gate vanished,
and Lady Samantha reached to embrace her brother.

"You'vearived just in timefor supper,” Aedham said as he hugged his sster. "Have you brought me
my CDs?'

Samanthalooked only momentarily pained. "I'm afraid | forgot those, kiddo," she said, then noticing
Llan, amended, "Sire." Even the gpprentice noticed the smirk. "I've come with someinteresting news
from the Overworld."

"Whatever the newsis" Aedham said expangively, "you can shareit with usdl. ThisisLlanmorgan of
Outremer, and heismy new student.”

Her eyebrows raised appreciatively at the mention of Outremer. Of course. Sheis from Outremer,
aswedll. Asingtructed by the court, Llan bowed dightly at the waist and took her hand gently, not kissng
it, asthat would indicate he was somewhere on the same socid order asshe. . . which he definitely was
not. It would be dl too easy to let this new familiarity get the best of him; being privy to this conversation
was overwheming enough.

"Let'sadjourn to the drawing room," the King said. "The modern one," he added with awink.

Llan fdt the hairs on his neck stand at attention, and his ear tipsfet dightly "dizzy." The King kept
two drawing rooms, atraditiona one and the modern one, full of human devicesthat defied adl logic and
explanation. LIan had seldom gone into that one, out of respect and perhaps a bit of fear that he might
disturb something, or turn something on and not know how to dedl withiit or turnit off. It was said that no
magic was used in the creation of these devices. Llan wasn't so certain.

"Turn on CNN," Samantha said asthe King led them into the comfortableif dightly puzzling
environment. Asthey stuated themselvesin two oversized couches which somewhat resembled
traditional furniture, Niamh activated the "big scream” at alarge cluster of crystals. Each faceted stone,
every one as big around as his arm, were mounted on a stand beside the device; he knew thiswas
connected to the crystal port in the King's study. From there, Niamh had once explained crypticaly, they
"pirated avariety of servicesfrom the human ream.”

The scream cameto life, and Llan winced. The "big scream” hadn't actually screamed yet, but he
feared one of thesetimesit would. Instead the colorful images appeared on an amazingly flat surface,
unlike the faceted crystal surfaces of most € ven communications devices. Llan sat opposite the two, with
the "big scream™ on the opposite wall, between them, giving him agood view of everything.

"So tell me, sster, what has brought you home for thisvisit?'

She seemed uncomfortable or uncertain of whereto start. "'l wish | could come for no other reason
than to seeyou again,” she said, at length, "instead of with what islikely bad news."

Aedham turned grim. "What would that be?'

That iswhere LlIan's comprehension of matters ended. Samantha began along description of atype

of sport the humansindulged in, but it was not played with aball or mallet but those most mysterious of
al humaninventions, lasers. Niamh had demonstrated one in hisworkshop, and the apprentice was



astonished to learn that it employed no node power to generate a hot, tight beam, intense enough to burn
wood and even iron. The game sounded dangerous, until she explained to Llan directly, evidently sensing
his misunderstanding, that the lasers were not high-powered, and were used as ameans of direction.
Another magical beam of "you vee" did the actud scoring . . . or something. It was agame that humans
paid coin to play, and there were no spectators. The game took placein an arena of mazes, whereit was
honorable to hide, but not honorable to strike or touch other players. Once he got past this confusing
point he began to understand. It was agame of stealth and skill, not brute force, like the kind Llan was
familiar with.

It sounded like great fun, even after she mentioned the Unsaleighe Court.

"I would not cometo you with thisunless | was certain,” she explained, and Aedham listened intently,
vigbly disturbed at the mention of the court that had conquered his kingdom and murdered hisfamily.
"And the children. They are disgppearing with increasing regularity, but besidesthe kids parents, the
humans don't seem to be bothered much. It'swhy | took this particular job on, you see. | thought it wasa
matter of human indifference, which | wanted to do something about.”

"What evidence of the Unsaleighe court have you found?' Aedham asked.

"Well, afew things. At one of these arenas was a darkness, an undeniable force that felt much like
Japhet'swork. Something that draws on fear and hate.”

"That just about describes al Unsdleighe workings,” the King replied.

"True, but thisinstance, it had a particular flavor to it. Like one we had encountered before. The
house, for instance, where Daryl Bendis nearly died. It wasvery much likethat."

"You are certain,” the King asked, but it did not really come across asaquestion. Yes, sheis
certain, Llan thought.

Niamh stood and approached the scream, asiif to get abetter view. A stone circle had appeared on
the device, which the Engineer took an extreme interest in. Llan knew that the humans used many of
these stone circlesin an attempt to reach Underhill, but most ended up being smply concentrated
pockets of human-raised magica energy.

Aedham continued, "Granted, if Unsdeighe forces are prowling the Earth once again, and even
though we diminated Japhet Dhu and hisfather, | don't doubt this could happen.” Aedham shifted in his
chair, and LIan sensed avulnerability in the King hed never seen before. Then again, hed never heard
him discuss the Unsdeghe in such sraightforward terms. "But my duty, asdways, isto the dfhame.”

"And asyou have said before," Samantha pointed out, "the Unsdleighe, at least this particular clan,
would never have penetrated the human resim if they hadn't been searching for you.”

Aedham dghed, an indication that his sister might be winning the argument after dl. "'l agree, we have
some responsi bility to protect the humans from this disease, but let me point out that we are not
responsiblefor the evil in their world. Mogt is of their own doing.”

"Mogt, but not al,” Sammi replied, undeterred. "Humans do not have the capability to transport an
archeological site from one continent to another overnight, through mundane means.” She glanced at the
big scream. "Much less through the largest Gate | have ever seen or, in this case, felt.”

"What?" Aedham followed her gaze the images on the scream. "Niamh, turn that up, would you?'

With asmall surge of magic, Niamh urged the scream to be louder. The human's voice boomed from
small black boxes on the walls and floor.

". . . wasdiscovered early thismorning by commuters after an evening of violent thunderstorms.
Loca officias have no explanation for the sudden appearance of severa dozen stone megdliths, each
weighing up to thirty tons. . ."

"Bloody hel!" the King exclamed. "That's Stonehenge! "

"Indeed, itis" shesaid, smugly. "And what's more, it has gppeared, of al places, in the parking lot of
the next Lazerwarz arena.” She explained her voyage in arocking airship, the contact with ahuman she



would be working with, and her settling in a an inn. She described the blast of energy that ripped through
the world and deposited something nearby. She went to investigate, and found this stone circle whereiit
smply should not have been.

"And you sensed Unsdleighe forces here," Aedham said reluctantly.

"Thick enough to scoop up in cauldrons, bucko,” Sammi said. "But | wonder if the Unseleighe can
even manage this degree of power."

"They have surprised us before," Aedham said.

"But not quitelike this. It's obvioudy Stonehenge. But look how they're carefully avoiding using the
name."

"Perhaps they don't know yet," Aedham said. "1 mean, thisjust happened. It's not even the sametime
of day in Britain.

Niamh, change the channelsto BBC, would you?'

The Engineer reached over to the cluster of crystas. "Changing channels' appeared to be more
involved than just nudging the device with magic. The scream flickered, then settled on another image.

The scene British televison presented was smilar to the local one, only instead of the circle of
trilithons there stood acircle of black asphdlt, in stark contrast with the green countryside. A small crowd
had devel oped, and ahuman voice spoke, ". . . not certain if thisis related to the crop circle phenomenon
or not, but this certainly cdlsinto question the possibility of forces beyond our comprehension. . ."

"It looks like they swapped both features spontaneoudy,” the King observed, ill sounding mydtified.
"l wonder if . . . have they made the connection yet?'

"It doesn't look that way. But they will." Sammi sounded resigned. LIan knew little about the work
elves did with humans, but even he could see thiswas more than Lady Samantha had bargained for. "It
makes no sense that they would intentiondly attract attention to this place, if they are kidnapping children
through these arenas.”

"The Unseleighe motives have never been reasonable. Perhapsthey are smply trying to hidein plain
sght.”

"Perhaps." Sammi paused, then added, "'Y ou were saying about evidence of Unseleighe activity?'

Inaniche carved out of Underhill'sland of the Unformed, in the palace he had created for himsdlf
and his new kingdom, in the audience chamber where he sat on amassive bronze throne, Mort fumed.

Sonehenge?

Mort viewed the fragmented image in the crystal with disbdief, convinced now that the gods
themsdalves were capable of unlimited stupidity.

Stone. . . henge?

It had to be ajoke. Morrigan would find such a prank amusing, particularly if she saw him now, he
was certain. She had transported across the globe one of the most famous human archeologica sites and
dropped it at hisvery doorstep, where he least wanted to attract attention. Just wonderful. His
amazement centered not on the fact she could pull such astunt off, but that she would do it, right here, a
week before his arena was about to open.

It was no joke. With awave, he dismissed the image, and the crystal blinked into darkness.

Hewanted to kill her, and would do so if she could bekilled, or a least berate her for the sheer
supidity of the situation. Y et, he could not.

Why? Because he had asked her to do it.

Not in so many words, of course, but his chalenge was vague enough that any fool might have made
anything of it they wanted. Evidently, Morrigan was any fool, and had done the one thing that would
cause the mogt irritation, with the least possibility for retribution.



"She will be calling on me any moment now," he muttered to the empty audience chamber, aware of
the gentle susurrations his words made on the stone surfaces around him. Held built the chamber with
acoudticsin mind so asto make his physical voice loud, booming and frightening, to impress upon his
human captives his omnipotence. It didn't matter that he could extinguish their life with athought, they
wouldn't know thet yet, and if he demonstrated his ability he would be out a potentialy useful human
dave. Hisfew attempts at torture were fruitless; he couldn't find the happy medium between not enough
pain and too much, and ended up with ahandful of psychatic, blathering youths with mush for brains. So
he made do with the voice, atrick hed learned while working for Zeldan, back when they were trying to
find the cowardly Avaon High Court.

But that was so much history now. The search for King Aedham had been alearning period, a series
of exploratory foraysinto the world of the Unsdleighe and Seleighe courts, their intrigues and hatreds and
foibles, not to mention some valuable experience with the humans and their confusing, contradictory land.
The experience was paying off. Mort had an army now, and he was the commander in chief, with
severd thousands of years of experienceto guide him.

With hislong, spindly arms, he reached for the servant's tray on the column next to him, where he
had |eft his mug of used motor oil. He had acquired ataste for the thick, black dudge whileworking in
the human world above, savoring the spice of minute particles of cold iron suspended init. The elves
would have found it deadly, but Mort found it tasty and a bit intoxicating. Mildly gppalled, his human
daves had watched him drink the stuff, their express.ons muted through his spell of control.

They must think I'm aGod, Mort had thought. Well. | am, or will be very soon. So long aroad to
travel, and | am the only one on it, the only one left to reap the rewards.

My people will inherit the Earth, above and below, once again. We will rule it and milk it and
rapeit until it screams for forgiveness, and once it does, we will do the same for the inhabitants,
just to remind themwho isin charge.

Thisis going to be fun.

His education was over. Mort'stime in the Unsaeighe Court merely fed an insdious, festering desire
to conquer al. Zeldan Dhu, and then later his son, Japhet Dhu, had thought him an obedient minion, and
to acertain degree he was, but whilein their employ he had been . . . learning. Perhaps he should give
Zedan more credit than that, as he was the df who had found him in Dreaming, an inert and dormant,
utterly mindless Mort, and had then breathed new lifeinto him. If Zeldan had granted him life only to be
his servant, then so beit; hislong Dreaming was over.

The more Zedan had reminded him of his place as his minion, the more Mort fixated on risng above
it. In private, of course. Hisinability to express hisdesires only intengfied them.

For Mort was aFoevorian, one of an ancient race, thefirst race and therefore thefirst rulers, of
Underhill, of the human'sworld, and of everything in between. The distinctions between the two redlms
did not redly exist then; the polarity of spirit and matter developed later. Mort's earliest memories were
of the sea, and of the civilization that dwelled there. The humans had vague historicd referencesto a
rellm caled Atlantis, but it was far too complex to be consdered asingle domain.

Other races might have called this heaven or utopia, and would have been satisfied with it, never to
evolve to some higher level. Not Mort—then called Morca—or his people, who were leaders with no
followers. They rose from the seato find arace of subjects. Y et they were quickly disappointed.

They found instead amassive sheet of ice, reaching across hdf the globe, with nothing to speak of
living there. They returned to the sea, awaiting a better time.

When the better time came they found amighty idand that would later be known as Eire, linked to
the greater continent by amass of ice retreating over anarrow bridge of land. The land was populated
with four-legged creatures and, in small numbers, two-legged ones, who hunted with stones and fed on
the four-legged creatures. It was a smple matter to rule the two-leggeds; the Foevors became their gods.

Asthetwo-leggeds ruled the four-leggeds, it seemed anatural progression that a one-legged



creature rule the two; thus the Foevors assumed their first physical state, that of the Clapperlegs, torule
in proximity to their minions. Y et they were agraceful race, despite their lack of symmetry. Theform of
oneleg, onearm, one eye suited their purposes, asit frightened the two-leggedsinto submission. They
made themselves twice the size of the two-leggeds, with twice the strength and, of course, aready had
twice thewisdom.

Astime passed, theice melted and the land bridge vanished, and the Foevorslost track of what was
going onin the larger continent. Then more two-leggeds arrived on ships, and they were better warriors,
with wegpons of metd. Their large numbers made them formidable, but the Foevors ill had the
advantage of physica sze, and had sharpened their magica abilities. They drew power from the ground
and the sea, whipping up great stormsto sink the invaders ships. The balance of power usudly favored
the Foevors, and following the few timesit didn't the Foevors reconquered their land, and dew the
enemy into extinction. During one such invasion the enemy had killed their King, Conan, and in retdiation
Morca had successfully led agreat armada of warships; asavictorious leader he had hisfirst taste of
glory. And Morca decided he wanted more of it.

He might have become the Foevorian King. His popularity was enormous, his leadership abilities
were unquestionable; what other Foevor could conquer the two-leggeds with their own devices? Amid
his newfound fame he changed his name to Morta, and began seeking ways to consolidate his power, to
fill thevoid left by King Conan.

Mortawould have becomeruler, if not for the dves.

The Tuatha De Danaan, the people of the goddess of Danaa, weren't so much formidable asthey
were annoying. They came at the worst possible time, in the middle of the night, when most of the
Foevorian horde had nodded off from too much drink and revelry. The Tuathatook up residence on
another part of Eire without so much asaraised voice. Right away, Mortawas blamed for the "invasion,”
and new leaders, the loudest voices of dissent, took his place.

The Tuathawere no ordinary two-leggeds. They were magica, and it was rumored they came from
the spirit world, or were descended from gods, or both. Were the Foevors too quick to proclaim their
soleright to these magica origins?

It seemed s0. When the Foevors declared war on the trespassers, the war turned to magic, and the
Tuathawere superior in these skills. The ensuing war rent the universe into two distinct redlms, one
physica and one of the spirit. During the long, tortuous battles many Foevors began to seek refugein the
spirit world. In the shadow of avictorious Tuatha, Mort sought safety in this as yet unnamed spirit realm,
and made himsdlf asinvisble as possible, fearing an unjust retribution from his own people. The Foevors
were a defeated and divided race, and took up residence in isolated, far-reaching pocketsin the new
redm.

It waswith no smdll pleasure that Mort later watched the Tuatha's defeat, by yet another tribe of
two-leggeds cdled the Milesians. They banished the Tuatha to the nether world regions through a door
under ahill, thusthe name, Underhill. But with no power base Mort saw no way to take advantage of
the circumstance. As above, so below, the factionslived in uneasy peace. In time, dissent split the Tuatha
into smaler groups; the polarity reached a bresking point, and they divided into the Sdeighe and their
nemesis, the Unsdeighe courts. The former remained benevolent to the humans, accepting their defeat
with honor, while the latter blamed the humansfor their fal from grace and took gresat pleasurein
tormenting them regularly.

Mort studied the Seleighe and Unseleighe, pretending to be interested in Zeldan's and then | ater,
Japhet's objective: the dimination of Avalon from Underhill. Meanwhile he gained power and knowledge,
while planning for the day he and his people would again rise up and take the victory that wastherr right.
With Mort at the helm, of course.

Hedrained off the last of the oil and set the mug down with aloud clang. The sound summoned one
of hisservants, amousy little boy named Alan, who had been harvested from the Baltimore arena. Alan
wore atunic of dirty canvas, and moved about numbly, in adaze. Thered carranite crystal embedded in



his temple made sure of that; through the crystal Mort controlled Alan and the rest of the multitude of
daves héd acquired through his Lazerwarz arenas.

As Alan poured the dudge from a pitcher, Mort'sviewing crysta cameto life with the fragmented
image of asour Unsdleighe warrior. "Magter, you have avistor,” said Y uaroh Dhu, awizened df with a
severe, chisded face. Mort had hired Y uaroh and his Unseleighe clan as mercenaries for his ambitious
endeavor. So far there had been no battle to speak of, and Y uaroh had turned out to be a capable
receptionist. And a perceptive one; he knew the Morrigan was not one to be turned away.

"Of course| do," Mort sighed, and began rubbing away the beginnings of a massive headache. " Send
thebitch in." The crystal winked out, and amoment later ashrill pedl of laughter further confirmed her
presence.

"Mort Mort Mort, my dear Mort!" Morrigan shrieked cheerfully, entering the chamberswith a
flourish. Thiswas not the Morrigan Mort remembered. What had once been around, dumpy woman
figure with ahooked nose was now adim, svelte atractive goddessin a sassy red evening dress. Her red
hair was dl that remained the same, though now it wasin a big style, flowing around her like blazing aura
She was dressed, and morphed, to kill. Who that would be remained to be seen.

Mort pretended not to notice, and reminded himself this elegant creature had just dropped
Stonehenge on hisparking lot. | don't have to be nice.

"Y ou don't seem happy, Mort," Morrigan prodded, daring to come within arm's reach of histhrone.
She wasin congtant motion, posing for a second here, holding her well rounded hipsthere, asif shewere
modeing on acawalk. If it was meant to distract him, it was working. Her new appearance was
arousing, but he wasn't about to let her know that.

"l am not happy, Morrigan,” Mort replied, waving the crystal back on, with the fragmented picture of
Stonehenge stlanding amid asphdt. "What, may | ask, isthe meaning of this?'

"Oh, Mort," she replied flippantly, with aloud, rude expulsion of air from her lips. At least some
things, don't change, Mort noted. "Y ou know. The challenge. Don't tell me you've dready forgotten.”

Mort waved his hand again, and a chair gppeared for Morrigan to it on. It would not do to have her
flouncing her assets about while having a serious discussion, derailing histrain of thought, which she
seemed intent on doing.

"I know about the challenge," he said evenly. She sat and crossed her legs, her red dressriding up on
her thigh like silk dragpe. Not the effect | was after, he thought, but pressed on anyway. "The chalenge
was to move a stone circle from the old land to the new. 1t was not to move the most famous of
archeologicd stes—"

"Stonehenge is but arest stop in the redlm of spirits—"

"Not in the human'sworld, it isn't!" Mort screamed. He did not regret raising his voice. His guest
recoiled noticegbly. "Thiswas a covert operation you wanted in on, Morrigan! That means keeping it
secret, keeping alow profile, away from the prying eyes of humans and their law enforcement!”

Morrigan sighed, and crossed her legsthe other way. The effect . . . well, Mort had to transfer some
of hisnewly aroused lust to other placesin his appearance. The two horn buds which were more or less
apermanent feature on his forehead lengthened somewhat. "And then there isthat little matter of your
betraya of the Foevoriansto the Tuatha. Y ou were on our Side, we had thought.”

Morrigan rolled her eyes. "History, Mort. And ancient history, at that. Let me aso remind you that |
didn't betray you to Zeldan. When | found you in bed with the Unseleighe, | played dong, just to see
what might come of it. Did you redly think | didn't recognize you as a displaced Foevorian?"

Thistook Mort by surprise, since until now he had thought his disguise had been perfect. Still, she
may be bluffing.

"I would say that would make us even,” Morrigan continued. "And tell me, what is more important to
you: the pagt, or our glorious future together? | can teach you many things about the humans, | know their



weaknesses better than you do.”

"Y ou know nothing of the humans, Morrigan,” Mort replied hotly.

"I know more than you think," Morrigan hissed back. "While you were Dreaming |o those many
centuries, | have studied the humans and interacted with them. Y ou could not have possibly known thet it
was | who helped the druid Merlin move the stonesthere in thefirst place!™

Mort didn't know who Merlin was. It was one of the pitfals of Dreaming. One couldn't keep abreast
of current events.

Morrigan continued, "Remember, | am a god, you miserable fool. They worship me”

Her thighs kept shifting; her ankle, sheathed in an elegant red stiletto pump, rocked up and down
restlessly. Mort's horns grew more, their sharpened, curved tips amost touching. Hate it when this
happens. He surreptitioudy turned his horns upwards, to dlow them room to grow, acertainty if this
conversation continued dong thisvein.

"Whileyou, Mort," she continued, "are the remnants of arace conquered an eternity ago by the
Tuatha If it weren't for Zeldan you'd till bein acoma And yet you had the audacity to deny me my
rightful place at your Sde?"

Thereit was. She's shaming meinto accepting her, in the most humiliating way possible. . . bad
publicity! Thiswas no accident.

"Y ou are denied no more," Mort said, his anger surrendering to aresgned cam. She'swon this
round. Time to move on to the next. "Now, thisiswhat | haveinmind. . ."

Alfred Mackie reached over and answered the telephone on the night table beside his bed, resisting
an urgeto rip the cord out of thewadll.

"Yes?' heanswered tentatively.

"It'sWilliam, Doctor," said the youth on the other end. "Y ou're not going to believe this, but . . .
Stonehenge has disappeared.”

"Dotdl," Alfred replied with adistinct lack of concern.

"It's gone, | tell you," William bemoaned, and the doctor of prehistoric archeology dowly sat upin
hishotel bed. A hell of athing to betold in the middle of the night if he were dlert and sober, and Alfred
Mackie was neither.

"l ...see. Whoiswith you?'

"Just the others. We camefrom thepub. . . ."

Alfred might have dismissed this as a prank. Perhaps the other students had convinced William, who
was barely old enough to shave, that mystic forces or UFOs or asquad of Yiddish grandmothers had

spirited away the stone circle. Easy enough to consider, as Alfred had seen the four of them in the pub,
and Alfred had had the impression thiswas William'sfirst drinking experience.

"Can | speak with, let's see, Stuart?' Alfred asked. Stuart was not immediately available. William
wason hiscdl phone, and the others were out ingpecting the site, which had mysterioudy turned into a
circular agphdt parking lot. "Perhgps | should come on down,” Alfred said, though hisfirst impulse was
to go back to deep. There had been awedding party on hisfloor and deep had come only very late.
And the beginnings of ahangover did not encourage him either.

"Please do,” William said. "And could you bring the camera? | think we should record this, don't
you?"

"Of course." Alfred sat up and put hisfeet on acold, linoleum floor. "I'll be down soon. Stay there.”

Alfred hung the phone up and took a deep breath. The wall thumped, twice, three times, from his
neighbor, the newlyweds. Bloody hell.

After aquick shower hethrew on an old cardigan, picking up adigital videocam on hisway down.



Stokes College spared little for accommodationsin the field, but they had managed to purchase good
equipment for the VR project, he had to give them that. His old Mercedes gave him hdl when hetried to
dart it up, but finaly it turned over. When he turned north, on Castle Road, on hisway out of Saisbury
he saw ahint of dawn on the horizon.

There were many reasons why he shouldn't believe William, and disregard the wholeincident asa
joke. That'swhat most professors, supervising fidldwork for his archeology students, would do. The night
bel onged to youth, and Alfred was nearing Sixty.

But there were many more, potent reasons why he should believe him. Alfred had dways known
when someonewastelling thetruth . . . at least the boy believed the stones had vanished. Also, while
laying awake and staring at the ceiling, Alfred had fdt the universe ripping. He had observed this
disturbance only afew times before, and though he had not actualy seen them, the sidhe undeniably had
been involved.

Last month the college had acquired severd donated file servers, and Alfred had suggested avirtual
redity walkthrough of Stonehenge. In an effort to compete with the other archeology schoolsthe
administration had approved atidy sum for additional hardware and studentships. No one had yet done a
thorough, scientific VR of Stonehenge, and Stokes wanted to be the first. Finding archeology students
with computer expertise was surprisngly essy.

Alfred turned left onto the A303, passing asign for Stonehenge. The English countryside appeared to
be adeep, and the traffic was light. He passed the junction of A360 and A303. By now dawn had cast a
palid glow on the landscape, enough to see that something important was missing from the horizon.

"Dear gods," Alfred muttered to himsdf. " Someone has midaid the Henge."

A lone car was parked at the entrance, and three figures were milling about the Site, one waving at
him. A black circle had replaced the sarsens and bluestones, and what appeared to be the wreck of an
automobile, or part of one, lay at the circlésedge. A single light pole stood off-center on the circle, unlit.
But there had never been lightsingtalled here; there was no dectricity. He pulled up beside the Golf GTI,
noted that one of his students, Stuart, had passed out in the back sedt.

William came running up to the Mercedes.

"Did you bring the camera?'

Alfred nodded, and numbly handed the boy the videocam.

"Come on, let me show you," William said, bubbling with energy. Alfred let him lead, riding thetrails
of hisexcitement like a hitchhiker, drifting past the fence surrounding the site. Another student joined
them, reeking of ae, but was otherwise coherent.

"Weareintheright place, aren't we?' Peter, the project'sjunior technician, asked in al sincerity.

Alfred stared a him for along moment, taking in hislook of utter bewilderment, and in aflash found
it dl quite funny. Alfred started to laugh.

Peter scowled. "It's not?'

Alfred grew serious. "It is. What possessed you boys to come out herein the middle of the night,
anyway?"

"Thede" William provided.

"We w-wanted to see how the sun aligned with the heelstone,” Peter quickly amended.

"It wasthede" William indgsted, and giggled. Peter gave him aharsh look.

"Of course," Alfred said. "Wdll then. Let's have alook."

Alfred took onelook at the Site and saw that not al of Stonehenge was missing. The barrows
surrounding the stone circle and the enormous heel stone appeared to be untouched. Only the enormous
sarsens and the bluestones, the inner circle, were gone.

"What'sLarsdoing?" Alfred said, noticing the other student knedling next to the remains of the



automobile in the distance.
"He'sfound part of acar,” William said.

They cameto the edge of the asphalt circle, which was, or had been, a parking lot of some kind.
Right away Alfred noticed the spaces were abit larger than those provided in most English parking lots,
and were configured strangely. He examined the asphalt's edge and noted a smooth surface running deep
into the turf. Joining the asphalt was the native chalky soil.

"Incredible,” Alfred finaly said. "There must be— Check the areafor tire tracks. Something must
have moved the bloody thingd™

"Weve dready looked," Peter said. "There are none. And nothing short of an armada of Sikorskys
would havelifted them out of here, and even then | don't think they could. Then therésthis pavement.
It'sold and worn. If it were transported hereintact, there would be cracks, but there are none! It'slike
it'sbeen herefor the last thirty years."

Alfred sent Peter and William off to art taping the Site, reminding them to take in the barrows,
ditches and hedlstone for reference, then caught up with Lars at the wreck.

"What have we here?' Alfred said as he approached the car.
"Becareful. There's petrol al over the place.”

Thewreck gppeared to be asmall Subaru, diced in hdf asif from agiant guillotine, its cut edge
aigned with the end of the asphdt.

"The license plate says Oklahoma," Peter said. "That'sin the United States.”

"Indeed itis," Alfred said. Looking into the back seat, he found afew books on law, al American, a
Playboy magazine, a spird notebook. And an address book.

"Thisbedongsto aman by the name of Rick Ordover," Alfred said, examining the front page. "Maybe
we should give him acal. Would you kindly retrievethe cell phone from William?'

Peter fetched the cell phone, and Alfred deftly punched in the number, completing the call with
assi stance from an operator.

A drange sounding ring, then amuiffled voice.

"Hdlo?'

"Good day," Alfred said. "Could | please speak with Rick Ordover?”

"Spesking."

"Mr. Ordover, my nameisDr. Alfred Mackie, with the College of Stokesin Wiltshire. That's Great
Britain. Say, are you by any chance missing half of a Subaru Justy?'

Therewas along pause before Rick finally replied, "Yes, | an. Wheredid . . . what did . . . Areyou
near Sdlisbury?’

"Asamatter of fact, | am.”

Another long pause. "Y ou're looking for Stonehenge, aren't you?”

"Indeed we are. Do you know whereit might be?’

"I know exactly whereit is. At the corner of 41st and Yde. In Tulsa, Oklahoma.”

"Inaparking lot?'

"Inaparking lot."

"Good heavens," Alfred exclaimed. ™Y ou don't know why it might happen to be there?"

"I haven't aclue. It hgppened during alightning storm.”

Alfred stared at the cell phone, at the asphdlt circle, the severed car. What had happened during a
lighting gorm?

"I may be coming to the United States. Could | cal on you?!



"Yeah, sure,” said the American, dightly perplexed. "Say, are there law booksin the back seat?’
"There are. Would you like me to bring them?"

"Y eah. They're not cheagp. I'm alaw student.”

"l undergtand.”

Oncethe surreal conversation was over, Alfred debated over who to call next. The boys were il
milling about, now somewhat amlesdy, asif the srangeness of the Situation was starting to numb them. If
he cdlled the authorities, or anyone else for that matter, they would surely not believe him. He took a brief
excurson over the circular barrows, the oldest parts of the site, and found them as undisturbed as before,
aswerethefifty-six Aubrey holesaong theinner perimeter, and the two small inner mounds. The
heelstone and the "daughter stone" were asthey were before. He proceeded to a medium-sized burial
mound to the southeast, explored the shalow ditch around it, finding nothing amiss. Everything about the
Ste was absolutely norma—except for the missing trilithons.

He stood for atime at the buria mound, a smooth dome covered with athin layer of grass. Thiswas
not adark place, reeking of death and petrified bones, but afount of information, the sum far greater than
theindividual soulscomposing it. Hisancestors, some druids, some chiefs, some common folk, werelaid
to rest herefor the purpose it was serving now: asalink to the otherworld. Here was the network of
magica stes, the holy wedlls, the sacred trees, the multitude of other stone circles, al connected by
hidden, prehistoric roads that had not quite been erased from the Earth. Some called them ley lines, but
to Alfred and the Order, they were acommunications network to the great spirits.

He reached aong this network and in aflash saw what had happened to Stonehenge.

Thisis not the work of the sidhe, but the work of the gods.

The mound told him more: the moving of Stonehenge was not an anomaly, even in this modern world,
but part of alarger plan sarted long ago. Before the Cdlts, before the Romans, even before thefirst
mammoth-hunting humans wandered this portion of Europe. Alfred felt hisinsgnificance stronger now
than ever.

An eaglecircled the sky, an unusud sght for the Salisbury plain. It kited momentarily, then swooped
down for agentle landing on the mound's peak. The bird regarded him in an unnerving way, asif Alfred
were to soon become his medl; but Alfred knew thiswas no eagle, or any physical creature, of thisrealm.

| am Lugh, said the eagle, and agolden aura blazed to life around it, emphasizing thefact. Thereare
too few of your kind left, druid. | thank you for attending.

In the presence of the god of light, Alfred thought he should fedd more awed than he did. Lugh had
gppeared to the Order in many forms, including the eagle, but thisisthefirst time Alfred had encountered
him done.

The Foevors are intent on setting fire to the relms, Lugh said, shifting from onetalon to the next, a
decidedly eagle-like motion. The Foevor Morcaistheir leeder.

Alfred replied, | thought the Tuatha De Danaan defeated them aeons ago. Do they even exist?
Hefound himself easing into the menta diaog with little effort.

They exist. They are intent on conquering the underworld, and thisrealm. It has always been
their desire. To rule, without question, without responsibility. Their arrogance was the weakness
the Tuatha exploited before. Now, when most of the gods are sleeping, their arrogance has
become one of their strengths.

Alfred hazarded a glance behind him. William was taping the Site again, and the other two were going
back to the car, perhapsto check on Stuart. They didn't appear to notice the eagle perched on the burial
mound.

Their numbers are growing. And they have the advantage. The sleeping gods would never see
them for what they are.

Alfred considered amore immediate issue. Why did they take the stones?



Lugh pondered thisamoment. It was part of achalenge. An aliance has been forged. By taking the
stones they have disrupted the energies here, making many things difficult. They have the advantage now,
but I seek to change that.

Alfred asked, It goes beyond the stones?

Far beyond the stones. My son isin danger. You know my son, druid. You are part of his past,
you are part of him. You helped make himwhat heis, you are what heis. He needs your help. |
need your assistance, Cathad.

At the mention of hisdruid name, Alfred sensed ashift in therelms. A door opened, and he looked
into along forgotten room.

My son, The Hound, is an incarnated human. Go to the stones, and you will find him. Aid him.
Fulfill your dutiesas a druid. Help him remember who heis.

Lugh uttered thislast request with disturbing intensity.
Go to the continent in the west, and aid my son, Cu Chulainn.

Lugh legped gracefully into the air, circled once, and flew to the north. In moments he was atiny spot
inthe sky, then nothing at al. Alfred watched the bird vanish into the morning sky, and with its passng
cameasurge of strength not fet snceyouth.

It's good to be back in the game again.

Chapter Three

It just figures that the night something interesting happens, | have to close the store, Dobie
thought as he poured water on the grill, let it boil, then scraped the scorched hamburger from its dulled
sted surface. Theradio next to the register blared the news of the mysterious gppearance of "megdithsin
Tulsa," and it sounded like everyonein the world was there to seeit. Everyone, of course, except himsdlf,
who was stuck here closing the Mega Burger for the thousandth time.

At least I'm not straining the grease tonight.

The Mega Burger was one of the oldest fast-food jointsin Tulsa, so dated it didn't even have a
drive-thru window. It was one of those ancient derdlicts with cluttered windows and tacky white and blue
tile, with al of the hasde of a'50s style drive-in and none of the charm. But the Mega Burger wasa
minute's wak from hisfront door, which made up for quite abit. Since graduating from high school two
months earlier, he didn't fed compelled to go to college, which he couldn't afford anyway. He didn't fed
like doing much of anything different; he had some money and aplaceto live, and right now that wasdl
he redly wanted. With his seven-finger deformity he should probably stay put, histhinking went. Until he
was eighteen, anyway. He might not be able to find ajob anywhere else.

He went through the motions of closing the store: mopping the floor, washing the milkshake machine,
taking the trash out. The two other employees, a Hispanic kid who didn't soeak much English, and his
boss, alarge round woman with greasy blond hair, drifted through their tasks, saying nothing, hardly



looking at each other. Thiswas how Dobie preferred it. He didn't like being looked at.

After work he would normally go home and catch some HBO or Cinemax on cable, but tonight was
different. As soon as he heard about the mysterious megaliths at a closed down shopping mall he knew
he had to go check it out. If he had stopped to think about how out of the ordinary the plan was, he
might have changed his mind and gone home, to perhaps re-read The Hobbit for the hundredth time, or
watch Men in Black for the deventh. Theideaof diensliving undetected among humanswas one he
thought about every day.

With barely anod to his boss he clocked out and walked the short distance to his ramshackle house.
On the front porch, which presided over a postage stamp-sized yard, was an old River Trailsbike he'd
picked up at a pawn shop for fifty bucks. It didn't occur to him to change out of the orange polyester
MegaBurger shirt and bal cap. He wasjust going out to see something unusua, not to be around
people.

The storm of the previous evening had cleaned the air, and brought down some cool ness from the
north. Peddling at a casud rate, Dobiefirst took the 23rd Street bridge, then crisscrossed over medians
to the Riverparks bike trails. The river was high from the recent rains, he saw through the treeson his
right. A full moon lit hisway.

Chugging up, then coasting down an incline, Dobie found himsdf a the intersection of 41t and Ydle,
where cops directed dow-moving traffic with luminous orange cones. Carslined up in dl directions,
bumper to bumper. They must have come to see the megaliths. At aTexaco, news crewswith vans
and satdllite uplinks had set up shop. Two newsmen, one locd, one from Oklahoma City, were talking
into cameras under bright light. Dobie walked the bike across the four-laned intersection with atight knot
of pededtrians.

A huge crowd had gathered on this expansive, until now abandoned parking lot. Dobie remembered
the day his mother had brought him here to buy school clothes for the seventh grade. It was one of the
few times his mother had taken him out in public, which they usudly avoided because of hishands.

The atmosphere here was carnivad-like, though the crowd of people was strangely quiet. Four or five
deep, they stood around the towering blocks of stone. A reporter was wandering through the crowd,
asking questions. Dobie avoided her, and got back on the bike, peddling dowly through the sparse outer
fringe of the crowd.

On along expanse of sdewadk in front of the mall entrance, Dobie got off the bike. He took in the
megaliths from this new vantage, and achill of recognition took his breath away.

No one's saying it, but they might aswell. Thisis Sonehenge.

He chained the bike to a gas meter againgt the wall; here he noticed the J.C. Penney had become
something else, in fact looked like it was about open. The |etters on the new sign were funky and gnarly,
spdling out Lazerwarz. He'd heard about this place. It was alaser tag arena. Something Tulsa, or Dobie,
had never seen before. Hanging across the glass foyer was abanner that read Grand Opening, July 19th.
That was tomorrow.

He cupped his hands around his eyes and looked in. A vending machine cast adim light, reveding
little of the interior. He made out a counter, asign that said " Stage One Pay Here," and thefaint glow of a
computer screen somewhere off in the back.

Someone was in there. Dobie watched the silent, ghostly figure move out of sight, past the counter
and vending machine. It paused to look back at him. It had no face.

Shaken, he stepped away from the glass, noticed the crowd's reflection cast init. That's what it
was. Someone walking around out here. Still, he moved further away from the store front. He might
set off an darm or something. Someone, or something, might see him, if it hadn't aready.

Time to get a closer look at these stones. Now he worked hisway through the crowd, an amoeba
of humanity struck dumb, except for the few furtive whispers of "Stonehenge,” or "UFOSs' or "It's gotta
be afake." Standing among this many people would normaly intimidate the hell out of him, but tonight



something was different. It reminded him of thefina scenesof Close Encounters, when the giant UFO
came down and landed, and everyone was standing around it in amazement.

Closer to the stones a handful of police milled about like security at arock concert. Three separate
strands of yellow police tape fenced in the Site where the black asphalt became white, chalky soil. People
were moving right up againdt it, to get a better view. The cops expressonswere grim, like pallbearers at
afunerd.

Dobie could not understand why. Standing amid the stones under the full moon was supposed to be
ajoyous event. Hejust knew it. The moon lined up with one of the stones, and if he moved alittleto the
right, it lined up with two. It was the purpose of the stones, to bring people together and show them the
heavens. He didn't know how he knew that, he just did.

Headlights shone briefly from behind; Dobie turned to see ared Corvette convertible ease casualy
into view, itslone occupant regarding the gathering of people with mild interest. She was a beautiful
redhead, with a glittering crimson evening dress, looking for dl theworld likeamovie Sar.

And shewas saring straight & him.

Trying to be nonchaant, Dobie attempted to avert his gaze, but found he could not. Their eyes had
locked, and he was certain this was no accident, that she wastrying, and succeeding in getting his
atention. Me? Why? There must be a mistake.

But apparently there was no mistake; with asingle crooked finger, she was gesturing him over to the
car.

* % %

Gleefully, Morrigan admired her handiwork on the bank of monitorsin the Lazerwarz control center.
Video cameras covered every square inch of the premises and agood part of the parking lot in front,
giving her acomplete view of the Stuation.

Why did Mort object so violently to this? No one was even looking at the arena, and the media
had made no mention of Lazerwarz. All they care about are the rocks!

From the main control center, amid the security monitors and Compaq file servers, shewasindeed a
goddess, ruler of al she surveyed. Mort had |eft her doneto gloat over Stonehenge, to go do whatever
Mort did in his Underhill paace. She hoped he would fix those silly horns of his; they had begun to spird
from hisforehead like a bizarre headdress.

The human race still behaves like ignorant cattle, she noted in the monitors. Something that could
not be explained by their finite science had attracted this vast audience. Mort really needn't concern
himself with secrecy so.

Asayoung human walked in front of one of the cameras, she did adouble take. Helooked familiar,
but how could he be? Was the Saleighe Court looking into their project aready? She zoomed the
camerain and framed the youth, who was chaining abike to afixture just outside the arena. No elf could
handle cold iron like that. She relaxed, but only alittle. Mort had tweaked these cameras to detect any
magica beings, ablazing white aura appeared around the youth.

If not of a god, then of a god's offspring. But . . . among humans? That had happened long ago,
when the Tuathawere themsdlves above ground and fighting for their right to Stay there. Since the sidhe
went Underhill, and the realms had split between matter and spirit, the gods had not bothered much with
the humans.

Perhaps a reincarnation. Yes, that just might be it.

Whatever the spiritua heritage of this human mestball, she needed to investigate it. His presence
here, at thistime, would not, could not be a coincidence. And the more she learned about him before
Mort did, the better.

Morrigan took the exit down to the stairwell, paused to cast some temporary conced ment for
hersdf, and entered the main front lobby. He was standing just outside, now looking at the arena.



| know who heidl she exclaimed to herself. That Sgnaturein hisaura, itisnot just any god's, it
belongsto Lugh, thegod of light. Yet thisisnot Lugh.. . . thisisone of his sons. Which one?

Taken by surprise, the concealing magics dipped, and the youth saw her, if only briefly. Cursing
hersdlf for her carelessness she retrested into the service hallway, hoping she hadn't frightened him off.

In her chariot called a Corvette, Morrigan drove around to the front of the mall. She had first seen
the Corvette as a hindrance, a human trapping that she could just as easily have done without. Now it
was an asset: the men of thisworld seemed drawn to it, dmost as much asthey wereto her. All the
better to entice the youth, who had only gone to ingpect the stones closer. Hisaurawas no less brilliant
now than on the monitors, and here, sharing the same space with him, his presence was more tangible.

This can only be Cu Chulainn, The Hound of Ulster!

The humans didn't notice the divine presence among them, but then the humans saw little to begin
with. And something ese, too: the youth, in this human incarnation, was a virgin!

She would have never believed it if someone had told her. As she spied him from adiscreet distance,
she became more convinced that the lad had no idea of hisred identity. During variousincarnations it
sometimes happened that gods and their by-blowslost touch with their souls, and forgot their glorious
pasts. Memories did not always follow their owners, and when they did they might be hidden, to be
discovered later as the human organism grew and developed. And this human organism, this mere youth,
had much growing to do.

Theseimmediate findings did not discourage her.
Dormant power s can be awakened.
In Cu Chulainn, The Hound of Ulster, there was much power to awake.

* % %

Before the beginning of time, when matter and spirit were one, Morrigan consorted with Cu
Chulainn's grandfather, Dagda, the god of goodness. From their union sparked aline of gods and
goddesses who later, inevitably, turned upon each other. The Foevorians were one of these races, though
explaining thisto Mort would be pointless; the little Foevor would never admit that anything existed
before his race did. She remembered L ugh Long Hand, Dagda’s son, as being boi sterous and generous,
but lacking in ambition to rule and control. Lugh had wanted a human son, and seduced a human maiden,
Dechtire. Their union produced Cu Chulainn.

Morrigan first heard of the youth while spying on the druids ceremonies. Establishing alink into such
fedtivitiesfrom Underhill took little power, asthe druids raised most of it themselves. And they loved to
hear themselvestak. They spoke of an amazing youth, barely old enough to father children, who had
become the Champion of Ulster. The boy had fought an entire army with barely a scratch to himsdif.

The art of war had for some time enjoyed Morrigan's patronage, and war was a frequent occurrence
in these primitive human lands. They were great sport to watch, particularly when she intervened on the
behalf of one side or another, depending on whatever obeisance, or lack of, the armies paid her. Their
worship gave her power, and she reinvested it in the army of her choice. Thus the cycle repeated,
sometimes precarioudy; her influence was not a guarantee of victory.

If what the druids said were true, The Hound's appearance threatened this delicate balance, and she
decided that such awarlike lad should have some personal, intimate knowledge of the patron god of war.
She studied the landscape of Ulster from afar, and when shefindly laid eyes on him, the notion of gods
frolicking with humans, or haf-humans, was not so disgusting anymore.

On the day she had chosen to meet the young Cu Chulainn, she found herself glowing with thefirst
flush of youth. Until now she had favored war, desth and daughter, without much attention to the
life-renewing pleasures of love. Cu Chulainn had changed that; she intended to give him what every
warrior desired, awoman by hissde. . . if only for an evening.

She wore along red dress, and ared cloak which billowed behind her as she rode her chariot.



Satisfied that she looked her very best, she called to Cu Chulainn with her loudest voice, as she knew he
was deegping soundly after a series of battles. Cu Chulainn appeared armed for battle on chariot, led by
his charioteer; confronted with amaiden, he seemed at acomplete lossfor what to do next.

He called out, "Who isthis maiden in red who has come calling on the Champion of Ulster?!
He does not know | am agoddess, she thought. All the better.

"I am the daughter of King Aranrod, of afar-off land,” she said, making up the fiction as she went. It
would not do to frighten the lad with her trueidentity. Let himthink | am a princess instead. "I have
come to meet the warrior who has made such anamefor himsdf,” Morrigan caled. She knew of no
warrior who would resist such flattery.

But the youth was not moved. "'l know of no King Aranrod, and if it isafar-off land what isits
name?'

"It doesn't matter the name of the land,” Morrigan continued. "It is | who seek you, not my people. .
. and | wish to become acquainted with the mighty Cu Chulainn.”

His expression was unreadable. Morrigan's patience grew short. Time to drop a few hints asto my
identity. "It isaland with no sun, far below. The druids know of thisland, but they spesk little of it."

"You speak inriddles” Cu Chulainn shouted. "Who are you and state your business!™

My, but the lad is dense, Morrigan thought, sending atouch of magic hisway, in an atempt to stir
up hislust and get directly to the point. "I have come from theland of the spiritsto find the Champion of
Ulder, for | havefdleninlovewith him!"

She sent thislast pleawith apush directly to the root of hisloins, but the son of Lugh seemed to
deflect her intentions with ease.

He certainly isn't aroused. He's . . . angered?

"I do not have the time to make idle talk with every maiden who finds me desirable!” replied the
Champion.

"You redly don't know who | am, do you?' spat Morrigan. "Who isit who watches over you in
battle, who protects you and aids you?'

"It isno woman who aids me!" shouted Cu Chulainn. He seemed ready to charge. "And | don't need
your protection, or whatever favors you seem willing to trade."

That did it.

"Y ou young fool! How dare you insult the goddess of war! If you will not accept my love and
assstance, then you will have my wrath!"

Just as Cu Chulainn was about to charge, Morrigan made her chariot vanish, then turned into alarge
black crow, one of her favorite otherworld forms. The bird circled about the Champion twice while he
waved hissword ineffectudly at it, then flew off with an indignant squawk.

Beyond avast ocean, acontinent away and many centuries later, Morrigan looked upon the youthful
yet wimpy incarnation of Cu Chulainn in the orange polyester Mega Burger shirt, feding like an eagle
ready to pounce on afield mouse. Since he hadn't gotten agood look at her yet she was free to make
hersdf into whatever shewished. Let's see, what erotic fantasies has the young man indulged in
lately . . . Hismind was utterly unshielded. As she reached surreptitioudy into his soul, she entered a
gdlery of hisrecent memories, none of them betraying hisdivine origins. But Lugh's fire was there, deep
down and undisturbed. For the time being she would leave that part of him aone.

She found what she sought. An actress, seen in arecent movie. How quaint, and sad. Not even
someone he would have the dightest chance of bedding. The youth must be desperate for love. | shall
oblige him, certainly. Then, after | have wrung every last bit of physical pleasure can from him, he will
know a goddess wrath!

As her eyes met his, she motioned for him to come over to the car.



* * %

Dobie approached the convertible cautioudy, suddenly aware of apleasant fluttering in his ssomach.
The woman was an absolute knockout, smal and dender, with a striking likeness of Sandra Bullock; hed
seen Speed and Speed 2 the week before, and had fantasized about her more than once. The Corvette
didn't much interest him, but it was attracting attention from the men in the crowd, and here he was, being
summoned to it right in front of them. Hefelt an unfamiliar rush of mae pride.

But what could she possibly want with me? His mind raced. By the time he reached the car, he'd
decided she was|ooking for directions for someplace far more interesting than here, to be with someone
far more worthy than himsaif.

"Hi," Dobie said, his male ego withering now that he had to actudly talk to her and not sound like a
chump. It seemed an impossible task. When his hands didn't get him into trouble, his mouth always did.

Shedidn't say anything, first regarding him with an appraising expression, her eyestracked from his
face down, hesitating midway before proceeding to his feet. When the inspection was over, she smiled,
and Dobie did adouble take.

Isthis Sandra Bullock after all?

No, it could not be, not in amillion years. They stood gazing at each other awkwardly. Conversation,
about anything, would be awelcomed miracle.

Then the miracle occurred. " Saw you checking out the arenaover there," she said, nodding towards
the Lazerwarz glassdoors. "Doyou . . . play?’

"Um. It'snot open. . . yet," he sad, feding foolish.

"There are other arenas," she said, asif it was something he should have known anyway. "It'sredly a
wonderful invention. It camefrom . .. Under . . . England, some time back."

"Coal." Having blurted the first few words in a tentative conversation, Dobie started to relax.

"Would you liketo seeit?' To his confused look, she added, "The arena. I'm the district manager.
Come on. Hopin. I'll giveyou atour."

The passenger door opened, by itsalf. She must have alatch somewhere. New carsand all . . .

As he climbed in, whistles and whoops of appreciation rose from the guysin the crowd. Dobiefdt
his ears burning. She didn't seem to notice.

"Asyou can see from the banners, we open tomorrow," she said conversationally as she sped the
Corvette expertly around to the back of the mal, to alarge garage door which opened automaticaly. In
an enormous loading bay, fluorescent lights flickered on, and she pulled the car to astop.

"My nameisMorgan," she said as her hand closed around his on the seat. "Don't be shy. You redly
arequite cute.”

Dobie didn't know what he liked mogt, the part about being cute, or the fact that she didn't even
comment on his seven fingers, which she could not have missed when she clagped it. His hands had felt
like enormous, awkward clubs, but caressed by her delicate one, they felt normal for thefirst timein his
life. Her hand lingered there, then traced a curve over hispadm. Sheheld it up, asif readingiit.

"Youwill begloriousinthislife" she said, then giggled at his heightened confusion. In explanation,
sheadded, "I studied pamigtry in college.”

He sat there, saring at her, wondering for thefirst time if she was playing him for afool.

"What does pamistry have to say about seven fingers?' he asked, and he regretted how crossit must
have sounded coming out.

She shrugged vaguely, and brought hisfingersto her face, holding them againgt her cheek, and his
big, clunky seven fingered hand felt like asilken, feather pillow. Then, taking hisindex finger into her
mouth, she sucked on it, expertly lapping her tongue around his knuckles.

Dobie's gulp echoed in the loading bay.



She released the finger, winking as she said, "Well, you know what they say about men with seven
fingers." Morgan opened her door and got out. "L et me show you the arena. Then welll go for adrive."

He was more interested in going for that drive now, before considering what atour of the arenamight
involve. Ashefollowed her lithe, curvy, incredibly sexy body into adimly lit hallway, he also wondered
who said what about men with seven fingers. It sounded like something he should know.

At the halway's end he found himsdlf in the front lobby he had been spying on only afew minutes
before. Thelighting rose subtly asthey entered, and Dobie figured everything, from the Corvette's
passenger door to the lights, was on abig omniscient computer that could see everything they did. On the
wallswere airbrushed muras of scenesfrom afantasy land. The smell of new paint was overpowering,
and the place had that brand-new, never before inhabited fedl.

"Thearenaisin here" she said, entering another door, which had been decorated with bits of junk
and metal, circuit boards and abig vave handle, giving the impresson of an entrance to aspaceship. In
the darkness, black lights cast a purple glow on orange fluorescent. Lined up on racks dong the walls
were numerous futuristic vests, each with a holstered ray gun.

"We can run up to ningty playersin agame,” she explained.

She held up asmall black object, that was either aVVCR remote or acell phone. "With this| can run
the computer and set up around.”

"How do you play?" he asked, intrigued.

"I'll show you," she said, lifting one of the vests off the rack. He felt her warmth, and her breath
againg hisface, as shelowered the vest over him. "I'll activete agame.”

She did something to the VCR remote thing and a pand againgt the wall flashed to life. Red, blue and
yelow lights on the vests blinked and flashed in unison. Morgan put avest on, pulled the gun out and
checked something over the grip where the hammer on arevolver would be. Dobie glanced at hisand
found atiny computer screen with afull color graphic thet said Lazerwarz.

"My pack isintest mode," she said, firing the gun at him. A ruby-red line of light discharged from the
barrd's end, with aloud ray gun report straight out of Terminator . ™Y ou can fire as many timesasyou
like. When | hit atarget on your vest, | score points.”

"Doyou ever diein the game?'

The severelook she gave him turned hisblood to ice. " You never die”

Dobie pulled the somewhat bulky gun from the holster, finding it rather light. It had agood fed toiit;
his hand fit the contours of the grip perfectly, asif it were made specificaly for him. The game hadn't
started yet, but dready he was fedling a change come over him, arather exuberant, aggressve fed. He
wanted to kick ass. While attempting football in school, he had seen the same change in others, but never
in himsdf; hewaslousy a sports. Isthisa sport | can actually be good at?

Morgan was eying himin that exhilarating if disconcerting way, asif she knew what he was
experiencing.

"Y ou just gained about threeinchesin height,” she said, and he redlized he was standing up, Sraight
up, proudly. "Now let me show you the arena.”

Dobielooked around him. "Thisisnt it?"

"Don't bedlly," she said, and another smaller garage door rolled up on hisleft. " This isthe arena.”

Hisfirst impression wasthat of great space, though he couldn't see very far through athick, soupy
migt. Dissonant techno music thump thump thumped through the gloom, and he found himsdlf on the
outskirts of avast maze. Hallways and tunnels branched off in every direction at wild, chaotic angles, and
deeper in the maze was an upper level looking down on thefirgt. It would have been impossible to see
without the array of black lights spaced randomly throughout the interior; patterns and whirls painted in
orange and pink fluorescent paint blinked back, giving some sense of distance.

Wordlesdy Morgan waked into the mist and vanished.



A moment later, abeam of laser shot from the migt, tagging hismain chest target; his pack madea
horrible dying sound, then went dark. A moment later, it came back up.

"What are you waiting for?' he heard her say from the mit.

Somewhat humiliated, he fired back, but she had already moved. Now he was getting the idea.
Fedling abit like acommando he ventured into the maze, gun forward, then caught a glimpse of
red-blue-yellow target lights ducking behind awall. Over the weird eectronic music he heard her dtiletto
pumps clicking through the maze.

Then, through aholein one of the walls, he saw her targets, and fired. Her pack squawked and went
down.

"Touché" she shouted. He moved back, but too late, the second she was back up she tagged his
shoulder targets. The game of hide and seek went on like that, tagging back and forth asthey moved
throughout the lower level. Dobie began to see how big the arenawas, and they hadn't even found the
way to the upper level yet. At least haf the mall had been transformed into this strange and darkened
netherworld. Then Dobi€'s confidence soared. After all, shewasin hedls. He had the advantage.

And she thinks I'm cute.

Then suddenly, the game was over. The pack went down, and stayed dark, while acluster of white
strobe lights flashed high on the wall over the entrance.

"Not bad for afirst game," she said, suddenly beside him. Her abrupt appearance startled him. How
can she move like that in those shoes? Or in anything. | didn't even see her. "Now. How about that
drive?'

Morgan |ooked absolutdly glorious with her hair in the wind, Dobie observed when he could pry his
eyes away from the oncoming road, which was rushing under them at aterrifying rate of speed. He
regretted not buckling in, and if he did now he would only look like awimp. She seemed completely
unalarmed at their speed, which reached 100 mph and more, or by the reatively dow-moving traffic,
which had became adaom course. Conversation wasimpossible; he could hardly hear himself think over
the wind and the roar of the Corvette's V8.

Thewind was making his eyeswater. Through the lens of histears Morgan's outline morphed into an
old warty hag, something that would ride abroom on a chegp Halloween door decoration. He wiped his
eyes, and saw the Morgan he wanted to see, and now wanted. His erection, trgpped in an uncomfortable
knot of underwear and pubic hair, strained for release.

The strangeness of the Situation weighed heavily on him as the Corvette's nose pierced the hot, humid
night. Indignant honks, Dopplering behind them, saluted their passage. The other motoristswere dl lesser
beings now, bugs to be squashed underfoot . . . Morgan's foot. Dobie had never felt thisway before, a
ruler in the kingdom of darkness, in aglorious red chariot with alovely maiden at the helm. Lifewas
suddenly much better than it had been just afew short hours before.

Who isthis creature, who came charging into my life without warning? A tiny voicein the back
of hismind told him that to ask too many questions might be amistake, might break the delicate spell a
benevolent witch had cast on his existence. Speeding through the evening seemed like fun for the sake of
itsdlf, and until they pulled up in front of the expensive Doubletree Hotel he hadn't serioudy thought they
had a destination. A valet appeared from nowhere and whisked the Corvette away. Dobie'sjaw
dropped when he saw her tip him ahundred dollar bill.

He thought they might have attracted more attention. A cheesy teenaged kid in afast-food uniform
and a gorgeous woman, dressed to kill. Hell, they probably figure me for her little brother. But no
one seemed to see them. The walls and columns were elther gold, chrome, or mirrored, and avast
landscape of carefully nurtured philodendrons and lilies, mulched with cedar, cascaded around them.
They moved though the cold, air-conditioned lobby asif they owned it. A glass devator injected them
into aworld Dobie had never seen before, aland where only the wealthy and privileged dared to enter.



She opened two enormous, solid wood doors on asuite.
"Make yoursdf comfortable,” she said, as sheflipped on alight.

An expensively decorated living room invited themin, and the heavy wooden doors closed behind
them like apalace gate. A ba cony overlooked downtown Tulsa, the night skyline looking like that of Los
Angdesor New York to Dobies unworldly eye. For thefirst timein hislife, Dobie felt kind of
glamorous.

"Would you like adrink?' Morgan said, and poured two glasses of whiskey from alead crysta
decanter at abar in one corner.

"Yeah, sure,” he said nervoudy, now suddenly aware that he reeked of onions and pine cleaner and
swesat. Morgan handed him two fingers of Jack Danielsin atumbler. Thewhiskey had abite hewas
more or |ess expecting; he managed to get it down without asphyxiating.

"We're going to have sex, you know," She said over the edge of the glass. "Would you like that?'

Dobie nearly dropped the tumbler. He nodded, and stammered out, "Y eah, uh, can | like, uh, takea
shower?'

"Suit yoursdlf," she said, with asmile. "Don't bother getting dressed when you're through.”

Their eyes|ocked, and Dobie saw that indeed, thiswas not adream, he was actudly going to get laid
by awedlthy, gorgeous woman driving asports car. Any doubt to the contrary evaporated in the pungent
fumes of Jack Danidls. He turned towards the bathroom as a smile threatened to rip hisface apart. About
five seconds later he emerged, scrubbed pink with Neutrogena bar soap. As per ingructions, heleft his
MegaBurger uniform on the floor, but had to at least wear atowd around hiswaist. All the while he was
astounded at his sudden fortune. Having seven fingers on each hand had never worked out for him like
thisbefore.

Morgan was nowhere to be seen in the suite, but from an open door near the bar flowed soothing
harp music. . . and the scent of an exotic incense.

"In here," he heard Morgan cal from the bedroom.

The incense was much stronger now as he stood in the bedroom doorway. A completely naked
Morgan sat up in abed the size of Texas, her red hair cascading around her shoulders but not quite
conceding her marvelous, rounded breasts. She patted the empty space on the bed next to her. "I saved
you aspot,” shesaid.

Thetowd fell from Dobigswaigt, but did not fal to thefloor.

Chapter Four

Theride in the oversized Chevy Caprice brought back memories of Dallas, where King Aedham had
grown up disguised asahuman. Was it really that long ago? he wondered, watching Tulsas late
afternoon traffic go by as Sammi drove. | was only eighteen summers when fate dropped the
responsibility of Avalon on my shoulders. When Avaon fell he knew precisely who the enemy was



(Zeldan Dhu) and what the enemy wanted (his head on astick). Once he had identified the problem it
had become amatter of gathering the resources, and the courage, to defeat the Unseleighe.

Avaon's rebuilding had been much more difficult. Still, with the help of neighboring elfhameshe
recongtructed the palace in the fork of two mighty rivers, kenning the hardest granite possible for its
construction. Aedham's teacher, Marbann, had embarked on a diplomatic campaign to reestablish ties
with the other fhames near and far. If they had to face an Unseleighe threat again, they would do o in
an impenetrable fortress and a united Seleighe front.

Now the Situation was not so well defined. He and Sammi were againgt an unidentified something
which was probably more powerful than al the Unsdleighe combined, and the threet to Underhill, if any,
was unknown.

If we only knew what this was before walking into it!

The even King remembered how to beahuman . . . and a part of him would remain human. For this
mission they had reassumed their human names, and had worn their casud clothing, jeans and T-shirts, so
as not to attract attention. The glamoriesthey wore to conced their even featureswould easily fool
humans, but might not passingpection by an expert, such asan Unsdeighe Mage.

Sammi would never have asked for help unless she was certain she wasin over her head.

When Adam saw the stones towering in the shopping mall parking lot, he wondered if they were both in
over their heads.

"The crowds have thinned somewhat,” Sammi observed, and began looking for a parking space. "But
theinterest isill there”

Cops had cordoned off alarge portion of thelot to isolate the stones, but since the mal was mostly
unoccupied there was plenty of parking. A crowd of bystanders lingered around the Henge while officia
academic typestook pictures, measurements, and soil samples.

It was the same scene Adam witnessed earlier on cable TV from Sammi's room, where held goneto
recover from the gating, which had for reasons unknown been harsher to the senses than usua. On CNN
the British government had confirmed that Stonehenge had indeed been inexplicably stolen, but had
stopped short of accusing the United States of the theft. News agencies had speculated openly that the
stones which had appeared here were one and the same. The Mayor of Tulsa, Susan Savage, had issued
adtatement that the incident was still under investigation. The owners of the property inssted they had
nothing to do with it, and pointed out the publicity, not to mention the stones themselves, would get in the
way of planned-for development. The Lazerwarz manager denied any involvement aswell, in spite of
heated accusations that the timing was suspicious. The Henge had appeared two days before the arena
was about to open.

Meanwhile caravans of New Age groups, UFOlogists, psychics, fundamentaists preachers, anyone
with an axe to grind, a statement to make, or aview to air in the international mediawere en route to
what was once aquiet, mid-sized, Midwest city.

It's going to get really weird around here, Adam thought as he took in the scene. Or weirder. It
made less sense now than it did before—the stones were directly in front of the arena. Why attract so
much attention, and a horde of bizarre human tribes, to their base of operations?

"Let's swing by the stones,”" Adam said as he shut the Caprices door. "Everyone elseis. Let's blend
in

On their way to the Site Sammi regarded the arena with cam detachment. Then her face registered
recognition; sheturned to Adam. "Just like the rest of the Lazerwarz arenas. Security cameras
everywhere."

Adam saw at least five cameras mounted on the eaves and walls of the large concrete Structure.
Pseudo-Greek columns adorned the front walk, where hedges had been recently chopped into shape.
Multicolored tile formed arough approximation of alandscape across the facade. The only indication that
thiswas no longer a "70s vintage department store was the large purple and yellow neon sign which



spelled out Lazerwarz.

"I wonder how many kids are going to disgppear in that place,” she said sadly. Her pessimistic
outlook surprised Adam. She's already counting the victims, and the place has been open for only a
few hours.

"None, if we can helpit,” he said resolutely. They had come to inspect the arenafirst hand, to probe
for and, if detected, stop whatever was stedling the children. Also, it was part of their duty asthe sidhe to
maintain Underhill's secrecy, and the King was painfully aware that his activities among the humans had
blown Avaon's cover more than once. Perhaps they could accomplish both goa s today; the notion
seemed reasonable in Underhill, but now Adam wondered if they were being too optimistic of their
abilities, or of thar luck.

They drew closer to the crowd at the stones, where a shrill middle-aged woman wastaking to a
police officer. "Soisthis Stonehenge or isn't it?" she demanded. In the intense summer heat the officer
was sweating profusdly, and had alook of extremeirritation. He Smply shrugged.

"They're going to be hearing alot of that,” Sammi observed. "I wonder what kind of evidence they
would need.”

"And who is going to make the announcement,” Adam pointed out. " Jurisdiction may be abit tricky."
Parked at the site were police cars, vans from neighboring universities, and an uplink truck from
CNN. The off-camera reporter was withering under the heat, taking surreptitious sps from a cold beer.

The crew was panning across the Site and the assembled crowd.
"Timeto seethearena," Adam said, "Too much scrutiny here.”
"Did you come up with acode name yet?'

"Yeah, | wasthinking something like, 'EIf.""

Sammi gave him asour look. "Maybe something less obvious?'
"Oh, dl right. How about, 'Ddlas?

"Better."

A banner announcing the" Grand Opening" had wilted over the glassdoors. A young kid inapurple
Lazerwarz shirt handed out pink passes as people entered.

"A freepass" Sammi said, taking hers. "The Bureau gave me severd.”

"We might need them,” Adam said, glancing Sdeways at the kid, a plump teenager with no magica
traces about him whatsoever. Anicy blast of cold air nearly knocked them over when he opened the
glass doors; insde lighting was subdued, but elven eyes adjust quickly to darkness.

"Thisisit,"” Sammi said. "Looks pretty much like the other arenas.” The lobby, seething with young
humanity, reminded him of the arcade in the West End Marketplace, but was darker, cooler, and louder.
An arbrushed dien landscape incorporating Tulsas skyline covered the walls, and in one corner wasa
big screen TV showing ademo of the game. Anidand of benches spray painted with fake granite faintly
resembled the Henge outside. All around the lobby were riveted metd panels, airplane parts and
industrid junk, either painted, polished, or wired with ablanket of flashing LED lights. Behind the main
counter a severe-looking youth gazed into a computer screen.

"Wonder where the manager is," Adam said, noticing the assistant manager's name tag on the kid
behind the screen. Knowing who was operating the place, even if they were fronting for someone else,
might offer cluesto whoever was behind it.

The teenaged dlientele buzzed about with unrestrained enthusiasm, biding time at shoot'em-up arcade
games, apool table or abig air hockey table in the back. Adam had thought the hairstylesin Ddlaswere
weird, but that was five years ago, and trends among youth changed quickly. Now it wasn't the color of
hair but the lack of it: near-bal dness seemed to be in now. And the last time he had seen this much metal
in someone's face was in atorture chamber.



"I'm afraid | see aproblem with our cover dready,” Sammi whispered under her breath as they took
aplaceinthe short linein front of the counter.

"Maybeif | shoved abronze nail through my nose?'

"No, that wouldn'tdo. . ."

"A dlver one? Through the eyebrow?' He wasn't joking. His suggestions were tame compared to
what he saw walking around.

"Don't bedlly. Thefew grown-ups | see here are with their kids."

Adam saw that she wasright. "I don't look that old, do 17"

"Maybeif you shaved your head . . ."

"No, no. And no. That iswherel draw theline." He pulled out awalet and began fumbling for his
human currency.

"Don't worry. | think welll pass. And put that away. |'ve got passes.”

They stepped up to the counter. The kid didn't look up from the screen.

"Code name?" the boy asked.

"Ddlas" Adam replied, feding vagudly slly, and not knowing exactly why. Sammi sgned up with her
code name of "19s." For their passesthey received an eectronic tag, and ingtructionsto wait for the
"gammd' game, which would start momentarily.

Meanwhile they used the timeto explore. A halway in the back led to two restrooms and a door
with asign, "Employees Only." If anything was going on back there, Adam could not senseit, and short
of opening it he saw no other way to investigate. Best not to push our luck right away.

Over the PA aloud voice said, "Good evening and welcome to Lazerwarz. If you are holding a
gammagamekey, line up a station door. Y our judge will be with you in amoment.”

Half of the crowd in the lobby surged toward a conspicuous door that looked like a submarine hatch.
"Here goes," Adam said to his sigter, as a sudden wave of apprehension seized him.

* % %
In the Lazerwarz control center, Mort stared in disbdlief a the monitors.
What in the seven bloody hells is King Aedham Tuiereann doing here?

Not just Tuiereann, ether; his sster had come with him. Mort first spied them at the standing stones,
pretending to be humans, yet failing to conced their auras. The King's shone like abonfire on amoonless
night, while hers, though detectable over his magicaly tweaked video system, was hardly noticeable. The
glamoriesweren't dl that good either; even on video Mort saw the occasiona appearance of a pointed
ear, flickering like abadly tuned TV channd. Of coursethe arrival of Stonehenge had broadcast ablast
of node energy to the far corners of this continent like anuclear detonation. That emissariesfrom
Underhill would arrive to meddle was no surprise, but the King of Avaon?

Avaon aways had a soft gpot for the humans. Then his thoughts darkened, considering. Especialy
for the children. Have they come to investigate the stones or the arena?

Or both?

Whatever their motivesfor thevisit, it could not be tolerated.

Heturned to a panel on the control board, made afew queries on the server, and saw that the Gate
function was ready to go. He preferred not to start harvesting until well after the first day of business, but
thiswas no harvest, it was aquick fix for something that should never have happened.

By a partner | should never have made an alliance with!

He spoke briefly into the radio headset to Y uaroh Dhu. "We have asituation. Notify the kingdom
they will berecaving avery specid gift."

Then he shouted an order to the dave boy Alan standing at his elbow. "Pennzoil! 20-50. Straight up.



Now! "

* * %

The"judge," ayoung guy in aflashing Lazerwarz pack who looked to be about fifteen and stood
under fivefeet, ushered them into adark room illuminated with black light and glowing fluorescent paint.

Appearance was the only thing smal about the judge, though. When he opened his mouth to spesk,
Adam thought he was talking over a PA turned up way too high. But he wasn't; his voice was naturdly
loud, ingtantly stopping conversation and seizing the attention of everyone present.

"Gooood evening! My nameis Space Demon, and | will beyour judgethisgame. .. !"
In awell-rehearsed and lively speech he explained the vest's features, where the targets were, how to

fire the gun, what the screen on the back meant. It was afairly smple point-and-shoot affair, and the
small display kept the player abreast of who was winning the game, and who was not.

"Now, wewill gointo the station," Space Demon continued, and let them into another darkened
room with vestslined up on thewalls. A group of apparently experienced players began suiting up in
vests. Adam and Sammi followed, activating the gun with the eectronic tag. The vestslit up, and an
ominous beep sounded from each gun as alarge meta door rolled up, and awaft of misty fog drifted in
and started pooling around their feet.

Players began filing into the arena, and when Adam saw how big it was, took Sammi aside. "We
should split up if we're going to cover thiswhole place.”

She looked doubtful. "Are you sure?"

Adam wasn't, but considered the time factor. The sooner they knew what this place consisted of , the
sooner they would prevent it from swalowing up morekids. "Yes. You go l&ft. I'll go right.”

Sammi didn't argue, but looked like she wanted to. "Meet you back here when the game's over.”

Space Demon took their tags as they entered, and Adam made asharp right into adim, misty world
that reminded him uncomfortably of Underhill in some of its darker, lessformed areas. Techno music
thundered from unseen speakers, reaching deep into his digphragm, thumping away. Conscious of the
countdown beeping away from hisrig, he opened up his mage sight and sent it forward, probing the
darknesswhere his eyes couldn't see. Nothing suspicious, so far.

The countdown ended, and Adam guessed from the explosion of laser blasts throughout the arena
that the game had officidly started. Even though thiswas a search for evil forcesfirgt, and entertainment
second, he didn't want to come out too badly on the score sheet. Besides. | haveto blend in. If | walk
around without shooting anything it would look odd.

Heintuitively stayed near the outskirts of the arena, zig-zagging through surredl hallways until he
heard ablast overhead, and his pack went down. On the level above, peering down through ametal
grate, aten-year-old grinned triumphantly.

Hefired back, but the kid danced just out of range. Adam proceeded under the leve, looking for
another grate to shoot through, but found something better: aramp leading up. He followed thisuntil he
passed an opening, and beyond the wire mesh covering it was alively battle. It was dark in here, which
only emphasized the blue-red-ydlow targets on the vests.

He shot one, then two, and with extreme pleasure watched the packs turn dark, then return with a
minimum of lights Score. The digplay on hisgun told him he was 17th, and even he knew this was pretty
pathetic.

The two hed hit fired back, and killed his vest, which emitted a painful, electronic wail asit faded to
black. Adam proceeded up the ramp, followed it l€ft, then left again, taking him to the second leve of the
arena. He saw from the intense laser fire crisscrossing like spider webbing that thiswas where theredl
action was.

| am not going to rank 17th to a bunch of human kids!

Never mind that the human kids clearly had more experience a thisthan he did, hewas an €lf, and



could see better than any of them. In anichein the upper level, isolated from the main portion, Adam
found agood location to shoot from. At shoulder level wasacircular hole, giving him agood view aswell
asgood cover. Firing into the battle, he tagged the lights on someone's gun, deactivating the pack, then
peered around the left wall, where three players were in the middle of afree-for-all. They didn't notice
him until he had tagged dl three. Now dightly wiser, Adam pulled back into his protected position. They
didn't seem to know who'd hit them.

Shooting through the hole again, he tagged the other player, who looked around in futility for the
culprit. Inthe darkness, with hislights behind a partition, hewasinvishble. Adam caught himsdf smiling.

On hisgun, the screen told him he was tenth. Better.

A stampede sounded from the level below, and a cluster of lights surged up the ramp. Adam turned
the gun loose on the group, blotting out the vests, one by one. Finally one of them looked up, shouted,
"He's up there," and the seven or eight of them started running the remaining leg of the ramp.

They must have known exactly where he was, Adam surmised, snce moments later they had
swarmed around him like flies, knee high little munchkins jumping up and down and plinking out his
targets, over and over. While one of them poked him repeatedly in his unprotected groin with the gun
muzzle, the rest barbecued his elven butt in the cross-fire, giving him no chance for his pack to recover.

Hey! What isthis shit! Adam thought, looking for an escape, and finding himself cornered instead.
He began to reconsider hisrace's deep reverence for the lives of children.

"Hey over there, break up that team!" shouted the voice of God, but it was only the judge Space
Demon shining aflashlight into the brouhaha. " Or I'll take you out of the game!" Like roacheswith the
light turned on, the swarm evaporated into the darkened nooks and crannies of the arena.

Oncethey were dl gone, Adam's pack came back up. Great.

"Fed freeto go after them," Space Demon said as he walked off, apparently in search of more
vermin.

Don't mind if | do, Adam thought, following the pitter patter of fleeing footsteps.

He pursued them back to the ground levd, tracking them easily by the sound, and when three came
into view their backs wereto him. Target acquired. He picked the three of them off, two with one shot,
being in linewith hissght. Swveet revenge. When they saw who was after them, they squawked and
scampered ahead, looking for cover. There was none. He tagged them again the second they had their
vests back. They jumped with each shot, asif the vests were zgpping them with an electrical shock. | can
only wish. Intent on escape, the munchkinstook off at a dead run. Adam was laughing too hard to keep
up with them.

He ventured a glance as hisranking. Hmmm. Fifth. Spite can be productive.

As soon as the retreating footsteps faded away, Adam felt something change around him, amoment
later the music increased in volume dramaticaly, until the thump thump thump of the bass drum shook
thewadlls. If someone screamed right now, no one would hear it. Contemplating thisnotion, Adam
began to fed uneasy. Maybe it'stime to look for Sammi.

He had no ideawhere to go, so he picked adirection and started walking. The arena’s cinder block
wall, painted in black and green, with fluorescent swirls, rose up on hisright.

Thewall caught his atention, and as he stopped to study it further afamiliar blast of node energy
struck him from behind. Even ashefell heknew it waslevin bolt-induced paralyss, skillfully
adminigered, asit didn't kill him ingtantly.

There's still time for that, he thought morosdly, furious with himsdlf for his cardessness but too
stunned to think beyond that. He heard his gun clatter to the concrete floor, out of sight. Lying face down
on the concrete he perceived a change in the cinder block wall, then a Gate flashed into view. From the
luminous circle came dark figures, not Unsdleighe dves, but the unmistakable outline of gargoyles.

Mercenaries. For whom? he wondered as clawed hands grabbed hisarms and pulled him up. A



foul-smelling bag dropped over his heed, blotting hisvision, and he fet the unmistakabl e disorientation of
aGatetaking him somewhere e se.
* % %

Sammi followed the sounds of |aser fire through the middle of the maze, and found hersdlf inthe
worst imaginable position. From two upper levels on either side of her, sniperstagged her, repeatedly.
She was agtting duck.

She was more annoyed than angered. All this mae testosterone crap. Over what, toy guns?

She walked nonchdantly out of range of the young bucket-o-hormones gleefully firing away at her, to
ardatively quiet areaunder one of thelevels. So far this strange place had offered no hintsto the sinister
activities she was certain was in progress, but that didn't mean much. At the Baltimore arena sgns of
Underhill magic didn't appear until after the disappearances, and even then there were only traces.

Good thing Adam came along to help out. If anyone can bear down and do the serious work
of rooting out evil powers, the King can.

Just then ahorde of small boys, maybe eight years old, ssampeded past with expressions of utter
terror. Alarmed, Sammi looked to see what was chasing them, wondering if they were about to be
kidnapped. Over my dead body, they are!

She had half expected an Unsdeighe Lord or ahuman henchman to be chasing them with anet or
something, but no, King Aedham Tuiereann, ruler of efhame Avaon, wasin hot pursuit with aplastic
gun.

Sammi shook her head. | don't believe I'm seeing this. Thelast time shed seen himinthisstate he
wasfighting Zeldan Dhu for hislife, with areal laser wegpon capable of boring through thick gauge sted!.

So much for some serious recon, shethought, as Aedham and hisyoung prey vanished into the
maze. Sammi followed hdfheartedly, but got turned around, and found hersdlf going in circles. To worsen
matters, monotonous techno that had been beating away a her elven sensesincreased dramaticaly in
volume. Now she couldn't hear her own footsteps. But over the loud music, recognizable only because
she had heard it before, came anoise she'd hoped to never hear again, either here or in Underhill: the
report of alevin bolt, somewhere nearby.

Adam. ..

Theair filled with the power, which was everywhere at once, no surprisein an enclosed environment
likethis. She pushed forward, taking random turns, finding places she had aready covered. The maze
was maddening, and she thought it might have been designed to confuse evesin particular.

A new dement joined the fray. What's this now, a Gate? It was the phenomenon she had expected,
but still it caught her unbaanced, and a bit of panic crept into the search. No one can summon a Gate
but a Mage. . . or agod. Isthat what's so terrifying to me?

She had no time to ponder these notions. Her duty was to find the King, but the search was proving
to befutile. As she discovered a halway she knew she hadn't seen before, she felt the Gate vanish, dong
with any sgnature of magic which might have led her to its source. And where is Adam? | don't sense
him. .. anywhere.

Theredlization sickened her, but presence of mind prevailed. Am | next? She now wished she had
the Glock shed left in her room. Not that it would stop aMage. It would be. . . something. And the steel
jacketed rounds would serioudy damage anything second cousin to an €f.

The game appeared to be over. Players, until now invisble to her, came out of the maze and trudged
towards aflashing ydlow light.

Game. . . over. She shook her head againgt the thought. No, game just getting started. They haven't
won anything yet.

At the gation where they began, players werefiling in, commenting on the game, who got hit, by
whom—innocent talk that had nothing to do with the abduction that had she knew had just taken place.



The judge was standing by the door, looking pleased.
"Did you havefun in there?' he asked sincerdly.
"Had ablast." Then she remembered the music. "Did you turn the volume up there towards the end?’
"I would if | could,” Space Demon replied. "That'sall handled in the control center.”
She reholstered the gun and started removing the vest. "Where'sthat?' she asked camly.
"Upgtairs somewhere. We never seeit. | don't even know how to get up there."

That seemed to be the only explanation necessary to the kid who was, Sammi knew dready,
completely unaware of what was really going on here.

Shelingered in the lobby, waiting for the rest of playersto come out, hoping for abetraying
expression, aclue, ahunch, anything. Under alarge computer display, their scores popped up. Dallas
name didn't show up anywhere.

Asif he never existed, she thought, wondering why they hadn't grabbed her, too. Perhaps they till
can. She surveyed the lobby with her trained eye, seeing nothing that would betray an Unseleighe
presence, and considered asking to see the manager. She had done so before, in the other arenas, and
had aways been met with unquestionable evidence that nothing out of the ordinary had happened in
there. That was the problem. Thisisn't out of the ordinary, here.

And they can still get me.

She didn't want to leave without Adam, but if they caught her too, no one would be | eft to report to
thedfhame.

What would Adam do?
He would warn Avalon. If it's not already too late. . .

* k%
In the control center, Y uaroh Dhu did not look appropriately chagrined.

Perhaps he doesn't understand yet what he hasn't done, Mort thought. He whirled around on the
big swive chair and regarded his henchman with ahard, dissatisfied sare. At length, he said, “The
kingdom hasreceived only King Aedham. What of hissster?"

"But, master, we only saw one Mage. And that Mage was Aedham.”

"The other ef! Thewoman with him. Are you blind?"

The Unsdeighe's eyes turned to the floor, but not as quickly as Mort would have liked.
"l saw only the one" Y uaroh replied.

| must watch thiselven Lord, Mort thought. Thiswas apeculiar oversight. | can't believe hedidn't
seethetwo sdheinthe arena.

"So beit," he muttered, making no effort to disguise his displeasure. "We have other mattersto dedl
with. Return immediately to Underhill and proceed with the next plan in our conquest. And do not fal me
in obtaining the Avalon technology | seek. Our kingdom's future dependsonit.”



Chapter Five

It felt strange, quitting his job. Dobie had wanted to go in and give them notice or something, or a
least show up in person. It seemed the decent thing to do. But Morgan had convinced him that that
wouldn't be necessary, that he was better than they were and he was only starting to redlize his potential.
What felt stranger was believing her.

He called the Mega Burger to tell them he quit. In words bathed in acid his bossinformed him that
the cost of hisuniform would be deducted from hislast paycheck, and had hung up on him. After afew
moments of saring at the receiver with the bell tone blaring away, quitting didn't seem like such abad
idea after all. Hefdt liberated.

On the suite's couch, they both enjoyed the glow of the night before. Morgan cuddlied him asif he
were ateddy bear, and reclined in the couch with hislegs across her lap; hefelt rather specid. She could
lavish whatever attention on him she wished, and did.

Dobie had quit asking himsdf what she saw in him. Obvioudy, she saw something. Who was heto
question her?

"Let'sgo shopping,” she announced, and in afluid, magica motion plucked him from the couch and
led him out of the hotel to her Corvette, which aswaiting for them, door open and engine running,
precisely wherethey'd left it. The valet was different but his smile was the same. Shetipped him another
hundred dollar bill.

Ontheroad in full daylight they drew even more attention. High schoolers maybe ayear older than
him blared horns and gave him the thumbs up. If he hadn't felt godlike the night before, he did now. She
drove directly to Woodland HillsMall in expensive South Tulsa, and in the ensuing shopping rampage
Morgan bought him an entire wardrobe, from casua to forma, amountain of clothing he couldn't even
see over. As soon as he started to wonder how it was going to fit in the 'V ette, Morgan said, "I'll have it
delivered to theroom."

Dobie tossed the orange polyester Mega Burger uniform into the trash with no regrets. Morgan had
promised him ajob which would pay much better than fast-food, though she hadn't specified what it
would be. Right then, it didn't matter.

Morgan had made a point of stopping by the sporting goods store, which Dobie found puzzling at
first. She assured him he would want to wear shorts and sneakersto Lazerwarz, and he shrugged and
agreed, not fully understanding. It took some searching to find spandex running shortsin asize 28 men's,
but they did, dong with a$200 pair of futuristic Nikesthat looked liked they were designed for zero G.

Finally, they stopped in at ahair salon. By now the day had developed a momentum of itsown, and
he didn't question the haircut, or the instructions Morgan gave the girl with the scissors. "Long inthe
back, short on top, leave thewave." Afterwards, seeing his new image in the mirror, he felt transformed.
He caught himsalf wondering how he was going to fit hisnew hair into a hair net, then he remembered
therewould be no more hair nets.

Back in the Corvette, Morgan told him to open the glove compartment. Inside was afolded black



Lazerwarz T-shirt and amember's game key on abal chain. With the key was a slver medalion with the
Lazerwarz logo.

"With that member's key you can play as many games as you want, for free," Morgan said cheerfully
as she pulled out of the parking lot. "No questions asked.”

All the kindness of the day, the clothes, the attention, and of course the sex, wasal just too much.. . .
he didn't know what to say. No one had ever done so many nice things for him before, and he felt
unworthy of it al. Somewhere amid the confusing emotions tears began to well in hiseyes, and he looked
avay.

"Thanks, Morgan,”" he said, after along struggle with hisfedings. Hewasn't about to start blubbering
right thereinthe seet . . . she might misunderstand. "I mean, thanksa lot." He managed to look at her,
but her eyes were on the road. "Y ou didn't have to do dl this."

"l wanted to," shereplied, glancing hisway with abright smile. "Y ou're special. You deserveit.”

He wanted to know what made him, a geeky, hamburger flipping, deformed teenager without even
acar, o specid, but thought that asking would be amistake. He didn't.

"I'm not sure about that, but thanks anyway," he said, turning the member's key over in his hands.
When he looked up again, they had stopped in front of the Lazerwarz arena.

"l have some businessto tend to,” Morgan said, and Dobi€e's door popped open, again, by itself. "Go
in and have some fun. | should be back by closing.”

Slightly mystified, Dobie got out, and with agtart realized shewas leaving. He didn't likethet at al,
because he would be alone, and would have to fend for himsdlf in what promised to be aterrifying socia
stuation. Then he remembered what he looked like, rather buff in his sexy Spandex and new haircut, and
she said he was cute, which he was beginning to believe; and in spite of his hands, he would survive.

The Corvette sped off, and Dobie felt an dl new longing. Will my heart grow fonder? You bet it
will.

His bike was where held | eft it, locked to the gas meter. When he had stood here the night before, an
outsider looking in, his only ambition had been to get through the day without burning himself with grease.
Now the bike represented everything he didn't have before, asense of sdf, and ahint that maybe he
might worth something after dl.

He went into the Lazerwarz arenaanew man.

Thelobby was as he remembered, except now it was a human beehive boiling with activity, and
despite the brisk ride in the Corvette he welcomed the cold, comfortable air. Dobie assumed a place at
the end of a sort line that snaked up to " Stage One," while casualy scouting out the scene. It fdlt like high
school al over again, inlinein the cafeteriaor apep raly, only the kids seemed more enthusiastic about
being here. He also noted the dark colors everyone was wearing, black being the favorite, and realizing
he was dressed like everyone e se his anxiety levels dropped. One or two others had noticed his black
Lazerwarz shirt, but habits die hard, and he found himself balling hisfiststo hide hisfingers. In the past
this had gotten him into trouble, as many saw thisas a chalengeto fight. But they just looked away,
evidently thinking he was an employee or something. If they just don't look too closely at my hands. .

No one ese seemed to have aspecia slver Lazerwarz key and logo, something that also attracted a
few glances. A moment later he considered a humiliating scenario: what if the tag was no good? He had
no money, and no 1D, and no key to the bike lock. HEd be stuck here until Morgan showed up. Which
brought to mind the question of hisstatus: if he were dating the manager, would he get preferentid
treatment? The advantages to being Morgan's new boyfriend seemed endless.

Now it was histurn, and he stepped up to the counter and cautioudy offered the silver key to the guy
behind the computer, whose name tag said Pyro.

"A member," commented Pyro, with vague overtones of awe. "With a silver membership. Look,



you don't have to wait inthisline. Next timejust go to Stage Two," Pyro said, holding the key to an
electronic thingie on the counter. ""Code name?"

"Pardon?’ Dobie said.
"Code name, you know, your handle. This key doesn't have one yet.”

Under most circumstances thiswould have been an awkward moment for him as he sumbled over a
haf dozen unintelligible words by way of explanation. Thiswas no ordinary circumstance, and his mouth
worked admirably, asif by itsdlf.

"The Hound," Dobie heard himsdf say.

"TheHound it is" Pyro replied. "Get ready, the beta game is about to start. That door, over there,"
he said, pointing to the station entrance. "Get ajump on everyone. Get in line now," he added with a
wink.

Dobie smiled and pretended to know what he was talking about, and got in the new line as Pyro
announced over the PA that the beta game was about to begin. A mass of black clad youth swarmed
towards the station door.

The judge was aloud mouthed kid named Space Demon who demonstrated the vest and gun with
practiced ease, then led the thirty or so playersinto the main room with the vests. Dobie held his breath
ashe put hisvest on and activated therig. There's still time for this key to not work! But no, the vest
bleeped to life. In the little computer screen appeared the words, "The Hound.”

The Hound . ..

Again, Dobiefound himsdlf standing straight up, giving him a better view of his opponents. Space
Demon had explained thiswas a solo game, no teams, but aready Dobie saw ateam in the making. A
huddled conference among four or five, therein the corner. Their worried glancesin hisdirection
suggested he might bea. . . threat? Having spent hislife on the bottom of the socid food chain, the
notion was dien to him. He had played this game only once before, and it looked like these punks had
been here dl day.

The judge activated the game. On the gun screen a thirty-second countdown began, and the arena
door rolled up. Players scattered quickly into the mist with whoops and hollers. Thistime the place
reminded him of alarge boiler room, like the one in the basement of his high schooal, with passages and
tunndsleading into even darker places. Indtinct told him to avoid the center thistime; he kept to theright,
hugging the main wal, finding amastly direct route dong the edge of the maze to aramp. From beyond
the walls came a thumpety thump of running feet. Didn't the judge say no running? Dobie suspected
he would soon find out just how well the rules were enforced.

The countdown on his gun ended with along bleeep, and the game erupted al around him. Up the
ramp...upthe...

Hisvest uttered amournful wail and died; someone had tagged him. Lights blinked at him from the
second level; held had a perfect shot of anyone coming up the ramp. Better keep going.

Bathed in black light, the second level wasits own miniature maze. Sniper holeslined thewall facing
out, towardsthe rest of the arena, where acluster of players were showing their back targetsto him.
They were taking potshots at the players below in what was obvioudy agroup effort, and they hadn't yet
noticed him.

Dobie ducked back to the rear, where the maze became much tighter, but had interesting
shoulder-height sniper holes giving aclear shot at the team. He let loose into theidand of flickering lights,
and one by one the packs went down.

He pulled back, out of sight, and listened to anguished groans.
"Hey, you tagged me!"

"No | didnt, that was. . ."

"Who's The Hound?'



"Dunno. . ."

They resumed shooting below, and Daobie took great pleasurein nailing them again, thistime al four
of them. Then another player came up the ramp, obliviousto the carnage in progress, followed by
another, shooting everywhere and nowhere asif the sheer quantity of shotswould win them the game.
From his nichein the maze Dobie picked them off, then repeated the process. In the confusion no one
noticed him lurking in the rear, as he raked his ruby-red beam across the battle. The gun screen said
RANK (4). 734 points.

"I'm fourth?" he muttered aloud. "Guess 0." The exhilaration of not coming inlast gave him new fud
to burn. From his spot he continued to score, and the once-tight huddle had begun to scatter throughout
the maze. They must have redlized they were not getting tagged from below.

"Hey Hound, come here doggie doggie. . ." one of the twits shouted. "I know you're back here. . ."

The taunting was like lighting gasoline with amatch; perhapsit wasthe doggie part that did it. A wave
of adrendine flashed through his system, and he stepped out from his hiding spot. The periphery of his
vison wasblurring to red.

"I'mnot adoggie. . ." Dobie sad, tagging the other's chest target. The scene fdt childish, infantile
even, like bickering kidsin aplayground. But beyond that he felt alust rise up within him. It wasn't the
lust for sex; after anight with Morgan, he was completely depleted of that, at least for now. No, it was
the lust for battle, for inflicting injury, for scoring the highest score, for winning.

Isthiswhat testosterone feels like? he wondered, amazed at the concept.

They sparred back and forth. The player was Gelcap, his gun screen told him. Thisone had an aura
of confidence about him, asif hed lived in thismaze adl hislife. Dobie blasted away at him, but hit him
relatively few times, Gelcgp had an infuriating technique of gpproaching sdeways, gun pointed up, which
presented no targetsto shoot &t. Y et it was alegit move, he wasn't covering anything, and The Hound
wadgted no time copying it. The stances reminded him of fencing. Touché.

"You'regood," Gelcap muttered while his pack was down.

Then why doesn't he go somewnhere else? The Hound wondered, but he was having too much fun
racking up points. Perhaps Gelcap needed a challenge. If so, held found one.

The othersjoined in, shooting from a distance, sending four separate beams hisway, blasting his
targets, killing hisvest. The Hound was instantly outnumbered. Thered at his periphery degpened to a
darker color, the color of blood.

He pulled back, just to give his pack time to come back up. He glanced at the gun screen:
RANK (3). 923 points.
Five, four, three, two . . .

And came out shooting, pegging two right off. During their five second downtime The Hound
advanced on the others, surprising them with his beam. More were sampeding up the ramp, atight little
grouping of targets which he promptly extinguished. He didn't look at his score, he didn't havetime. .. .
From behind him came the bleep of Gelcap's pack coming back up, and The Hound took a chance and
fired blindly, backwards over his shoulder. The chance paid off; Gelcap went back down.

"How the hell did you do that?' Gelcap wailed, but by then The Hound's attention was el sewhere.
Targets were everywhere, some more competent than others, and The Hound resumed his conceded
position in the rear. Here he scooped up more points, tagging, ducking, tagging again; they had no idea
whereit was coming from.

* % %

"I'm not impressed,” Mort commented, whirling around on the control center's chair to confront
Morrigan, who stood sneering at him, with her hands on her hips. He was not going to let her intimidate
him, not now, not ever—and if his horns grew into foot-long spirdss, asthey were on their way to doing
dready, then so beit. The young human in question was a shadow on the monitor, highlighted by his



targets. His performance during this game had been above average but not spectacular. "Why do you
think theré's something unique about him?"

"You don't seeit? Of course you don't, not on these terminas,” Morrigan screeched. "The aura. A
god'saura”

Mort glanced at the wimpy, skinny human on the monitor, and fiddled with the controls. When he
picked up the snooping eves earlier, their bright, shiny auras were obvious, but thiskid . . . therewas
nothing there.

"| suppose were just not seeing the samething,” Morrigan spat. "'In time, you will see who we have
with us." She spun on her heels and stalked out, leaving an acrid scent in the control center. Mort rolled
hiseyes.

She must have seen something. It's not like her to be enamored with anything, much less ahuman!

He was cong dering going down there in some passable disguise to investigate this lad directly when
he remembered the key word: god.

"Well, hdl'sbells, of course | can't see agod on these screens!™ The video went through an image
processor, for which he had made, at no small expense and trouble, a specia set of programsto
fine-tune the reception of underworld beings. The ahility to ken solid gold in any quantity had enabled him
to buy not just the best technology humans had to offer, but the best humansto set it up. Mort didn't
redly think he would see agod in hisarena, but just in case one came caling he had had agod program
Created.

On the server he clicked on the image processor icon, dragged down the screen and clicked the
"god" icon.

Do you wish to terminate the sidhe task? it asked.

Yes, Mort entered impatiently.

Terminating the sidhe task will erase any unsaved data.

"l don't giveashit!" Mort shouted at the screen.

Do you wish to continue?

Yes.

Areyou REALLY sure you wish to continue?

"No, | wish to st here with my thumb up my butt. Yes, | wish to continue!” Mort clicked yes.

As the hourglass appeared he contemplated the deals he'd made to set up this system, and wondered
if the one with Gates was worth the trouble. Anyone, it seemed, could be bought if you had enough gold.

There were only afew minutes|eft in the game, and Mort considered switching to alobby camera
when the hourglass disappeared, and the god program popped up. By now the kid had moved, and he
would haveto go clicking through each of the hundred monitorsto find him; to savetime he clicked on
the god scan option and let it go.

Five seconds later the monitor filled with aview of the kid in question. The banner Godlike being
found scrolled across the bottom of the screen. Sure enough, thiswas no mere pimply human
adolescent. His aurablazed crimson. Mort had to dampen the brightness to keep the image from burning
out the screen.

"Shewasright," Mort whispered in awe. "Thisisno ef. Thisisan older power, from beyond
Underhill."

He looked up his code name. The Hound?

The Hound had won the game. Held beaten Gelcap, a budding talent Mort had considering
harvesting abit early, but with dl the publicity buzzing around in the parking lot (damn her!) he hadn't
dared.

Mort sat back in the huge chair and steepled hisfingers. If Morrigan had managed to snag a god for



this endeavor, she would have more than compensated for the trouble she'd caused. The only problem
now was determining which god thiswas, or at least figure out hislineage.

Take by force or by guile? His identity will have to determine the path.
Mort chuckled to himsdlf, amused at how thiswas starting to play ouit.

* * %

Suddenly, it was all over. Overhead lights came on, turning darknessto amurky dusk. The gun
screen read, <GAME OVER>.

Game. . . over? At first the notion was incomprehensible. He wanted to keep going, keep scoring,
and keep winning. But das, pulling thetrigger produced nothing. | guessit is over.

In the lobby the players were clustered around the big screen, waiting for the scores. The computer
must still be adding it all up. Dobie was dripping with swest, but the berserker rage was thinning, and
he started to calm down. Gelcap and his buddies were under the screen, casting furtive scowlsin his
direction.

Then the scores came up. The Hound won the game with 1100 points. Gelcap was second, with
909. Half the playerslooked his direction now; they knew who The Hound was.

Pride threatened to burst through hischest, likethelittle lizard thing in Alien.

Gelcap came over and extended his hand. "Congrats, Hound," he said, and Dobie saw thiswas
another smdll, geeky kid, much like himsdf. "Y ou play amean game."

Dobie extended his hand, without thinking. Gelcap hesitated before shaking it; he saw the seven
fingers. But he shook it, anyway, and smiled. "Seeyou in there again.”

Dobiedidn't know what to say. Not only was he victorious, his seven finger deformity had become
irrdlevant. He redlized then thiswas what he wanted al hislife, just to be acknowledged as a peer. Being
atriumphant peer wasicing on the cake.

Lifeisgood.

"Y ou even got third high score of the day,” Gelcap pointed out, as the screen switched to the daily
taly. "Hot damn. Y ou must play thisalot. And you're amember, too," Gelcap said, and scrutinized the
member key hanging around Dobie's neck. "A silver tag?'

Dobie contemplated telling him he was boink—er, dating the manager of this place, but stopped
himsdf. It wouldn't be cool, and besides, the kid probably wouldn't believe him anyway. He would be
aurprised if Gelcap wasn't il avirgin.

Like I was once.

"They must be expensive,” Gelcgp commented.

Dobiedidn't know, and didn't say. ™Y ou can get the Silver tags at the desk," he suggested, though he
wasn't sureif thiswere true or not. Hisimpulse now wasto divert attention from the silver member'stag;
it might seem like an unfair advantage to the others.

That seemed to be dl the explanation necessary. Gel cap shrugged and wandered off with his
buddies, in search of asilver tag, or another victim.

Thirsty, Dobie went over to awater fountain and drank. He looked up, conscious that someone was
looking a him. Hewouldn't be at al surprised if someonehad it infor him, even if that someonewas
Gelcap. But no, Gelcap and his buddies were now at the air hockey table, intent on damming aplastic
puck into agod. Perhapsit was paranoia, he reasoned, but the feding persisted, and at one point hefelt
awarm itch on his spine, between his shoulder blades.

He turned around expecting to see another teenager, but instead he saw an older gentleman standing
off in the corner. At first glance he didn't seem to be with anyone, though if he were with friends, or his
children, could have been playing in the arena. There was no doubt in Dobie's mind that the older man
was garing directly at him.



Hislook was not stern or angry, but dightly bemused, the kind of 1ook one would expect of an older,
digtinguished gentleman in aroom full of noisy teenagers.

Isthis a come on? wondered Dobie, but only briefly. The overtones of their silent exchange were
anything but sexual. Deep in the man's gaze, Dobie felt like he was at the outskirts of yet another
universe, looking in, much as he had done here the previous evening at the glassdoors. Y et thisworld
which lurked beyond this man, wherever it was, was nothing like this one.

How do | know this?How can...?

A glimmer in the man's expression, a subtle change that, by itsdlf, amounted to little. Yet it had the
effect of changing the man's appearance.

| know him. I've seen him before. He must be a teacher, but from what class? Yes, a teacher.
From sometime before, perhaps even long before.

With some apprehension Dobie watched the man dowly meander through the crowd, towards him.
Maybe I'm about to find out.

* % %

Alfred Mackie arrived a TulsaInternational earlier that day, jet lagged and fuzzy, but coherent,
excited, and ready to go to work. Theloca universitieswho had aready set up shop at the Parking Lot
Megdiths, asthey were sarting to be caled, had little experience with European archeology, and had
welcomed Alfred with open arms. Also, having been the discoverer of the theft in England gave him
enormous influence, not to mention the jump he had on the other British archeology schools; Alfred was
on ajet bound for the states before haf the British population knew what was going on.

Officidly, they weren't calling the Ste Stonehenge, though the Americans had said openly it could be
nothing else. With the help of one of the TU professors, Alfred delivered the textbooks held found in the
severed Subaru to the befuddled law student, questioned him briefly about the night in question, and then
camedirectly tothe site.

It was amost uncomfortable situation. By the time he reached the Site, word had spread that an
expert from Britain was en route, and reporters mobbed him before he had even set foot on the lot. Once
the mediaredlized he hadn't seen the Site yet they got out of the way, but stayed close behind, recording
every move he made. Amid flashing strobes and whirring cameras, Alfred Mackie made adow walk
around the megdliths. Once he completed the preliminary inspection he declared that this was, indeed,
Stonehenge.

"How did it get here?" areporter shouted.

"Who bloody knows," came hisreply.

Hewas ready for abit of jet 1ag, perhaps even two or three deepless days, but he was not prepared
for the ghastly humid heat. One of the locas noticed his discomfort and pointed to what he had thought
was a closed shopping mall. One store, Lazerwarz, was open. It had air conditioning and water
fountains. That was al he needed to hear.

Before seeking sanctuary however, Alfred scanned the skiesfor any raptors that might be about;

L ugh had chosen to appear as agolden eagle, but he could just aswell be anything el se. He was, after
al, agod.

Herecdled his excurson to the former Stonehenge site on the Salisbury plain, and the conversation
hed had with the god of light.

The Foevors areintent on setting fire to the realms, Lugh had told him. The Foevor Morcaistheir
leader. They seek to conquer the underworld, and thisream . . . to rule, without question, without
respongbility.

And then, the strangest part of all: My sonisin danger. Y ou know my son, druid. Y ou are part of his

past, you are part of him. Y ou helped make him what heis, you are what heis. He needs your help. |
need your assistance, Cathad.



Go to the stones, and you will find him. Aid him. Fulfill your dutiesasa druid. Help him
remember who heis.

It was arequest no druid could refuse, even if he wanted to.

Lugh said he would be here, with the stones. An incarnated human. How am | supposed to
know which one he is?

His confusion on this point concerned him greetly; he was out of practice.
And | am an old man.

These depressing musings ended abruptly as he entered the store, and the ice-cold air took his breath
away. He had been out in the heat too long, he knew, and decided to stay here aslong as he could. It
would not do to faint on internationa television. As he glanced around he saw thiswasn't redly astore,
but an arcade of some kind. A demo on avideo screen gave him additiond hintsto what thiswasdl
about.

Most interesting. A laser game. Laser is. . . amplified light. What an ideal place for the god of
light to manifest!

Hed heard the rumors that this arena had just opened, and the stones had been brought here as
some sort of publicity stunt. He wondered now if perhaps there was some truth to this. Business didn't
seem to be hurting, that much was certain. And the youth here seemed as fascinated with piercing their
flesh with stedl asthosein his homeand, without the Midwestern, American accents he found himsaif
surrounded with, the scene might just as easily have beenin London. But if Lugh was running around here
in jeansand aMossmo T-shirt, his presence wasn't yet obvious. Alfred remembered histhirst, and
searched the premises for the promised water fountain. Wasn't that one over there, in that dark hallway?

Someone was standing next to it. Alfred's eyes blurred as hislatent druid sight returned, and ashe
focused on the young lad he saw something odd about him . . . or rather, hisaura. In acrowd of mortals
it iseasy to detect a person with divine origins. Thelad's aura blazed like fireworks. When their eyes met,
he shuddered as he recognized him.

Lugh wasright, he thought excitedly as he made hisway towards the water fountain. His son Cu
Chulainn is here, with the stones. But ishein trouble?

Would a god ask a mere druid for help if he wasn't? What if the lad doesn't know who he is?

Highly likdly, that. But how to gpproach him without scaring him off? In another time and place, it
would have been perfectly acceptable to openly discuss druidry, magic and gods, but such was not the
case here,

First thingsfirst. | can't converse with a god's offspring with a dry throat. The boy watched
warily as Alfred went over to the water fountain and took along drink of cold water. Afterwards he felt
revived, asif thiswere a sacred spring, and turned to the lad who thankfully had not scampered off.

"Hdlo," Alfred said congenidly. "I'm with the archeol ogist out there, investigating the megdiths. Do
you know about when this happened?’

The boy consdered the question carefully before he replied " The stones? Everyone knowsiit
happened afew days ago. Where are you from?"

"Britain," Alfred replied. "My nameis Alfred Mackie, and | am a professor of archeology in
England.”

Now that Alfred's name and identity was confirmed, thelad seemed to relax. "I am The Hound," the
boy replied.

Alfred stared a him. Perhaps he knowswho heis after al. Few young men of this culture would
know that Cu Chulainn trandatesto " The Hound of Culann.”

"Areyou redly hereto study the stones out there?' The Hound asked. He gestured towards the Site,
and in that brief movement Alfred saw that the lad had seven fingers on his hand. ™Y ou would know if
that's Stonehenge or not."



Alfred forced himself to not stare at the boy's hands; he probably got enough gawking anyway. "It is
Stonehenge,”" Alfred replied with certainty. "What remains to be shown ishow it happensto be here. Do
you have an explanation?'

The Hound shrugged. "I haven't redlly given it much thought, lately. | suppose agroup of college
students might have doneit in the middle of the night," he suggested, with adeadpan expression.

Alfred couldn't help but laugh. "If afreshman class could figure out how to do it, they would. Areyou
attending school ?*

The Hound seemed surprised. "Me? No, | graduated.” To Alfred's puzzled look, he explained, "High
school. Haven't goneto no college yet."

Alfred nodded, but cringed inwardly at the mutilation of the King's English. An earthy type, like he's
always been. But ishe awarrior?

"So tell me, what isthisgame dl about, then?!

A broad grin spread on the youth's ruddy face. "Why don't you sign up for the next game and I'll
show you."

"Y ou will?How kind of you. | think I will. Do you have. . . what | mean, isthere acurrency
exchange?' The youth's blank look answered the question. “Never mind, | believe | haveafew U.S.
notes."

"Here," The Hound said, pulling severa pink dips of paper out of a pouch. "Free passes. First day
they're open. They give'em away."

Alfred was relieved; he hadn't redlly wanted to use school expense money for the diversion, even if it
was to study the present day incarnation of Ireland's greatest mythological hero. Some board members
just wouldn't understand. He had more cold water, and queued up for the next round, the delta game.

When the ddlta game was up the judge called them into the small darkened room. The Hound hurried
in after them.

In the presence of the divine offspring Alfred felt things change around him.
Lughishere, after all.

The god made his presence known by pulling Alfred back to another time and another place, long
ago and distant. The playersfaded from sight, and the station became a round room with wattle and daub
walls. A cold wind blasted and shook the lodge. In the center an iron spit brandished the remnants of a
boar over asmoldering fire pit. The thatched roof tapered to asmoke hole at the top, where melting
snow dripped and hissed on dull, red cods sunk below in the pit. The place smelled like swest,
winters-old anima remains, and burnt meat. Spring was long overdue.

The lodge belonged to Cathbad, Chief Druid of the court of Ulster. The vision of Alfred'sformer life
took over and conquered his senses—soul memorieswere likethis, the druid knew, al encompassing
and totdl.

Around him were deeping bodies huddled together for warmth. That year Cathbad had welcomed
two other families whose house had collgpsed under the snow. On hearing of thisthe King's nephew, The
Hound of Culann, went into the lowlands to hunt. He returned with the boar, some rabbits, and the news
that the ground was thawing to the south, agood sign that winter was nearly over.

Asdruid, Cathbad's respons bility wasto stay in touch with the Otherworld and communicate with
the gods. He had appealed to them on the tribe's behalf, and on spring equinox he'd performed a specia
ritual which his own teacher had used to banish winter. The results of hiswork were dready evident.
Again, the Order of the druids had turned the whedl of the seasons. . . spring had reached the lowlands!

In the doorway of thelodge the air was till frosty, but Cathbad felt the changesin his spirit, which
was opening up to the Great Mother stirring beneeth hisfeet.

The valey lay beneath ablanket of snow, yet there was The Hound, out hunting again; the druid
wondered if Lugh's son was making the whed turn. His presence commanded the atention of every living



thing, and while hisintense body heat was not melting the snow from his path, as certain bards were
starting to proclaim, to behold The Hound of Culann wasto fed the presence of someone more than
mortd.

Only thirteen, and the boy not only had aman's strength, but could wield a spear, sword and ding
better than any Ulsterman. That he was adirect cousin of their King, Conchobar mac Nessa, was
incidenta to his spreading reputation, which had begun with hisfirg battle: the smith, Culann, had
accidentally left afierce guard hound outside hislodge when Setanta, as the boy wasthen called, was
dueto arrive. The smith remembered the boy only too late, for the hound was aready attacking him.
Afterwards they found the dog dead, suffocated when Setanta shoved a shinty ball down its
throat—Setanta apol ogized for the loss, and volunteered to protect the smith's herds and property
himsdf while he raised another pup. Thus Setanta became Cu Chulainn, The Hound of Culann.

Cathbad saw the omens, and as The Hound continued to grow into a mighty warrior his strength and
abilitiesknew no limit. Asadruid, Cathbad's duty was to impress upon his tribe the knowledge of
reincarnation. To know that you never truly die can make for fierce fighting men. The Hound was dready
fierce; what could he gain from knowing there is no deeth? The tribe as a whole would reap the benefits.

To know thereis no death, thought Alfred asdl around him the soul memory evaporated, and he
found himsdlf in the darkness of Lazerwarz. But The Hound was still with him, reaedy to play laser tag.

"I'll show you some place most people don't know about,” The Hound whispered.

"Yes, I'm sureyou can," Alfred replied as The Hound helped him with the vest. It occurred to the
druid that since he was about to go into battle with Cu Chulainn he should be concerned for his physica
safety but no, the rules seemed clear on that point. No physical contact was alowed.

Kids swarmed towards the rising door as the game countdown began, and The Hound led Alfred to
the right, into the darkness.

"Y ou get to the upper level down here," he continued, in the solemn overtones of a shared, important
secret. Y ou want to get off the floor as soon as possible. Down here you're an easy target,” The Hound
explained asthey wove swiftly through the maze, leaving the other acolytes ssumbling around behind
them. Then up aramp, to another level. Alfred saw the players wandering aimlesdy down on the floor
below.

"Seg" The Hound said, pointing at the sea of lighted targets. "Easy meat. Now, have fun,” The
Hound said, and was gone.

The game began, and once he had alive weapon, Alfred started shooting at the targets below. In no
time they returned fire, and now Alfred was the easy mest.

The Hound had moved to the other end of the upper level. Silhouetted by blood-red light beams, the
warrior incarnate fired with great accuracy at the five opponents teaming up againgt him. The druid
remembered what happened to The Hound when he was outnumbered unfairly, and stepped back,
watching from adiscreet distance.

As expected, afighting fury consumed The Hound; in the dim light his face was hard to make out,
savefor afew hideous expressons distorted with ultraviolet light. Y es, thiswasthe Cu Chulainn he
remembered, and if by chance the lad had anything more lethd than atoothpick they weredl interrible
danger.

AsAlfred observed it occurred to him that he was seeing arebirth of sorts; before the game the
youth had been amodest adolescent, unimpressed with his own abilities. Perhapsthislaser tag wasa
long awaited outlet? If so, this would make the sacred task of bringing The Hound to an awareness of his
past life easer. Or, The Hound's success here might bind him even deeper to this culture'signorance of
the matter. Why believe an old man that he was agreat warrior in the distant past when he was becoming
onein the present, with al the attention and adoration that goes with the honor?

In any event, hewould havetotry.



Towards the end of that game, something changed in The Hound.

Y et another team was taking him on, five thistime, and they were good. There was something
viscerdly threatening about the vest going down, asif one's manhood had suddenly failed a acrucid
moment, pushing buttons he didn't know he had, prodding him into amurderous, fighting frenzy. It
sharpened hisvison and focused his mind like nothing else. An absolute concentration, an absolute Zen.
A piece of apuzzledlicking violently into place.

With lightning-quick moves he hit the team and kept them down, discovering that in these tight
quarters holding the gun overhead made for easier shoulder target hits. Also, the fencing stance, with a
mock parry and thrust, could be pretty damned intimidating when they weren't expecting it. After keeping
their packs down for three or four cycles, they started to scatter, their team cohesiveness coming apart a
the seams. The Hound understood the word victorious; hefelt the meaning throughout hisbeing, and it
fdt good.

Hed completdly forgotten about the peculiar man from England until he saw him come out of the
arena, flushed but with asmile The Hound was starting to recognize asthe look of surprised joy. Laser
tag was something that had to be experienced, describing it did no justice. And experiencing it was so
much unexpected fun. . .

Hed even forgotten, briefly, of the eventsthat brought him here, and the lady he was seeing. Thinking
of her made him wish she was here, to see how well he was doing. He won this game, too.

Hot damn, I'm getting good at this.

"That was aspectacular game you played in there," the archeologist said, walking up to him. All of
Dobiesinitia wariness was gone now, replaced with the spontaneous camaraderie present among
players after even the most vicious of games.

"Thanks, uh, Alfred wasit?' The Hound replied. He found this man strangely intriguing, even if there
was no chance he could have been aformer teacher. The question Where have | seen him? continued
tonag him.

Alfred nodded, handing him adip of paper. "Hereisthe number where | am staying. Y our thoughts
on . . . the Henge, outside, would be appreciated.”

Dobie frowned, not fully understanding. "'l don't really know anything abouit it."

"Y ou will have adream about your past,” Alfred said, with an intengity that was gtartling. "Tell me
about the dream. It is so important.”

Under other circumstances he would not have taken the dip of paper. "Sure, I'll call you," Dobie
sad, unsure where the words were coming from. "It isimportant. | don't know why, but | believe you."

Chapter Six

This feeling that something iswrong here is becoming unpleasantly routine, Sammi thought
morosely as she stepped from the gate. The castle was absolutely silent, and no one greeted her when



shearrivedinthe great hall.

"Hello?" her shout echoed, unanswered, throughout the palace. As she ran upstairsto check on
Ethlinn and her child, she found Aedham's gpprentice, LIanmorgan, lying unconsciousin the hadlway just
outsdetheKing's solar.

A brief examination reveaed the reason. Someone has cast a slegp spell on the palace! She shook
him, with no result. Holding his head up, she shouted into hisface, "LIan, wake up!" He came around,
dowly, mumbling something about nubile maidensat abaefire.

"Today!" she screeched.

His eyes shot open. "Lady Samanthal" he exclaimed, and got up off the floor. "What has. . . ?What
... 7" Helooked around, stunned.

"A deep spdl," Sammi said, and started up the remainder of the Sairs.

Llan followed her into the chambers, where Ethlinn was degping on their large canopy bed, and the
baby was doing likewisein the cradle.

As everything should be. Or isit?

She woke Ethlinn, gently at firgt, then with the same method she used to rouse LIan. She sat up,
groggy and confused, but otherwise unhurt.

"If thisisadeep spell, I'm getting Niamh," Llan said, and darted off in search of the Engineer.

"Samantha?"' Ethlinn said, getting to her feet. Confusion turned to fear, then anger. "What's going on?"

"Seep gdl,” Sammi replied.

"Trag...?'

"Isin his cradle. The whole elfhame seemsto be affected.” Avalon roused itself asthe cdl-to-arms
bell began clanging down on the grounds, Niamh must have dismissed the spell. Traig Sarted crying, and
Ethlinn numbly went over to the cradle.

Niamh and Llan burgt into the chambers, frantic and concerned. "Milady, areyou dl right?* Niamh
said, his short, rounded form bustling up to the queen, who was soothing the crying prince. "Weve been
attacked with adeep spdl.”

"I know," Ethlinn replied grimly as she picked Traig up from the cradle. "I need to know why. Right
now. Seeif anythingismissng.”

"Missng?' Niamh said, with apale, sckly ook of someone congdering an unpleasant possibility.
"Certainly, not my research!”

"What research?' Sammi asked, but Niamh ran out without her. She caught up to himin his
workshop, where chairs, books, and an entire shelf of glass bottles and their contents lay scattered and
broken on the floor: sure sgns of burglary in any redm. Niamh stared in gpparent disbelief a an empty
table, which according to his demeanor, should not be empty.

"They'vegtodlenit!" Niamh exclamed in anguish.

"Start talking, Niamh," Sammi said, switching over to cop mode. "What did they steal? And who are
they?'

"TheKing'swesgpon,” he bemoaned. "With which hedew Zeldan . . . and the e venstone generators
needed for it to work in Underhill!" He dowly righted an overturned chair, eased into it, and buried his
facein hishands. "Asfor who, | don't know," he mumbled through hisfingers. "Their spellswaked
through our wards asif they didn't even exis.”

The revelation chilled her. Aedham had cast those wards himsdlf, and had strengthened them tenfold
before leaving. Which reminded her why she returned: she il had to inform the Queen that her husband
had been kidnapped.

The simultaneous disappearance of the King and the laser rifle. Coincidence? Not likely.

* k% %



Sammi found Ethlinn Sitting on the bed, holding the prince. " Samantha, whereis my husband?’ she
asked woodenly, not looking up. "Why isn't he here?"

Sammi sat in ahigh-backed chair acrossfrom her. "He didn't Gate here with me. | believe the King
has been taken hostage, but | do not know by whom."

The Queen did not seem surprised asthe story of the Lazerwarz arena spilled out of her. Sammi eft
nothing out, and when she finished the Queen stood and returned the prince, who had stopped crying, to
thecradle.

"Right before the spell struck us, | knew something had happened to him. It wasn't clear what." She
turned, and looked directly at Sammi. "Unsdeighe?’

What to tell her? "I don't know, Ethlinn. | redly don't. The power did not have an Unsdeighefed to
it, but it did have an Underhill fed toit."

"Perhgpsthe gods areinvolved,” Ethlinn said with short, sad laugh. "Why would they want us?
Nothing has changed in the structure of things among the elfhames.”

"Maybe we should contact the other elfhames and find out for sure,” Sammi suggested.

"Yes, of course. Ethlinn seemed shaken from atrance. "I will do that now. The communications
cysasarein Aedham's solar. And we will both inform Avalon of the King's disappearance.” The
crystaswere gifts from other efhames, to be used to contact them if something should thresten Avalon,
Sammi recalled. It was an act of unity brought about by Avaon's origina downfall, which had resulted
indirectly from the dfhamesisolationism. With the crystds, they were isolated no more.

Llan appeared at the door as Ethlinn was leaving.

"Milady?" the boy asked.

"Llanmorgan, the King has been abducted,” the Queen said gently. "We don't know by who, or how.
Orwhy."

"The humans? Have the humans taken him?* he asked hungrily.

Sammi couldn't help but be amused. The humans take the King? The lad has underwhelming opinion
of theKing'sahilities. . . or an overblown concept of what the humans can do. Which was atypica
attitude among elves who had never been above.

"The humans did not kidnap the King," Sammi replied.

The news did not assuage him, and his pained expression intensfied. "It'smy fault," he said, saring a
thefloor. "1 should have sensed something waswrong . . . | might have. . ."

"Y ou could have done nothing to stop this," Ethlinn replied, "and | wonder if even the King could.”

This seemed to be no consol ation, and perhaps was even an affront to the youth's perception or his
own abilities. Anger flared briefly in his eyes, then hisfeatures relaxed into adoubtful calm before he
replied, "I will go and get our King back, Milady!"

"No, youwill not," Ethlinn replied sharply. "Y ou have never been among humans. Y ou have no idea
how to behave among them."”

"Lady Samanthadoes," LIan pointed out.

"Y ou have not been tested.”

"Perhapsthisishistest,” Samantha said. She seated hersdf comfortably in one of the high-backed
chairs, letting her plan come together onits own. "While heis not a proven Mage, LIanmorgan does
possess some qudities | would find useful .

Ethlinn made no attempt to mask her skepticism. "What other things?'
"It would take little work to disguise him for agood cover.”

Ethlinn rolled her eyes. "Which would be, pray tell?"

"Animpulsve, teenaged human," shesadin English.



Llan'sreaction to this observation was mixed. "What does 'impulsive mean?'

Ethlinn was evidently seeing the wisdom in Sammi‘s notion. To Llan, shesaid, "Impulsive means
fearlesswarrior."

"Aiel" Llan stood at attention.
"It will be agood cover,” Sammi continued.
LIan seemed ready to explode. "Milady? What . . . what say you?"'

The Queen seemed ready to give her gpprova when abright, white light appeared outside the
chamber'swindow, drawing everyone's attention. To Sammi it resembled a car's headlights sweeping
across the window, only much moreintense, with atangible heet. Llan rushed to the window firgt, placing
himself between the women and the outside.

"We are under attack!" Llan warned, but his resolve wavered as he took in the scene outside. Sammi
joined him at the window and regarded the source of light. Silhouetted in the white light was alarge,
white eagle, kiting gently above the grounds. It hovered for amoment before continuing a graceful
descent. Guards on the ground milled uncertainly, not yet knowing if thiswas athresat or not.

"l know who thisis" Ethlinn said gently, sounding relieved. "I must go down there and warn the men
not to fireon him. It would not do to start awar with the gods.”

* * %

Shimmering likelight on water, the entity had touched down to aquiet landing by the timethey
reached the palace grounds. The guards, evidently sensing no threet, stood at ease nearby, shielding their
eyesfrom the brilliance. Fascinated, Sammi watched as the eagle transformed into afigurein along,
whiterobe. He was not of the sidhe, but was no human, either. The light faded, and his features became
clearer—he was an ancient entity, aleader, with an aura of tranquility that visbly calmed everyone
present. Llan had followed them both down to the grounds, and stood silently beside her.

"Lugh, Lord of Light," Ethlinn findly said, uttering hisnamefor thefirst time. Her deferentid tonetold
everyone thiswas agod to be respected. "Y ou are most welcome at Elfhame Avaon. To what do we
owe this extreme honor?'

L ugh stepped closer, diminishing his brightness even more; now one could look directly upon him
without squinting. His face sharpened into a pleasant smile. "Many things, Queen of the Sidhe. |
understand that your King, Aedham, isnot here?’

She sensed something beneath the words, asif the god knew aready the King had been kidnapped.

"Our dfhameisdeding with itsown set of difficultiesnow,” Ethlinn replied. "Our King has been
seized by unknown forces, and we of Avalon have just been assaulted with adeep spell. Unknown
elements have stolen certain magical tools we have been refining while we were degping. We have just
discovered the theft."

The god's face darkened at the mention of the tools. "The tools were weapons, Queen. | have been
observing their construction from afar, as | would anything that would threaten the stability of the
underworld.”

"Did you gted them?" Ethlinn asked defiantly.

The god did not appear to take offense. "No, | did not. | know who has, and they have also
abducted your King. Do you recall, in your recent conflicts with the Unsaleighe court, a certain demon
named Mort?"

Sammi rolled her eyes. Do | ever. What does he have to do with this? | thought he had vanished
once Japhet was beheaded.

"Thenameisfamiliar,” Ethlinn replied evenly. "What does aminor spirit haveto do with this?'

Lugh looked amused. "Everything, Queen of the Sidhe. Mort isno minor spirit, though thiswas the
impression he conveyed, with grest success, | might add. No, Mort isan ancient evil, aFoevorian, of the
conqguered race of Ire your people displaced long, long ago.”



Ethlinn hissed at theword Foevorian. Sammi was not certain she had heard correctly. The
Foevorians died out long ago! she thought, remembering haf-forgotten stories her parents had told her.
Her people, the Tuatha De Danann, eliminated the Foevors long ago, but it appeared now they were not
completdy extinct.

"Y our surpriseis understandable,” Lugh said. "They have kept themsalves wdll hidden. They arethe
scourge of the underworld, and have aways been seen in my court as a nuisance, annoying but harmless.
Until now." Lugh paused, letting them al absorb his news before continuing.

Sammi remained slent, dthough she deeply wished to comment on what Lugh thought of asa
"scourge." What of the Unseleighe’? Does L ugh care what Zeldan's court did to the humans? Their
gpecidly tailored drugs were designed to invoke terror while imprisoning its victims with addiction. They
very nearly tainted the water supply of the entire Dallas metro areawith their hideous drug, and would
have succeeded if not for Aedham's leadership.

Lugh continued, "While Mort wasin the employ of the Unseleghe Court he was studying their
tactics. Mort has been a student of the sidhe art of conflict since before this Avaon existed, when the
original Avaon stood.”

"And the Foevorians are among us again,” Ethlinn said as her eyes drifted downward. Herswasthe
most intense ook of consternation Sammi had ever seen on an €lf.

"They never left,” Lugh said. "They once ruled everything. They wish to rule everything again.”

Sammi's mind raced. But why the Lazerwarz arenas? Why the kids? Why . . . stedl thelaser rig, the
elvenstonetechnology . .. ?

Her thoughts ceased abruptly asit dl fell into place.

"They're building an army,” Sammi whispered.

Ethlinn turned to her. "They're what?"

"Thekids, the arenas, Niamh'stools." Sammi turned to Lugh. "Am | wrong?'

"That isther plan,” Lugh replied. "Though it ismore involved than that. My son, an incarnated human,
has become awarrior of these arenas. The Foevorian camp is courting him. They wish to make him their
champion.”

Elvenstone weapons capable of ddlivering levin boltsin the hands of the mightiest Celtic warrior who
ever lived! Thiswas athrest to be taken serioudy.

"My son knows not who heis. Like many of uswho go on to become morta for atime, he has
forgotten histrue nature. His originswill remain hidden from him, until someone reawakensthe
memories.”

"| assume suchisthe case," Ethlinn said. "Or this conversation would not be taking place.”

"I have dispatched the druid Cathbad to contact my son. Asheisadruid, | do not rule over him.
What he doesis hisresponsibility, not mine. But the druid's duty isto impart knowledge of one's previous
lives"

"How do you know this druid will guide your son wisdly?'

"'Cathbad has done so before, and he will again,” the god replied confidently. "I would seek your
counsd in any event, asthisisaseriousthrest,” Lugh sad. "It involvesyou aswell, your Kingin
particular. And, of course, the weapons you have developed.” Again, that expression of disapproval.

"Y ou seem displeased with our work," Ethlinn said. "Do you deny our right to defend our home?”

"l deny no onethat right,” Lugh replied. His glowing aurahad dwindled to amereflicker, and his
features had softened to amask of subdued but tangible desperation. He looked rather ungodlike then,
and it occurred to Sammi that anything that would affect agod in such away should be dedlt with
carefully and decisvely. And the King isin peril. "A careful balance has existed in Underhill since your
people have taken residence here, and | wish for that balance to remain in effect. Y our wegpons,



particularly in the hands of ahuman army, threaten that balance. | intend to see the matter corrected.”
"Do you seek our gpology for this?' Ethlinn asked with abit of defensiveness,
"l seek your assistance. My son, dso, isin peril."
"What of our King?" Ethlinn asked.

"I will help you freehim," Lugh replied. "If you save my son. This has become an Overworld matter
aswdl. My powers there have become stagnant with disuse. | am no longer close to the humanswho live
there, and they are not what | remember. The polarity between usistoo extreme for me, or my court, to
compensate for. Y ou, however, know the humans and can live among them. And you can reach my son,
who isnow aso human. | cannot.”

"What of the other elfhames? Have they been made aware of thisthreat?"

Lugh nodded. "They are assembling their armies as we speak. | would suggest you do the same. This
isnot athreat you should take lightly.”

It looked asif Ethlinn wanted to digest thisinformation before making any firm agreements. But
Sammi saw that aquick decison was required here and looked to Ethlinn with eyebrows raised.
"We shdl fight together," Ethlinn said, sedling the pact.

* % %

Asthe gargoyle mercenaries dragged him through the Gate, Aedham'’s paralysis turned to
unconsciousness, then to Dreaming. He fdt his body no more, and became, once again, spirit. He
returned to the home of hisfamily, the ruins of Castle Tuiereann.

The King regarded the remnants of the home of hisyouth with curiogity, not pain. He knew thiswasa
dream, that the message he would receive would have nothing to do with the fall of the elfhame, or of his
family's deaths The humans called it lucid dreaming. The dvescalled it collecting information directly
from the source.

Amid the fallen stones of the south wall, Aedham picked through the rubble, finding arelic of their
former glory here, and there. A wall decoration, a piece of armor, asmashed chair. All reminders of an
innocent past, when the primary challenge to efhame Avalon was finding something to bresk up the
predictable daily routine. Enemies capable of subduing them were adistant memory . . . until he came
here.

The memory was not so distant now, the King thought, contemplating Zeldan Dhu'swork.

He did not notice the golden eagle perched on the jagged section of fallen sone until hewaswithina
few paces of it. It was amid these ruinsthat another eagle, ablack monster big enough to carry him off,
had attacked him; the eagle was Zeldan's Dhu's spirit, waging war in even dreaming. This eagle was
something else dtogether. Aedham relaxed.

"Youareagod," theef sad at last. Aedham aready knew this conflict of Sammi's extended well

beyond the even lands of Underhill, and had wondered when the rulers of the other relm would show
themselves. Thetime had come, and he was grateful; now he felt progress might be possible.

The Lord of Light greets you on this neutral, and sacred, ground, spoke the god to his soul.

Aedham appreciated the god's reverence. So many others had defiled this site. The golden eagle, a
dark brown raptor about half his height, was only one of the forms Lugh had been known to assume. As
agod, Lugh had many choices. Perhaps thiswas the least intimidating? Aedham did not know, he had
never had cause to speak with these gods before. They seldom Ieft their own realm. Thorn, the Rider
Guardian brought into the Underworld by the Lord of the Land of Shadows, moved freely among the
gods and the sidhe. Thorn and hisancient Harley bike Vaderie was, until now, the most exotic spirit to
contact himin hishomeand.

Aedham briefly reviewed the sequence of events so far, to try to get ahold on this entity's vantage
point. Japhet Dhu had brought in other spiritsto fight their battles, and had even sought to endave a
half-human, haf-ef for his own purposes. The gods had remained distant even from that, perhaps even



looked upon the conflict with amusement. The death of Japhet Dhu had been the end of that battle;
afterwards, the elves of Avalon had gone about their business.

Until the Lazerwarz arenas started snatching children. Straightforward Unseleighe tactics, save
for theleve of energy used in moving the megaliths. The Unsdeighe Court had not the power to
accomplish something like that.

But the gods did.

Aedham wondered, Isthisthe god at the center of this conflict? Did he initiate the bettle, or ishe
samply reacting to its effects?

The eagle cocked its head and studied him with asingle eye. A singularly raptorlike gesture, which
gavethe King pauseto reconsder: am | in danger here?

| am not here to harm you, but to enlist your aid, Lugh said. Y ou have been drawn into a conflict not
of your making, yet its outcome will determine precisely what form you and your people will choose
forever fter.

Aedham surveyed the god evenly, looking for signsthat this creature was not what it seemed, but
finding only truth.

The King spoke, "I have been taken prisoner in the Overworld. Are you my captor?’

If anything, | will be your liberator. But you must help me. | am struggling to understand this
struggle just asyou are. In that regard we are similar.

In Aedham’s mind he saw the conversation the god had with hiswife, Ethlinn. The transfer took only
an ingant. In the vison he saw Niamh, distraught over the theft of . . . the el venstone technol ogy?
Great, just great! The enemy, armed to the teeth, with our weapons! While not pleased that his
kingdom had been violated once again by hogtile forces, and robbed of its powerful technology, hewas
grateful nonewereinjured. The thieves must not have timeto divert themselves from their main mission.

| will helpyou, Lugh said. If you help my son. Hewill be an asset, or aliability, depending on the
swiftness of your actions.

Aedham spread hisarms, pams up, auniversal gesture of helplessness. | am a prisoner. | cannot yet
free mysdlf, much less be of help to my kingdom, or your son.

The eagle spread hiswingsin gpparent imitation of Aedham's gesture, presenting a span of about
twenty feet, but this conveyed anything but helplessness. Your imprisonment is temporary. Your
captors are imperfect. You will find a way to escape.

The King was not so certain. Who are my captors? Not the Unsaleighe.

Lugh gracefully tucked hiswings at hissides, then replied, They are the Foevors.

Aedham stared, holding back an involuntary shudder. The Foevors were adistant memory inthe
family of elves, apowerful race the Tuatha defeated only at the grestest cost. The Unsdleighe's evil paed
in comparison to theirs. In hismind's eye he picked up the image of the Foevor in question.

Heblinked in disbelief. Mort?

As many things are in the Underworld, Mort was not what he seemed. The Unseleighe Court
of Aoncos are the Foevor's hired mercenaries. You have dealt with the Unseleighe many times
before, and you know their weaknesses.

Aie, | do, Aedham replied. I've not heard of Aoncos before,

Lugh seemed gpologetic. Nor havel. | believe they are the remnants of al the Unsaleighe tribes your
court has defeated. However, their numbers are few.

Aedham sighed inwardly. | knew they must have gone somewhere. It shouldn't surprise me they have
overcometheir greed and power lust to form a cohesive band, but it does. Then he looked on the bright
sde. Their actionswill be easier to predict than those of the Foevors. But do you know what they want,
what they will gain from al of this? How can | trick them?



Lugh spread hiswings once again, flapped once, then legped into the air. You know them better
than | do, King of the Sdhe. Exploit them.

The eagle circled once then set off to the north.
Lugh sent the parting words, We will meet again.

As Aedham cameto from his restless dreaming, he found himsdf in a square dungeon, barred on two
sdeswith cold iron. He moved away from theiron's painful hest, and took in his situation. Indeed, he
was a prisoner. He reached for node energy but found only atight, magica wall surrounding the dungeon,
severing whatever contact he'd had with the nodes. He retained a bit of Mage sight, and with it explored
the caging spdll carefully, admiring its smplicity and utter effectiveness. He was without magica defenses,
and was as vulnerable as ahuman.

| have no magic, no wegpon, but | do have information. Lugh was kind to give me that much.

Thewalls and floor had arecently kenned fed to it, and within the cell lingered atrace of unformed
mist which hadn't settled yet. Thiswas hisfirst clue asto wherein Underhill he might be. Sometime ago
Japhet Dhu had claimed a pocket of the Unformed, the King remembered, aterritory on the fringe of
populated Underhill which became his base of operations. Here he had imprisoned Wenlann and ayoung
human named L ucas; Aedham and company had crashed the party to free them, but Japhet had escaped
through another Gate. Since Japhet's defeet, the King had dispatched afew guardsto this place to seeif
anyone had returned, but after awhile he dacked off. After al, there was no need to police every square
inch of Underhill, especialy when so much rebuilding was necessary at home.

He cursed himself. Now, it seemed, he would be paying for hislack of vigilance.

Aedham was not the only one in the dungeon. His cell was only one of many, and in the one across
from himwere humans . . . young kids, dressed like the teenagersin the Lazerwarz arena he had just
been saized from. Thiswas where Sammi's missing children had been taken.

Not wanting to brave the cold iron just yet, he called out to them from where he sat. " Are you hurt?*
There were three or four degping to acell, or sitting up looking about in a stupor. They had been
bespdled into submission, and had none of the built-in defenses of an even Mage. Hickering torchlight
cast shifting shadows over them. If they'd heard him, they did not respond. Aedham wondered if anything
was left of their minds; they looked like vegetables.

An old song from The Who began playing irritatingly in hisheed. It's only teenage wasteland . . .

From around the corner came aloud clang that could only be acell door damming shut. Then
footsteps, getting louder, drawing closer. Aedham stiffly got to hisfeet; he might be defensdess, but he
didn't have to confront his captors sitting down. When the source of the footsteps cameinto view, he
relaxed. It was another kid, smaller and less threatening than the others. A child, Sixteen maybe, wearing
adirty tunic of somethick fabric that could not have been of Underhill origin. He held atray with achunk
of mutton and awooden gtein. Dinnertime,

The boy did the tray under the door and regarded Aedham inquisitively. His eyes flashed with
intelligence. Clearly he wasn't astrashed as the other youths. When he turned to leave, Aedham saw a
flat, red jewe affixed to histemple, reflecting torchlight.

Aedham knew exactly what the jewe was. Zeldan had endaved a Seeighe technician with such a
device. But the boy's expression was defiant, asif the ruby had not completely extinguished hiswill.

"Y ou're not one of those bastards, are you?' Aedham tested, taking afew steps forward.

The boy stopped, and turned around.

Aedham continued, "They're trying to manipulate you like a puppet. But they can't. Y ou're too smart
for that. | can seeit inyour face."

Aedham knelt and reached for the tray, braving the heat. Food wasthe last thing on hismind, but he
saw an opportunity to establish trust. Taking the food without question might just make the right



impression. Aedham sat cross-legged, and et the tray on hislap.

"Mutton," he commented, holding joint up by the bone. "It'swhat'sfor dinner.” He sniffed at the stein
before drinking fromiit.

"It'sjust water," the boy said, and Aedham looked up to see him holding the bars and peering intently
into hiscel. "l saw them moving it through the gate in large casks. | guessthey can't makeit here, or
something.”

Aedham tried not to look too surprised. "Water doesn't exist in this part of Underhill in any quantity,
no. Who are you, by the way?"

The boy looked furtively right, then left, before answering. "My handleis Joystik. My red nameis
Alan Barker. | wasplaying Lazerwarz in Batimorewhen . . . well, something pretty weird happened.”

"Let meguess,” Aedham said conversationally. "In the arenaabig yelow circle opened up, and a
bunch of bipedd lizards grabbed you and took you away. I'll bet you even won that particular game,
too."

"Y ep, that'swhat happened, al right,” the boy replied, warming up him. "I win al the games, or most
of them." He peered closer. Aedham became conscious of his own pointed ears, which without the
glamorie, wereplainly visble.

"You're not one of them, areyou?' Joystik asked cautioudly.

He had to be honest. "Wadll, yesand no. | am from thisland. But they are my enemies. That'swhy I'm
here, behind these bars.”

"Youreafaery," Alan observed. Without adoubt Aedham heard the ein the word instead of the |,
and hisrespect for the kid's education went up anotch. "And this" Alan said, looking around him, "Isthe
underworld. Isn't it?"

Aedham gtared him with unconcedled amazement. "Y egh, that'sit. Y oure the first human I've never
had to explainit to."

"l read alot," Alan said. "Celtic mythology is one of my favorite subjects. | read the Book of
Invasions in the fourth grade." He amended, " The English trandation, of course.”

"Then that will smplify things," Aedham said, then considered: he has the human side of the story.
It's not altogether accurate, but it will make a convenient head start. "I am of the TuathaDe
Danaan, the people of Danu, and | am King Aedham Tuiereann, ruler of efhame Avalon."

In spite of himsdf, Alan was grinning widdly. "I thought Avaon referred to the entire land?”

"A long time ago, it did. Avalon changed most dramatically when our people split into two groups.
My ancestors, the Seleighe court, wanted to make peace with the humans. The opposing court, the
Unsdleighe, wanted to wresk havoc on them for exiling usto thisworld within aworld.”

"So who won?" Alan asked, without a hint of sarcasm.

"l would say we did, but as| am now their prisoner that cannot be entirely true. But | don't think the
Unsdeighe havethe ability to create dl this" Aedham said, indicating the dungeon in generd. "The gods
have told me somethings," he continued. " Perhaps you can confirm afew of them.”

"Which gods?' Alan asked excitedly. "Dagda? Danu hersdf?!

Aedham sighed, wishing his peopl€'s namesake were involved. It would suretip the scalesin their
favor. "Dagda fathered many of our gods, but he doesn't exist in hisorigina form, nor does Danu. Gods
livealong time, but even after awhile they change, become different thought forms. Some of these forms
we can no longer communicate with; we have become dien and unrecognizable to each other.

"I had thought such was the case with Lugh, the god of light. But Lughis<till anongus, infactisa
central player inthismess. Asishisson.”

"Cu Chulann? The warrior ?* Joystik pressed his face through the bars, eyes wide with amazement.
"How is he involved?'



"According to Lugh, heisareincarnated human. And is playing in the Tulsa Lazerwarz arena, and
getting pretty good &t it."

"Holy shit," Joystik commented. "I'm not so sure I'd want to play against him. Theson. . . of the God
of Light? A hell of an advantagein agame of laser tag, if you ask me. Who'ssideis he on, anyway?'

Thewords hung heavily in the air; Lugh's warnings notwithstanding, the boy had apoint. "The
Foevors seem to have their clawsin him. To what degree, | don't know."

"So that's who's running this place. | thought it wasademon . . . he cals himsalf Mort, but others
have called him Morca. Morcawas aship's captain in one of the battles over Irdland. He must have been
around along time.

"Do you know where Mort is?' Aedham asked eagerly.

"Not right now. Thereisaroya chamber of somekind, whichisin thisworld and my world,
depending on hismood. | wait on Mort. He thinks this ruby hastota control of me. It doesn't. You
dready knew that."

Aedham paced dowly in the cdll, touching the cold, moist walls. "Can you get me out of here?"

Joystik frowned, shook hishead. "I don't have akey to the cells. Mort has al of them, and watches
them carefully. And there are eves, watching this place, and they can't handle the keys, just thelizards, as
you caled them."

Theking's hopes sank. "As| suspected. There are other ways| might be able to gain freedom. |
have doneit before, in Stuations more dire than this."

"Itsaredly big place," Joystik said. "The elves, they say they're of the clan Aoncos. That's not your
dan, isit?"
Aedham looked away, trying to hide his despair. "No, they are Unseleighe. Mercenaries.”

"Well anyway, they're dl spread pretty thin. There are hundreds of these cdlls, most of them
unoccupied. | get theideathat they're till building their army." He turned, pointed to the incapacitated
youth in the neighboring cedll. "They grab good players, blow some sort of magic smokein their face that
puts them out or something, then give them jewelsto control their minds. Like mine," he said, tapping the
red stone at histemple. "Every oncein awhile one of the stones don't take and they put adouble
whammy on them that, well, you see theresults.” Again, heindicated the youths behind him. "Lookslike
they're on thorazine or something. Therest, they train like they'rein an army. But it lookslike. . . they
think they're playing Lazerwarz."

Aedham perked up at that. "Like Lazerwarz? What are they using for weapons?*

"| think they're red lasers. Only they don't work down here very well—they're just training with them.
But | heard Mort say something about getting the right technology from the Seleighe so they can work
here." He paused, considering what he had just said. "'Isthat something your clan has?'

"Lugh just informed me that the technology had been stolen from my palace. Looks like they got
what they wanted, too." The King's thoughts darkened as he imagined an army of human youths blindly
attacking Avaon forces. How long would my army hesitate before firing? Long enough to be
leveled by the levin rifles?

A sound from down the hal interrupted him. Voices, then footsteps. Joystik looked darmed. "I have
to go. I've been gonetoo long."

"Keep pretending to be stoned,” Aedham said to his retreating back, and groaned at his own pun.

The boy grinned at the weak humor. "I'll come back as soon as| can. With akey, if | can swingit,”
and he disappeared into the dungeon.



Chapter Seven

Mort surveyed the Ddlas skyline from his twentieth story corner office, smugly warming up to the
notion that what he surveyed would some day bedl his.

But first things first. Underhill must submit to me. Then we'll go from there.

In this human seeming he was asilver-haired, fiftyish man in ablue three-piece suit. Moments ago
held finished atwo-hour teleconference with the eectronics and plastics firms who would make the parts
for hisnew, modified gun design.

It was the perfect front for manufacturing his wegpon, Mort decided, right herein the middle of
Dallas high rise, high-tech neighborhood. Lazerwarz, Inc. was aready making laser tag gunsin this
facility, and now that he had Avaon's e venstone technology the next stage of his plan could begin. When
the new parts arrived in the next twenty-four hours, Mort's existing laser tag toys would be converted
into lethal rifles capable of firing levin bolts, by anyone, human or non. In the assembly plant one floor
down, the works would start churning out the guns at arate of fifty per hour.

Before him on an enormous oak desk lay the prototype of the new rig, itsdesign quickly cribbed
from the crude gear stolen from King Aedham's palace. The principle was so smple he wondered why
no one of Underhill had come up with it before. Odras, an Avalon Mage, had originated the concept and
had first gpplied it using the whed of aBMW motorcycle. Three Underhill rock formations—amene,
topolomite and diaspar—were arranged on the whedl and opposing forks to induce node energy; the
faster the whed spun, the more node energy was generated. Thiswas afirst for Underhill; until now,
magic existed as pools of energy, or nodes, lurking beneath the ground.

The existing Lazerwarz pack had around target of lights on the front, covered by a plastic housing.
Thiswould be replaced by a spinning disk assembly which contained the three-stone configuration. Node
energy tended to track aong dectrica pathways, and the existing laser beam array acted as a pointer,
likethe laser Sghtsfor human handguns.

An hour earlier, Mort had tested the device in an improvised firing range. Thetarget wasa
three-foot-thick dab of concrete the size of a ping-pong table, turned up on end. One blast had put a
three-foot hole in the concrete, and had damaged several walls beyond it. The weapon's recoil was
comparableto a.22 handgun. Mort had to remind himself that the device did obey the laws of physics. .
. but of adifferent, magica ream.

With thisweapon he would conquer Underhill. The AK-47, the human weapon designed to befired
by peasants, was mass-produced, imprecise, but absolutely reliable in the worst conditions. The USSR,
may it rest in peace, had been built and fortified by such arms, Mort would do the same with hisweapon.

But what to call it? Mort thought. He needed anamefor his creation. It was shorter than aregular
rifle, but longer than a handgun.

Two great tastes that taste great together!

Hadn't the Uzi been named after an |sragli commander?

Hell. Let's call it the Mort. The Mort Short.



The phone buzzed. Mort hit the handsfree.
"Y uaroh Dhu on line one," the secretary announced. Mort picked up the phone.
"Have you raided the mines yet?" Mort demanded.

A hit of dtatic garbled the response. The connection to Underhill had always been a bit fuzzy, but
after afashion Y uaroh's voice came through loud and clear. "Aie, commander. Asyou warned, there was
res stance at the amene mines—Elfhame Outremer took exception to our presence—but we seized
enough unworked stonesto fill your order for thislot.”

The newswas ablessed relief; it wasthe last link in the production chain. Now he had the meansto
manufacture the first few hundred Morts.

"That isgood news, Y uaroh. Y ou will receive my highest award, oncel decidewhat it is. Transport
the stonesto the palace immediatdly for geting.”

He frowned, knowing he was forgetting something. "Oh, yes. Question our prisoner, King Aedham
Tuiereann. Clamthat you are responsible for his capture, and this entire operation. Negotiate a 'cease
fire of sorts, but try to get whatever information you can from him. I'm particularly interested in the
communications network the Seleighe courts have created with their amene crystals. We must find aflaw
to exploit, so we can disrupt their early warning system. | want theinvasion to be a complete surprise.”

"Aie, commander. Consider it done."
"Oh, and Y uaroh?'

"Aie?"

"Don't fuck up.”

Mort hung up.

* * %

As soon as Joystik scampered off Aedham heard another set of footsteps coming down the
dungeon'shall. It didn't teke aMage to predict that the following conversation would not be as cordia as
the one held just had.

An Unsdleighe Lord flanked by two guards stopped in front of hiscell. The Lord had along, thin
mustache, and a human Asian look that made Aedham wonder in what part of Underhill thisef had
originated. He held along, pretentious scepter crowned with asilver gargoyle. Under long, black cloaks
all three wore unadorned fur tunics, smple, straightforward, and practica. Their odor suggested they'd
just returned from along journey, and their faces, the leader'sin particular, betrayed weariness.

Aedham sensed nothing particularly magical about the Lord, who probably was not the source of the
levin bolt which had laid him out. But that didn't mean they weren't aforce to contend with; hisbeing on
the wrong side of the bars more or less mandated that.

"| was disgppointed that you didn't put up more of afight,” said the leader, sneering at him through
the bars. "King Aedham Tuiereann, leader of Avaon, the even prince who grew up as ahuman, among
humans, thinking he was human. Somehow | was hoping that a sidhe who had survived such an ordedl
would have more. . . character.”

Aedham shrugged impassively. "Happy to disgppoint you.”
"And those pathetic wards you put on your paace . . . they were Smple enough to walk through.
There, | would have also expected more.”

"You did not dismissthosewards," Aedham said. "I doubt you could even manage asmple Mage
spark to start afire.”

The leader threw back his head and laughed raucoudy. "Of course | didn't. | am Y uaroh Dhu, Lord
of the Aoncos clan. | represent the Unseleighe bands you've defeated, aswell as those who've never
challenged you. | am no Mage, as you have aready deduced, but | am awarrior. And | am, of course,
andf. Andf whowould liketo seethe evesremain in power in Underhill."



"Provided they are Unsdleighe, of course,” Aedham said. "How do you think Mort and his merry
band of Foevorianswould react if their mercenaries turned on them?' Aedham folded hisarms, and met
the Unsdeighe's hard gaze with one of hisown.

The Lord did seem taken aback; he must not have known the King of Avalon could figure things out
so quickly. "1 admire your clear vison. My employer underestimated your ability to see the true nature of
things. Y es, the Foevors are moving to take Underhill." Y uaroh stepped away from the bars and paced a
short distance down the hall.

"Mort was one of your own minions, was he not?' Aedham asked.

"I never hired him. Those who did are dead. But of course, you know that. Y ou killed them.”

"Just Zeldan," Aedham said, with ayawn. "One of my men killed Japhet.”

Y uaroh ignored him. "1 sought to annex mysdlf to Mort's plan once | saw how powerful he had
become. Zeldan, Japhet, and others—they are to blame for Mort'srise to power. Not that | think it
would have mattered if they had ignored the sniveling little Foevor." He stopped his pacing in front of the
cell'sdoor and looked up. "Mort sent me hereto misead you, King. | wasto tell you that | am your
captor, and the mastermind behind this plan.”

Now it was Aedham'sturn to laugh. "I would never have believed that. | think you know that."

"No, you wouldn't. Y et the request did make me consder, doesthis Foevor really understand us? If
he thinks you so dimwitted, what must he think of me? Much worse, | wager.”

Aedham was starting to get the drift. This Unseleighe wantsto turn against Mort. Would that be
stupid? What if the Foevor is underestimating our entire race as dramaticaly asit seems?

"We stole some important equipment from your palace while we were there. The node generator,
with the diaspar, amene and topolomite configuration. Mort has it now. He is mass-producing awegpon
capable of using the generator to firelevin bolts. No Mage required.” He paused, and motioned to the
deeping youths behind him, in the other cdll. " They could wield it most effectively. And how many
Sdeighedveswould fight human children?'

It was the most unpleasant part of the problem—eves fighting children who are armed with such
lethal devices. Evenif the kids didn't mow entire e ven armies down with the levin rifles, they were
entirely expendable so far astheir leader was concerned.

"That's not a comfortable thought,” Aedham admitted. "So what do you want from me?

"I would make you an offer. An dliance. Soon Mort will be preoccupied with the coming invasion of
Underhill. The mass production of levin rifles has dready begun in the Overworld." Y uaroh leaned closer,
and said in anear whisper, "How would you like to even the odds?'

Aedham'sfirst thought was, what would be"even” to the Unsaleighe? Their sense of fairness had
always been, at the very least, warped. Asking isfree.

"What did you havein mind?" Aedham asked, trying not to sound too interested.

"Y our engineers have developed the weapon. My men have delivered the stones needed for their
manufacture. It only follows that we should both benefit from the wegpons, don't you think?"

Aedham was Sarting to see what Y uaroh was steering towards, but remained mute.

The Unsdeighe continued, "The wegponswill be stored in apart of the palace which is not subject to
the spell which prevents node power from entering.”

Aedham feigned boredom. "Go on.”

"Y ou could congtruct a Gate. My men are waiting, in another portion of Underhill. We shdl sted the
rifled”

"Mort will only make more," Aedham pointed out. Y et the plan had agreat deal of merit . . . for the
Unsdeghe, thatis. "And | am to trust you to share the plunder, | takeit.”

"Trust works both ways, King. Asasign of good faith, | let your Sster go free when we captured



you. And remember, you will have access to node power."

"And what would kegp me from nailing your wholetribe with alevin bolt of my own making?'

Y uaroh's expression turned faintly amused. "I am no fool, King. Wewill escort you to the location.
You will have, at dl times, three blades to your back, and one at your throat if | fed inclined. If you could
summon such apower undetected, and attack us before we run you through, it isunlikely you would be
herein Mort's dungeon.”

Yeah, right. And what happened to "trust"?

Aedham considered his options. He was absolutely powerless here, there was no debating that. If he
had a chance to get out, even on those terms, he knew he had to takeit.

"If | refuse?’

The Lord was unmoved. "WEell kill you trying to 'escape.’ Mort wouldn't mind."

Aedham shook his head in amazement. "And thisis how you seek dliances? At sword's point?’

Y uaroh shrugged most unapologeticaly. "It'sdl we know." Thethree started to leave. "Whenitis
time, wewill return.”

When it istime, Aedham thought, as he heard the Unseleighe walk down what had to be an
extremely long halway. Then, moving slently, like awraith, Joystik popped into view.

"| thought you had left," Aedham said.

"l just went around the corner to listen in,” the boy replied. " So this gate thing, you can make one?’

"Outsde thisdungeon | think | can. If there are no surprises. Foevors handle magic differently, and in
some ways better than |. Blocking it from meis easy for them.”

Joystik nodded thoughtfully. "I get thefeding you don't trust them."”

Aedham fought back the anger rising in the back of histhroat. "They killed my family. | will never
trust them.”

Chapter Eight

"You can seeit from here," Sammi said as she pulled the carriage to astop. "That large, white
building, near the circle of stones. Just go on in like you own the place.”

Llanwas 4till getting over theridein the carriage, which had just hurtled them through the Overworld
kingdom of Tulsaat adizzying speed. Elvensteedstraveled far faster, granted, but Llan had never ridden
one, and now he wasn't certain he wanted to.

"Why are we stopping here?' Llan asked. They were dill quite adistancefrom thearena, ina
clearing covered with smooth, black stone painted with white lines.

"The arena has specid scrying eyesthat can seeus,” Sammi said, pushing something down with her
|eft foot, making aratcheting sound. She was dressed like ahuman, in a™suit”" which had something to do
with "checking in with the office." Llan sensed the wegpon she kept beneath the suit, anasty tool of cold



iron surrounded by some other substance that allowed her to carry it. "We have to keep our distance
fromit. They may recognize me, as| waswith Aedham when he vanished." Of course she had mentioned
thisbefore, but there were so many rulesto remember about this strange world: Try not to stare too
much at the sky, which seemed endless compared to the high ceiling of mist in Underhill. Use the gloved
hand to touch iron, which wasto be found everywhere; he flexed hisright hand in the thin lesther glove.
When he asked why Sammi didn't wear aglove, she replied that she and Aedham had gotten
accustomed to handling cold iron when they couldn't avoid it dtogether, having spent agood amount of
time here. It had something to do with turning off the pain when they came into contact, though extended
contact il left marks on their skin. Until he had the glove, Sammi had to open the carriage door for him,
which had made him fed less than masculine; held looked furtively about to seeif any humanswere
watching.

The most important rule was never use magic. Ever. For any reason. If the humans saw him useit,
they would know he wasn't human, and would seize him and strap him to atable and cut him open and
examine hisentrails. He was not going to let that happen. His entrails were private, and he would keep
them to himsdif.

"Remember to come back here when the medallion on your wrist starts making noises,” Sammi said,
and Llan glanced at the non-iron item in question, which was strapped around hisarm. It flashed numbers
when you squeezed it acertain way. The King had taught him the rudiments of human numbersand
writing, and he could read, though with difficulty. "1 will beright here”

"Aie, Lady Sam—"

"No, cal me Sammi. Do not use my title. The humanswouldn't . . . understand.”

So many rules! But it wasfor hisKing, and he would put up with far rulesmoreif it would rescue
him from his captors.

"Now," Sammi said sternly. "Where are you from?"
"England,” LIanreplied. "In Britain."

"And what isyour name?"

"Colin Downy."

"Good. Do you have your ID?"

Llan pulled out the thin leather pouch which contained dl his documents. The humans, he had
learned, placed much importance on these strangelittle cards.

"That's your driver'slicense. Now giveme. . . Sixteen dollars.”

LIan counted out three of the sheaf's of paper in his pouch with the number five, and one with the
number one. The humans depicted on both notes|ooked the same.

Sammi seemed satisfied and gave the money back. "That will do. Don't worry if you get confused.
Just tell them you're from England if they seem suspicious. But if you get into some serioustrouble, and
you think you arein red danger, push the button on the device." Llan touched the smdl black box in his
pocket, making sure he il had it. "It will tell me, and | will comein the carriage and we will leave."

"Aie.. .| mean, okay, Sammi. | will not fall you."

"I know you won't. Just remember, it's not the humans we are fighting. Something from Underhill
has seized the King. Find out what you can, and return when your medallion says so. Now scoot.”

Llan got out, careful to handle the door with his gloved hand. He started off towardsthe arena, past a
grove of trees growing up through the smooth black stone, and towards severa rows of the different
human carriages. His glamorie hung discreetly and invisibly about his head, making his pointed ears
appear short and human, and gave his eyes rounded pupilsinstead of the ditted ones of the Fey. The
smellswere so strange, and the heat of their summer day was heavy and oppressive. The clothesthey
had given him were strange aswdll, but fit him like the glove on his hand; the jeans and T-shirt had
bel onged to Aedham when hewas Llan's age. He a so wore the King's strange ny kees, and now that he



had them on he knew why Aedham cherished them so. They were the most comfortable boots hed ever
worn, and gave spring to his step. Though he was glad that hislong golden hair could remain asit was, he
would have surely shaved it off if it would help get the King back.

If I can get the King back.
The doubt came unbidden and unexpectedly, and Llan quickly shoved it aside.
| will get the King back.

Hefound himsdlf in front of the arena, past the horde of humans who were gazing at the circle of
stones. Sammi had told him to avoid going to the Henge—it was not important to the mission, and might
attract unnecessary attention. The frame of cold metal that was the door stood forebodingly. Two
humans burst through it, talking excitedly.

While the door was open, Llan walked in to the darkened, cold interior, and looked around. L ots of
humans here, with more colors of clothing the df had thought possible.

Now, whereis. . . thereit is, Llan thought, finding the line of humans at the counter. When it was
histurn LIan stepped up with hisleather pouch in hand, asingtructed.

"Code name?"'

Llan hestated.

"Don't got one? Here, look at thislis.”

Llan fumbled with the piece of paper, suddenly afraid for hiscover. They forgot to tell me about
thisl hismind raced, but the words came into focus, and the hours the King had once spent teaching him
reading paid off. There were sacred nameslike Zeus and Mercury . . . how could they be so brazen with
the gods?

Llan had no quams about his selection. "Elvenmage.”

"Sorry, someone aready hasthat. Try another.”

Curiousthat humanswould select such aname. LIan made something up. "Elven. . . boy."

The human did something behind aglowing screen; this must be what the humans called a compuiter.
"Elvenboy itis. Your gamewill be up soon. Sx dollars™

Llan gave him aone and afive, for which he received a bright green tag. He inadvertently touched the
metal button with hisleft hand, but hid his pain, and managed not to drop it.

He moved towards the big door on the right. Sammi had gone over the layout of the place on the
chalkboard in Niamh'sworkshop, and what he saw in here was, fortunately, no surprise. The door was
right where it should be. The place had the fed of agreat hall, in alesser palace, with no manners, these
humanstalked loudly among themsdlves, with no hierarchy visble among them. Sammi had warned him
about the meta piercing their flesh, but the phenomenon was il disturbing, particularly close up. The
young ladies here were attractive, he noted before reining his thoughts back in.

| am hereto find the King!

"I'll bet you get your asskicked in there," said avoice behind him.

LIan whirled around defensively, forming a haf-dozen retorts, dl of which only another €f would
understand.
"Itismy first game" Llan replied. "I doubt that | will win."

The boy wastal and menacing, but thin asarail, with black clothing from head to toe. At first glance
he had an Unsdeighe look about him, but he was most assuredly human, with no magica traces about
him. And he had an odor. And no hair. When he spoke, Llan saw ametd stud in the middle of his
tongue.

"Y ou sound kind of funny," thekid said, hisface wrinkling suspicioudy. "Where you from, anyway?'

"England,” Llanreplied glibly. "In Britain."



Thekid rolled his eyes, an exaggerated move which fdlt patronizing. "I know where England is. So
you never played before?’

Llan gazed at him evenly. At least he knew when he was being made fun of.

"Oh, leave him done," athin femae voice said from behind the kid, who turned and wrapped his
arms around ayoung lady, achild even, dressed in black aswell. "Y ou were new here once."

"Tel meabout it," he said with alaugh, nuzzling the maiden with abandon. They started kissing, right
then, right there. Beneath the glamorie, Llan felt his ear tips burn with embarrassment. Randy,
mannerless humans! It looked like they were going to devour each other'sfaces. The ef half expected
them to disrobe and fornicate right there on the floor.

Thekid came up for breath. "My namé's Zeus. See that guy over there?' He pointed to atall, older
man with silver hair standing at the end of theline. A set of goggles hung around his neck.

"That's Elvendude. Stay away from him. Helll kick your ass.”

"| thought thiswas laser tag,” Llan said, in proper, cultured tones. "As| understand it, the kicking of
assesisnot alowed here”

Now thegirl et loose aped of laughter, then looked asif she regretted her outburst. "In America,
'kicking ass means conquering or winning, aswell as other things. That's what numbnuts hereistrying to
tl you."

Zeusignored thejibe. "And that one, over there," he said, indicating another youth, who had
something different about him. "He's The Hound. Between you and me, you should go find some eesier
targets. The Hound gets kind of weird. Eyes get dl strange. Face gets al radica. Sometimesit lookslike
theréslight coming off him."

The Hound looked as done as LIan fdt right then; he was human, yes, but something different about
him, intangible but there, definitely there. . . what wasit? Why can't | see auras like the King can?

The door opened suddenly, and the line of kids streamed into the till more darkened room. Herea
human, called ajudge, instructed them in the ways of laser tag. The device looked something like a suit of
armor, but with the dectric lights that were everywhere in the human'sworld. Next, the judge led them
into a place where rows of thelaser rigs hung on the wall.

It was a strange way to fight war, LIan mused as he entered the maze. Fighting everyone but yourself,
no armies, no commanders, and above al, no swords . . . but thiswas a game, one these humans took
serioudy. They scattered into the arena, adark maze that at first glance looked like Underhill, complete
with mist. The game started, and around him laser beams sought their targets. Amid the web of light one
of the beams hit him, extinguishing his pack like water onfire.

Into the arena. Find the King, he reminded himsdf, chanting the mission's directive as he plunged
into the darkness. Weaving through the maze, Llan tried to imagine what the King would do, what path
he would take. To makeit look convincing hefired at some of the moving targetsin the distance, hit one,
and moved on. Sammi had said it would look suspiciousif akid his size came out with the lowest score
of thegame.

Then the human called The Hound came into view, moving through the maze like awraith, tagging
Llan casualy as he moved. A swarm of kidsled by Zeus pursued The Hound with undisguised glee.
Suddenly the game had turned into something else, something dishonorable. Sammi had warned him of
thisdark side of the human character. They outnumbered The Hound five to one.

Intrigued, Llan followed, tagging afew from the rear, undetected. The Hound stopped and faced
them down, shooting in afrenzy of laser that, for amoment, looked like a spider web of light, touching all
of thetargets at once. Nothing short of aMage could do something like that, unless thiswas awarrior of
warriorswith divine powers. Llan had seen such warriors Underhill; they were not Mages, yet they
worked another, powerful enchantment, from afierceinner fire that crossed from combat to magic.

The gang of youths stood quietly, and darkly, until one by onetheir packs returned to life. LIan had



his turn with them, but soon found himsdf overwhdmed. The df retreated into adark corner, waited for
his pack to come back, and reemerged. He was done. The others had moved on.

Hetook this opportunity to explore the maze a bit before the end of the game, but found no traces
whatsoever of the Gate that had whisked his mentor away. It was frustrating, for Sammi had inssted it
was here, she had seen the power herself. But there was nothing, just this strange human environment
with peculiar odors and sounds.

At the game's conclusion Llan hung his pack on thewall and joined the others outside beneath
another screen. Groans erupted in the crowd when the scores appeared. The Hound was number one
with 1320, Elvendude with 1233, and Zeus with 905. Llan was down near the bottom with 500, but by
no meansin last place.

Llan spied the winner talking to someone over by awater well. Until now The Hound didn't appear
to have any acquaintances, but this man seemed rather familiar with him. Hisfather? Perhaps, but it didn't
really seem that way. He sensed the same sort of distant magic about this man as he had The Hound,
with ahint of Underhill somewherein themix.

Are these the ones responsible for the King's disappearance?

Thiswasthe what LIan had cometo learn. But despite the vague magica impression they had both
made, he did not feel any danger or threat about them. Perhaps they were connected, in some obscure
way, to the standing stones outside.

The older man glanced up and looked directly at LIan. The gesture froze the ef where he stood, and
for the first time since gating here LIan thought that hisidentity had become known. The éf didn't likethe
idea of humansreading hisentrails, but he didn't want to bolt for the door, either. Not yet. Instead his
hand moved toward the pocket where the little black box with the button lurked.

Finger poised over the button, LIan moved towards the water fountain. The Hound had gone
elsawhere. Activity buzzed around them, from loud blinking boxes with controls that had the kids
mesmerized, and from unseen voices caled speakers, some human technology which Llan had become
familiar within Aedham'solar.

Llan drank from the well and stood, regarding the man quizzically. Hewas dtill gazing directly at
Llan. He must know I'man elf! Y&, hisingtinctstold him there was no danger, and his hand moved out
of his pocket, away from the black box. This, hefdt, he could handle without Lady Samantha's
intervention.

"I know you are of the sidhe," the man said with an aged, gravelly voice.

What a disconcerting way to begin a conversation with a human, Llan thought. He met hiseyes
evenly. "How can you know that?'

The man smiled, reminding Llan of hisown grandfather, long dead. "Not al humansare blind to the
other worlds," he replied, then nodded towards the front doors, beyond which stood the Henge. "Even
when the other worlds come directly to their doorstep. My nameis Cathad,” the man said, extending his
hand. AsLlantook it hefelt a power which went far beyond his humanity. "I an adruid.”

A human Mage! Thedf believed him without question, though reason would have inssted he
investigate further. Again, hisingtincts spoke from his gut—the man iswho issaysheis. Thedruids were
one of the few groups of humansto actually reach the evesin Underhill, but that was an eternity ago.
Their brief vists were described in dusty old elven legends, told to littles at bedtime. The druids werethe
kind ones, the wise ones who offered magica protectionsto thelr tribe, who tended battle wounds and
healed the sick, and who beseeched the earth and sun for food, water and warmth. The druids had
vanished long ago. Or so Llan had thought.

Druid. A human who knew magic. But can adruid be behind the evil that kidnapped untold
hundreds of human children, and the dven King, Aedham Tuiereann? Hardly.

Therewas dso the feding this had more to do with the visit Lugh made to the dfhame. What exactly



did the god say? The memory lurked just beyond reach; perhapsthis conversation would bring it closer.

"Let usdiscussthis privately,” Cathad said, and Llan felt an invisible shroud surround them, and
blocked most of the sound from getting inside it. The ambient noise of the Lazerwarz lobby had become
adistant murmur, and it was obvious the shield worked both ways. Their wordswould remain in the
shroud.

"My druid nameis Cathad. My nameinthislifeis Alfred Mackie, and | have come from Britain to
examine the stones which have so mysterioudy appeared outside,” the wise man said. Hewaswell
advanced in years, but had that glow of eternd youth common to most human Mages. To think him an
old man would be amistake, LIan knew; the ef hoped Cathad would not migudge him because of his
obviousyouth. "I did not expect to find afaery here, so far from my homeland.”

"Nor did | intend to be spotted by ahuman,” Llan replied. He surreptitioudy probed the area around
them for hidden traps, in case this druid was not as benign as he seemed, but found none. "1 would think
that my purpose for being here might have some connection with yours."

"It would seem the obvious concluson. Tdl me, does the name Cu Chulainn mean anything to you?'

"It'sold Gadlic, | think," Llan said. " Someone's hound. Culann's?’

Cathad smiled gppreciatively. "And beyond that?'

The Hound. Wait, isn't that . . . LIan scanned the lobby before replying. The Hound who had won
the last game was standing in line to sign up for another. He seemed timid out of his éement, and was
clearly trying to hide his hands for some reason. Llan peered closer, venturing the use of hisMage sight,
and saw why. The youth had seven fingers on each hand.

Llan remembered an old tale about an Irish warrior who had the same deformity, who dew armies
single-handed, and wasthe son of the God of . . .

It fel into place. The reveation shook him to the core; the memory of Ethlinn's conversation with
Lugh on the palace grounds surged to the surface.

Lugh's son, the incarnated human, a warrior of the arenas.

LIan hazarded another glance at The Hound, who was Hill inline. Y es, the spark hung about him ill,
aslikely unseen by the humans around him. The son of a god. And he doesn't know it.

"Lugh contacted us," Llan said to Cathad. "He even mentioned you, in part. The task of the druid
includes teaching the humansthat thereislife after death, many lives. . . that'swhy you're here. The
Hound needs ateacher.”

"Indeed, he does," Cathad admitted, with an air of futility LIan found unbecoming in awise one. "His
past isburied so deeply into hissoul. | don't know . . . if | can reach the divine part of him, with what |
have. | have been separated from the Old Order for along time. My skillsare, das, rusty.”

Llan tested the muting shroud. "It seemsintact to me. Thisisexcdlent work, for ahuman.”

Alfred's eyebrow arched, asfrom amild insult. "Thank you. | think. So, when have you last
confronted a Foevorian?'

"I never have," Llan admitted. "Our realms don't overlap as much asyou might think." By now The
Hound had made hisway through the line and was waiting for the game to begin. " The Foevorians want
him for their army, don't they?"

"For al we know, they dready have him. Either way, he doesn't know much of anything of his
origins." Alfred shook his head sadly. "The poor lad has trouble holding his head up among his peers. If
only he knew who he was."

"Perhaps we can both bring him to thisknowledge," Llan said, as a plan began shaping up before
him. "1 think that iswhat Lugh had in mind for usdl.”

* * %

Sammi waited patiently in the Caprice, the car running to power the air conditioner. She hadn't



counted on such ahot day, and her fuel tank was running low. At the corner of 41st and Yaewasa
Texaco, in full view of the arena; she decided to go fuel up, keeping an eye on the arena, and an ear to
the pager connected to Llan's black emergency box.

She pulled around to the parking lot, and was waiting for traffic to clear so she could pull onto Yale,
when ared Corvette whizzed past, going south at a high rate of speed.

The Corvette's top was down, and driving it was awoman with long, red hair, who for some reason
possessed adivine aurawhich did not belong inthisredm.

Let's check this out, she thought, aready certain that somehow this had something to do with the
King's kidnapping.

Sammi turned south on Y ale, and followed.

She was no traffic cop, but as specid agent Sammi McDaris she had the authority to pull over pretty
much whoever she wanted. On the floor was ared, rotating cop light that plugged into the cigarette
lighter. Keeping ateady eye on the 'Vette, she fumbled with the light and plugged it in, hoping it worked.

It did. She pulled up right on the tail end of the 'Vette, and in lieu of asiren, honked once.

That'sright, I'mright on your tail. And the spinning cherry isin plain sight.

The redhead looked up, and their eyes met briefly her rear view. But the 'V ette showed no intention
of dowing down. Instead, the driver used the rear view to send ablast of . . . something, directly at her.

Sammi suddenly couldn't see.

She dammed on her brakes, fedling the Caprice fishtail under her. Cars behind her honked and
swerved, but the impact she expected next didn't happen. Sowly, her vision returned, and when she
could see enough to drive she restarted the stalled engine and floored the accelerator. Pulling on the scant

reserve of node power at her disposa, she constructed a crude shield between her and the 'V ette, and
hoped it held up againgt whatever elsethis bitch sent her way.

The 'Vette was well ahead of her, but was stopped behind traffic at alight. It looked like it wastrying
to nose past a pickup and flee onto a service road on the right. Oh no you don't, not on my watch you
aren't, shefumed, riding right up to the Corvette again.

The traffic moved ahead leisurely, and the Corvette, evidently surrendering to the pursuit, drove
dowly onto the service road, pulled over, and stopped.

Sammi pulled up behind her, caming hersalf. The redhead was sitting casudly in the driver's seet, her
arm hanging over the door, asif she were drying her nalls.

Sammi held the Glock down, at her Side, but plainly visible. Her shield, with some careful
maneuvering, traveled with her. And she made sure her badge was visible from her lapd.

Sammi walked briskly up to the 'Vette. "I'm Special Agent SamanthaMcDaris. Who the hell are
you?"

The driver looked up casudly. There was nothing here to identify her as nonhuman, except for her
use of magic. Even agood human Mage couldn't have temporarily blinded an €f.

"Would you like to see my driver'slicense and insurance verification?' the driver asked in an aily,
patronizing tone.

Sammi had heard this voice before.

"Yes, let'shaveit,” Sammi said, checking out the car, the driver, the whole weird situation.

The driver searched through ared purse; Samanthaleveled the Glock at her. If this was agod the
gun wouldn't be very effective, but it did make her fed better.

"Specid Agent McDaris," the driver said conversationdly. ™Y ou redly are moving up in the world.
Y ou were ahomicide detective, | think. The last time | saw you was at the New Y ou Fitness center in
Ddlas. . . moments before it imploded.”

Sammi didn't have to search her memory very hard. "My dear Morrigan. | didn't recognize you."



Sammi kept the gun aimed at her, and hoped the scene wasn't attracting any unwanted attention. To
say theleast, thiswould be difficult to explainif it cameto the attention of her boss.

"Interesting little realm you have here. The sunisavery interesting feature. And the youth of this place
... | understand they are drafted at an early ageto fight wars."

Sammi et this pass without comment, keeping her focus on the gun and what Morrigan was doing
with her hands.

But she couldn't resist acomment or two. ™Y ou look, well, different. Sexy. Big breasted. And dare |
say, promiscuous? What, you didn't like the 'Snapple Lady' |look?"

"It didn't suit my purposes,” Morrigan sneered. "For this project.”
Sammi lined the Glock's sight up with her face. "Whereis our King?'

Morrigan made an impatient gesture. "What, you've misplaced him again? How should | know where
that slly Sdeighe hasrun off to?"

"You and Mort have him,” Sammi gated. "Y ou'reinvolved in this Lazerwarz arena. And I'll even bet
you're the one who moved Stonehenge to its present location. Whatever were you thinking?'

"Buginess," she said severdly. She put the purse away. " Samantha, do yoursdf afavor. Stay out of
this. It's more than you and the entire Seleighe court could ever handle.”

"You know | can't do that. Shall | take you in for questioning?”
The ped of laughter was piercing, and unexpected. And backed with agreat deal of confidence.
"You'rewdcometo try," Morrigan said, as she and the Corvette vanished in abright flash of light.

* % %

Whenever Dobie entered the arena at the start of agame, he felt achange sweep over him, a
metamorphosisinto The Hound. It felt good, and right, and somehow overdue. Dobie knew intuitively
that The Hound aways had been apart of him, but had remained hidden until he'd discovered the arena.

And Morgan.

Thethird day now after meeting her hislife was nothing like it had been before. For most of those
three days, secreted in her hotd suite, they made wild, passionate love, for hours on end. She introduced
him to the Kamasutra, which had quickly become an aerobic workout, and they weren't even hafway
through it. Now he was dehydrated most of the time, and had to guzzle Gatorade by the liter just to keep
up with her. And as soon asthey finished . . . shewasready to go again! He obliged her willingly,
drawing on some untapped pool of energy he till didn't understand, thrusting into her with ever harder
and deeper strokes. And till it didn't seem to be enough.

Findly, when she dropped him off at Lazerwarz today, with kiss and adap on his spandexed buitt, he
discovered hewasin pain down there. He walked with afunny gait which he hoped was not noticesgble,
but probably was. "Please, just let me recover, for Pete's sakel" he wanted to wail, but to do so would
break whatever magical spell had created this Situation in the firgt place. And he didn't want it to end, not
yet. He comforted himself with the knowledge that every maein that arena, from puberty on, wished
they had his problem.

And thisguy, this Alfred, the archeologist. He didn't seem to be studying Stonehenge very much. The
older man seemed inexplicably interested in him, though not in any sexuad way (thank God). Alfred had a
power about him, which at times triggered memories which bore a striking resemblance to his dreams of
theold civilization.

But today Alfred wastalking to another player, one The Hound had never seen before, who went by
Elvenboy. The kid was about the same age as himsdlf, and clearly new to the game. Waiting for this
seventh gameto start, Dobie watched them from a distance as they discussed something rather
enthusiadticdly. If he focused his eyesacertain way it looked like atrand ucent bubble was surrounding
them. The image was brief and fleeting, never staying put for long, and no one el se seemed to notice it;
Dobie decided he was seeing things.



Today Zeus and hisband of bullies had been coming after him every damned game. Thefirgt time
The Hound had nearly lost hisfirst place position because of them, but in every game after that he learned
to milk the Situation for points by mentally timing each pack, and nailing them a half second before they
came back up. After dl, thetargetswere all right there in the same place, and he didn't haveto go far to
find them. They found him. How convenient.

The next game started out dow; after the gun's countdown, The Hound found himself completely
aone, with nothing to shoot at. All around him he heard points being made. It wasinfuriating to know
they weren't his points. Up the ramp to the unoccupied second level, The Hound scanned the floor for
targets, started picking off the few wandering lights down there. Acrossthe arena, at the other, larger
second level, laser mayhem was taking place. He found a clear shot over there and started dropping
packs; they soon saw where the fire was coming from, and moved out of the way. Damn! Nothing to
shoot at again!

Hewould have to get to the other levdl. It took about sixty secondsto get there, valuable time when
he wouldn't be scoring. I'm not scoring anyway. Better go there now.

Nearing the other second level he knew he had made the right choice. It sounded like a hundred
people somping around up there. And who did he find, at the top of the ramp, but Zeus himsdf. All
aone, too.

The kid looked alarmed, and started firing at The Hound, who turned sideways, gun up, then dipped
the barrdl, tagging the chest target.

"So where are your friends?' The Hound asked. "I don't see them anywhere.”

"Quit tagging me, goddammit!" Zeus said, holding his hand over hischest target. A mgor infraction of
the rules, and no judge was around. It didn't matter. The Hound got the shoulder target, then took out a
few of the targets Zeus was after, degper into the second level, and swung around to take Zeus out the
moment his pack was up.

"It'snot fair! You're chesting!" Zeuswaliled.

"Then go somewheredse," The Hound said. "Go find your buddiesif you can't handle me by
yoursdlf."

"Go screw yoursdf!" Zeus said, walking right up to The Hound, holding his gun right a The Hound's
chest target while his pack was counting off the seconds before it came back.

"You'realittletoo close," The Hound said, backing up, and turning Sideways, then nailed Zeus again.

If he doesn't like it, why doesn't he go somewhere else? The Hound thought, before deciding to
go after more sporting targets. He tried to squeeze past Zeus, who stood in hisway.

In abroad arcing motion that could not have been an accident, Zeus swung his gun around, hitting
The Hound soundly on the Side of his head.

It was not amove The Hound anticipated. The gun connected with his skull soundly, sending an
explosion of light through his brain that had nothing to do with lasers. He fell backwards, down the ramp,
hitting his head again againgt the wall.

The light turned to darkness, and he entered the world of his soul.



Chapter Nine

Chulainn rose from afitful deep, sore from the previous day's battle. He sat up and surveyed the
Valley of Athebern, at the edge of the kingdom of Ulster. The dull glow of dawn rosein the east, burning
away the migt of the deeping land. The warriors of Ulster had camped here the night before, hoping to
put as much distance as poss ble between them and their stronghold, Emain Macha. Thereit wassaid a
terrible curse had been cast on the Kingdom, and their chief druid, Cathad, had said that if they traveled
far from it they might escapeit.

The warrior saw the army deeping soundly, and as he tried to wake his men he saw that the curse
was as strong as ever. Most remained dleeping, and those who did wake were as weak as newborns.
Though they werefar from their home, the curse remained in effect for dl but Cu Chulainn, whose divine
lineage made himimmunetoit.

The warrior sighed and took up his arms—a bronze sword, a barbed spear caled the gae bulga,
and his shield—then hitched hislight wooden chariot to hiswar horse. It was not thefirst time hewould
fight an army single-handed, and he knew it would not be the last. He marched to the battlefield, shaking
his head in amazement at the events which had brought him here: Queen Maeve of Connacht, Ulster's
neighboring kingdom and rival, wished to borrow adivine brown bull from Cuailgne, adigrict of Ulgter.
In spite of their usudly bloody rivaries, the two kingdoms sometimes traded livestock for breeding, and
al would have gone wdl if the bull's owners hadn't overheard the Queen's men claim they would sted the
bull if refused. This soured the dedl, and Queen Maeve declared war on Ulgter.

Cu Chulainn, the champion of Ulgter, found the dispute rather ludicrous but yearned for afight
neverthel ess. With his men down with the curse he feared for the safety of their cattle, which grazedina
nearby valey. What was he to do, herd cattle or fight? The answer was Smple. Though only seventeen
summers old, Cu Chulainn had only one caling inlife, and that was to wreak havoc and spill blood.

Whileimmersed in these pleasant thoughts, Cu Chulainn drove the chariot out of the camp, past a
treacherous canyon. Suddenly two warriors jumped out from behind bushes, and one dropped down
from atree; they were Maeve's soldiers, hoping to surprise him.

Cu Chulainn legped from his chariot and landed on the ground with awar cry that echoed through the
valey; hewould fight these men on their terms, afoot. Swords and shields clashed, and Cu Chulainn
buried his sword hdfway into a bronze helmet. The other fled for hislife. Cu Chulainn camed his horse
and resumed hisjourney to the battlefield, unperturbed, asif hed just swatted at a couple of annoying
mayflies

The battlefield was a clearing at the base of the hill where his men were camped. At the other end of
the clearing the army of Connacht lined up on chariot, horseback and on foot. Infantry, archers, cavary.
One Cu Chulainn.

Queen Maeve sent one chariot to the field, and Cu Chulainn quickly engaged him, thrusting at an
angle, severing the man'sarmin an ingtant. Asthe opponent lay screaming and bleeding, the archerslet
loose avolley of arrows, and Cu Chulainn stopped each of them with his shield. Next, two chariots
attacked the warrior, and one suffered the barbed spear, the other the sword; Both chariots returned to



the army without their warriors.
Then an unarmed messenger came to him from the opposing army, frightened of the mighty Cu
Chulann.

"The Queen wishesto declare atruce,” the messenger sammered, a youth no older than himself.
"She would offer her love and friendship to the Champion of Ulgter.”

Cu Chulainn sneered a the messenger. "At what price?’

"If only you would join the army of Connacht againgt Ulgter," the youth sammered, "you would be a
prince."

"I have no timefor insults” Cu Chulainn replied. "Go. Return to your army. Tell them they will have
to kill meto get what they desire”

The day progressed much asit began, with Cu Chulainn daying al the Queen's best men, into the
night.

Then the next morning the men of Ulster were still bespelled, and the fighting began dl over again.

Morrigan, the goddess of war, whom held insulted by refusing her favors, landed on hishorse'shead in
the form of a crow, and spoke with the voice of the war goddess.

"| said that you would pay someday for refusing me," the crow said. "Now isthe day!"

Before his eyesthe crow turned into along, writhing edl, which dithered down the horse's tack and
up Cu Chulainn'sarm. Heflaled ineffectudly at it, just as another chariot charged. The ed grew until it
was aslarge as he, and wrapped itself around hiswaist. Before the warrior could reach him Cu Chulainn
cut the edl in half, then kicked the two pieces out of the chariot. As he turned to the oncoming chariot, a
throwing shield with sharpened edges flew through the air and struck him on the side of hishead. The
impact caught him off balance, but he didn't fall. His vison ceared, despite the blood flowing from his
wound. Cu Chulainn charged the remaining line of infantry, and the wholelot ran like cowards. Queen
Maeve's army retreated to the next valey, and Cu Chulainn returned to camp, weary, wounded . . . and,
asusud, triumpharnt.

Heféll off the chariot and landed on the ground, weakened by the loss of blood. He peered up,
through the trees, as the sun set on another bloody afternoon in Ulster.

* % %

Asthelast traces of the memory faded away, The Hound opened his eyes and saw another player
leaning over him. Histargets weren't flashing. Evidently, thisgame was over.

"That," the player said, "was completely uncaled for." He held ahand out, and as The Hound took
it, he saw the gray hair tied in apony tail, and the goggles hanging around his neck. Elvendude.

The Hound sat up, then stood, with Elvendude's help. Y ou have anasty cut on your temple,” the
older player observed. ™Y ou were out cold for about two minutes. Do you fed dizzy? Sick?"

The Hound reached up to histhrobbing head, and his hand came away with abit of blood. But not as
much asit had . . . when the throwing shield hit him.

Not a dream. A memory.

"I think I'mfine,” The Hound said. Then, cheering up, added, "Wed better get out of here. There's
another game coming up.”

The Hound moved towards the exit, followed by Elvendude, who seemed overly concerned. His
injuries must ook worse than they were. Thejudge, Crazylegs, waswaiting for them.

"Zeus smacked him with hisgun," Elvendude explained. "Haveyou. . . see him anywhere?"

Crazylegstook their packs and hung them up. "He and his buddies | eft the arena just soon asthe
game was over. Now | know why. Y ou gonna be okay?'

The Hound was starting to wonder why they were fussing over him so much when he remembered he
hed the specia member'skey. "Redly, I'm fine, Thanks."



If only that weretrue. A massive headache had started pounding at his skull, asif it weretrying to get
out. He went into the lobby, and squinted at the bright sunlight pouring into through the front doors.

Father? The thought came unbidden, unexpected; the memory remained fixed in hismind, and he
reviewed and explored it. Something about the edl he had cut into stayed with him, nagged at him likea
troublesome splinter in hisskin. The war goddess. So familiar. Who is she?

He went into the bathroom to have alook at the cut. In the mirror it was thin crescent where the gun
barrd hit him. As he dabbed at it with awet paper towels, he became aware of someone elseinthe
bathroom with him.

"Y ou came in second place that game," Alfred said gently. "1 came to see what waswrong.”

"They can't al be gems," Dobie said with aforced laugh. He just about had all the blood mopped up.
"Some ding-dong in there decided this was a contact sport.”

"Maybe| can help," said another, younger voice.

Dobie jerked around in surprise to see ayoung blond kid who for dl the world looked like Zach
Hanson.

But Zach Hanson didn't have pointed ears and ditted, catlike pupils.

"What the fuck!" Dobie said, backpedaling into the corner. Then, in aresigned tone, " Now what."

"Hewill hdpyou," Alfred said cdmly, and Dobie bdieved him. The kid came up closer to him and
looked at the cut, then held hisright hand afew inches over it. Dobie's eyes remained fixed on the kid's

eyes, which could not belong to ahuman. Y et al the fear had |eft him. Dobie found himsdf trugting this
strange cregture.

A warmth emanated from the hand to the cut. Soft yellow light branched into tendrils which flickered
over histemple. The headache subsided, and the creature withdrew his hand.

In then mirror Dobie examined the cut, which had healed completely with only adight trace of ascar.

"How did. .. ?' Dobie sad, but the cresture was doing something to make himself look normd. The

ears and eyes|ooked human. Shape shifter? No, if helooked acertain way by unfocusing hiseyes, he
saw the outline of something covering these features, making them look different.

Dobie came away from the experience inside the area with enough awareness to know that Llan was
connected to that other world, and that something in thisworld, he didn't know what, was threatening
him. Another one of these creatures? His gut told him it was much worse than that; the arena didn't fed
saferight now.

"We have somethingsto explainto you," Alfred said. "It would be best if we did so away from the
budtle of thisplace.”

"Far away," Llan sad.

Dobie bdieved him. "Can you give me aride home?"'

"Yes, | can,” Llan said, pulling ablack pager out of his pocket and pushing abutton. "We have aride
coming right now. Let'sgo."

They moved through the lobby, ignoring the sea of stares aimed their way. Evidently word had gotten
out that The Hound had been injured. Some |ooked away in obvious disappointment; they must have
been expecting abloody mess.

They |€eft the coolness of the lobby for the scorching heat outside, and Dobie winced at the sudden
brightness. Moments later ablack Chevy Caprice roared up to the front doors with just ahint of a
screech coming from thetires asit stopped. A lady in adress suit and abadge looked up at him
quizzicaly.

"Areyou the cops?' Dobie asked.

Llan shrugged. " Sort of. Well explain. Get in up front.”

Dobie got into the front seat of the spacious car. There was an empty gun rack on the front dash, and



acop light on thefloor.

Without aword spoken among them, the car took off the moment the doors were shut.

"Okay, LIan. Who are your friends?" the driver said with abit of well-concealed suspicion. The cop
was arather attractive lady, in ano-nonsense sort of way. Her eyes didn't leave the road; she was intent
on getting them out of there as quickly as possible.

"Lugh asked usto find hisson,” Llan replied smugly, sitting behind the driver. "And the druid, Cathad.
| obliged him."

The driver turned dowly to Dobie on the front seet. She blinked, and then suddenly her eyeswere
ditted, and her ears were pointed. Alfred inhaled suddenly in surprise.

"You're Cu Chulainn?' the driver asked Daobie.

The name sounded so very familiar. Coo Hullin. Not an English name, that was certain. But wasit
hisown?

Then, louder, " Are you?'

"l don't know," Dobiefinaly replied. "I'm not real surewho | am right now."

"Theladis. .. rooted in his present incarnation,” Alfred offered. "But yes, if you are of the sidhe, and
| am sureyou are, you will seethe divinelineagein hisbright aura.”

"| offered to give him aridehome,” Llan said. "That might be agood placeto gart.”
The driver smiled, but the pointy eared creature looked uncomfortably carnivorous. "Where to?"

Though it seemed like an eternity, Dobie knew it had only been afew days since held last seen his
home. He led the strange assortment of beingsinto the front room and turned on the large window air
conditioner; it belched musty air before the cool came through. Nervoudly, Dobie addressed hisvisitors.

"Haveaseet," he said, waving toward the ancient sixties vintage living room set with kidney-shaped
coffee table and pole lamp. Under abay window looking over the front yard was an enormous
Magnavox TV -with-stereo console, and an old top-loading VCR on ashelf with his collection of tapes.
Theold beige cable TV channd changer sat on the floor, neglected. These had been the furnishingsin this
room since before he was born. Having had ataste of the good life, he now saw how depressing his
home was.

"I have no family," Dobie explained. "My mom died last year. | live here by mysdf.”

"l see" said Samantha, whose name he learned on the ride over. She seemed sad for him, and for a
change the sympathy was welcomed. On the vinyl upholstered sofa, Llan and Cathad sat on either Sdea
long gash in the cushions. Dobie had mended the tear with duct tape, but the heat, in his absence, had
reopened it.

"Cathad, you'd said that | would have a dream, and it would be important. When | was knocked out,
| hed it."

The druid incarnate glanced knowingly at the two elves, then, to Dobie said, "Tdll usabout it."

Dobie described hisdream, aday in thelife of Cu Chulainn, the fighting, the crow, and the edl; the
blow to his head had evidently triggered this memory, which had ended with the throwing shield striking
him.

"Then | cameto, and well, you know the rest of it," Dobie said. There were still some mgjor pieces
missngindl this hecould fed itin hisgut.

"TheMorrigan,” Sammi said softly, looking a Cathad. ""Do you know who sheis?'

"l do indeed,” Cathad said. "What has she to do with this?"

"We are acquainted with the Morrigan,” Sammi replied acidly. " She has been involved in Unsdeighe
doingsbefore. | know for afact sheisinvolved in thisone.

"How s07?7' Cathad asked, alarmed.



"I saw her here. Driving ared Corvette. Just ablock from the arena.”

The news made Dobie fed weak. Morrigan? Morgan? Are they the same? If so, then why hadn't
Alfred-Cathbad mentioned it, unless.. . . he hadn't seen her. Alfred was dwaysinsde the arena, and
Morgan adways dropped him off, and left. He wouldn't know.

"So thiswas dl from apreviouslife?' Dobie asked. Reincarnation was something these folks seemed
to takefor granted, but it was anew concept to Dobie. Hisfamily had aways been ambivaent towards
religious and spiritua issues, and even after his parent's death he hadn't considered where they might be
besdesther graves.

"Your previouslife," Cathad replied as he sat forward eagerly on the couch, his hands gesturing as he

spoke. "Y ou are an invincible warrior, Cu Chulainn. Everything is connected. Y our past, your present,
and your future.”

"Y eah, but the present isalittle murky,” Dobiereplied, after apause. "l wishit felt morered than it
does."

Cathad, Samantha and the elven kid Llan al exchanged looks.
"| think we can oblige you," Cathad replied. "With your permission, of course.”
Dobie nodded tentatively.

"Closeyour eyes," the druid commanded gently. "And we will take you back to another place, and
another time. Know that which was, so that you can be again, now and in the future.”
* * %

Cu Chulainn woke at the sound of a crackling fire and the aroma of cooked meat. The warrior found
himsdlf in the Ulstermen’s camp, lying on the ground next to small fire pit with rabbits on astick.

Heroseto adtting position, puzzled over the lack of hisphysical injuries; thelast thing he
remembered was fighting Queen Maeve's army and taking quite afew wounds. Gashesto hisarmsand
face where a Connacht sword had found hisflesh, and half a hundred bruises from ding-thrown rocks.
All had hedled mygerioudy.

"Combat had taken atoll on you," avoice spoke from behind him. A wise looking man stepped
closer, carrying an armload of firewood. "Y ou have dept for days. | saw toit that you did."

Cu Chulainn was suspicious of the stranger. He was no druid, the warrior saw as he dropped his
load of dry deadwood. He wore adivine aura, and under that agreen cloak. A gae bulgathat was not
Cu Chulainn'slay nearby beside aforeign, black shield. The warrior knew he might have been anything,
evil or wicked, ademon from the underworld . . . or abenefactor.

"I degp when | choose," the warrior proclaimed proudly. Now he recalled nodding off on watch, his
hand on his sword, sitting on ahill overlooking the valley. But he hadn't fallen adeep, had he? The Ulster
men continued to deep, their ill formslying everywhere about him.

"Then you must have chosen to deep for three days and nights" the stranger replied, the twinklein
his eye flashing brightly, further convincing Cu Chulainn of hisdivine origins. "'For that ishow long you
have dept."

Cu Chulainn was furious; thiswas an insult. Three days? Only the sSick or bespelled dept that long,
and the warrior was neither. If the stranger had bespelled him, he had aso healed his wounds, something
no enemy would do knowingly. True, hefet renewed, to such adegree that only along deep would
explanit.

"Whereisthe army of Connacht?' the warrior asked. They would not have been idle during those
three days, he was certain.

"They are encamped in the same place you saw them last, afraid to approach us here, for fear of
meseting you," the stranger said evenly. "Buit, truth betold, that is not the redl threat to you now." He
spread hisarmswide, agraceful gesture that reminded Cu Chulainn of an eagle spreading itswings. "As
Cathad has taught you, everything is connected. Past, present, future. . . what you see hereisbut a



memory. Y our futureishere,” the stranger said, as a scrawny youth wearing a strange tunic stepped into
view, trangparent like aspirit. Cu Chulainn recoiled from the sight; without a druid present, the warrior
did not wish to dedl with anything from the spirit world, not by himsdlf.

"Thisisyour future, my son, and your future slf isin trouble," the stranger said.
Son? "You are Lugh, god of light. My father?'

Lugh nodded; the auraflared in confirmation. " The Morrigan has courted this young lad, who knows
not who sheis. Y ou have spurned her once, for good cause. Sheis persistent, for she has pursued you
acrosstimein order use you as her warrior, and once she is finished with you, she will destroy you."

Cu Chulainn regarded the youth with mild contempt. He would not have willingly chosen to become
such afeeblelooking being. Perhapsin thisfuture world, the rules were different. That tunic, and what
had to be awegpon at his sde, perhaps his future self was skilled in such wespons. Whatever the
Stuation, the Morrigan would easily devour him in hisignorance, and that he could not alow.

"The druid Cathad has sent you here for my ingtruction,” Lugh informed him. "He hasjoined you in
the next life, as he promised you long ago. Cathad will counsel you wisdly, as he hasin the past. Do what
you know isright. Choose your battleswisdly.”

Thewarrior stood, knowing intuitively what to do. Helooked again at hisarms and hands, and saw
that he also was spirit. The two warriors walked dowly to each other, then fused together in aflash of
intense whiteness, becoming one.

* * %

Dobie cameto Stting in hischair, then leaped to hisfeet as a something akin to alightning bolt struck
hissoul.

"It'sdl right, it'sal right," he heard someone say, as he stood shaking. Phosphenes of brightness
drifted in hisvision, then faded. Alfred was holding hisarms at his sides, and Dobie was dimly aware of
him and others urging him to St back down.

Then he remembered the elves, and they wereright here, helping him. They'd given him aride here,
to his house. He was breathing hard, and his heart was pounding away in hisribcage, like he had just
played asavage game of Lazerwarz. Gradualy he relaxed, caught his breath, felt his heartbeat dow.

Helooked at them, one by one, and saw friends he could trust. Cathad in particular—he had atrack
record with him.

"I remember everything,” Dobie said.

Cathad'srelief was evident in his eyes. Samantha amiled, and her features no longer frightened him.
And Llan beamed happily, dmost with the brightness of Lugh'saura. Y es, he could trust them.

"So now you know who Morganis," Cathad said.

The question brought awave of grief. Dobie closed hiseyes and held hisfacein his hands, willing the
tears away, to emerge a alater, more appropriate time. His lust had turned to love, and it was hisfirst
love, as Dobie—and the love was misplaced. But how could he bregk away from her? She had done so
much for him, and in that moment Dobie redized what a double edge the gifts had. They brought guilt, a
sense of obligation he hadn't asked for, and certainly didn't want now. The giftswere, if anything, an
emotiona weapon, intended to keep him in her debt.

So wasthe sex agift, too? A pity fuck for askinny kid with nothing going for him. . ..

Dobie pushed the old pattern of thinking aside. It mattered not what he looked like now, or what he
had done (or didn't do) as Dobie, in the past. The vist with Lugh had shown him that. It'swhat | am
now, not what | was.

"l can't see her anymore. But | haveto go tell her mysdlf," Dobieinformed them. "Now, | cando it.”

They didn't seem to think thiswas aterrific idea, the evesin particular. Llan looked downright grief
gtricken. But it was the only way he could do it: in person. "Look. She didn't get me before, but thistime
she got what shewanted. I'll be dl right.”



"So beit," Samanthasaid softly. "We cannot fight her—only you can do this. But be careful. Shall we
giveyou aride back now?'

"Yes," Dobie sad, standing again. "Take me back to the arenanow.”
Before | change my mind, he amended to himsdif.

* * %

Morrigan burgt into the Lazerwarz control center, unannounced, and unwelcome. Mort turned
around in the big chair and scowled.

"What?'

Shewalked up to him, her hedls click clacking on the linoleum floor, and folded her arms.

"The Avaon evesare here”

Mort nodded thoughtfully. "And I'm supposed to give adamn?"

Morgan made aloud, exasperated sound as she exhaled dramaticaly. " Samantha McDarisisan FBI
agent. Unless| missmy guess sheisinvestigating the disappearance of severd hundred kidsin
Lazerwarz arenas around the land.”

The Foevor found the news alarming, but not disastrous. " Soon it won't much matter. The weapons
we will need for success are manufactured. Aswe speak they are arriving in the palace. Thearmy is
trained. They areready to fight." The calm he exuded surprised himsdlf. "Now tell me, what contribution
do you have to make to the war effort? So far al | have seen isausdess collection of megaithsin our
parking lot. And lest | forget . . . the human lad you have been diddling.”

Morgan's expression turned triumphant. " The human lad isawarrior of warriors. Y ou've watched
every game he's played, you know what he can do. And who heis." She nodded toward the rack of file
sarvers "The God programisill running.”

Mort conceded the point. "He's Lugh's son. And heis quite agood player . . . but unlesswe can
control him, make him fight for us, what difference doesit make?"

Morgan smiled inamost disarming way. "I have him wrapped around my little finger. Hell do
anything | say."

Chapter Ten

"Wake up, King," the Mage heard through the gray mists of hisfading dream. "It'stime.”

Aedham rose from the hard, cold floor and regarded the Unseleighe gathered at his cell's door.
Joystik was with them; evidently the boy was given the honors of opening the cold iron door for them. As
they escorted him from the cell he had the uncomfortable feding they were leading him to his execution.

Joystik lingered behind them, putting on agood "stoned” routine, moving lethargicdly like the other
rubyheadsin the cell, drooling alittle for good measure. The kid must have been doing thisfor awhile,
the King decided; he was quite convincing.



"Just remember the two swords behind you,” Y uaroh said, without looking back. Aedham felt two
jabson ether sde of hisspine. "Wejust spent the last candle mark sharpening them.”

"It'sashamewe haveto doit thisway," Aedham commented. "I'm on your Side, you know."

The comment went without reply. Either they didn't believe him, or they were mulling hiswords over.
After along walk past severd cells, Joystik scampered ahead of Y uaroh and opened another, larger cell
door. They climbed aflight of dark, damp stairs, which led them to a spacious area resembling an empty
warehouse; it was along, unfinished section of the palace. The smooth, gray surfaceslooked like
perfectly carved granite. This castle must be aslarge asa city! Aedham thought as he surreptitioudy
checked for node access. There they were, degp under the palace: three nodes within hisreach. The
dungeon's barrier that had prevented him from fedling them had vanished.

Two sword tips jabbed him, again. A reminder.

"Y ou have probably found the nodes by now," Y uaroh said. "There isno need to reach for their
power yet. | would know, and my men would know, if you did. So don'. If you want to live."

"Of course," Aedham said. "It's not time to build the Gate anyway." Joystik wandered on ahead,
gpparently knowing wherethe Unsdeighe wereleading him. | don't want him around when the
fireworks start! Aedham thought, but saw no good way to get him out of the way. Should have
discussed this part of it sooner, when we had a chance.

The enormous halway gave way to asmaler one, with along opening offering aview of the grounds
below. The areawas larger than severa football fields, hell, larger than the Tulsalnternationd airport.
Part of the palace wrapped around to the north of it, its tone facade looming over it like amountain.
Down on the grounds weretall, dark creaturesthat had to be Foevors, drilling severd units of young
human soldiers. Rubies showed clearly on their templesin the murky nonlight of Underhill. Theloose,
black clothing they wore as auniform reminded Aedham of Viet Cong in their ik pgjamas. There had to
be hundreds of them, moving in perfect rectangles of discipline.

Y uaroh stopped amoment, then turned to regard the grounds, leaning on the long window's sill with
both hands. "Impressive, aren't they?' the Unsdleighe commented. " The magics they've worked with
those red stones have given the Foevors an obedient, expendable army.” Y uaroh glanced a Aedham
Sdeways, giving him ady wink. "And your court developed it. What were you thinking?'

While Aedham could not deny that the Sdeighe Rathand had devel oped the ruby technology, he dso
saw no point in mentioning that he had done so under the orders of Zeldan Dhu. The King merely
shrugged areply.

"Thosetdl, dark creatures. They're the Foevor officersin charge of theindividua units.” Y uaroh
squinted, asif looking for someonein particular. "And | don't see. . . ah, yes. Herethey are. The
Clapperlegs.”

An enormous pal ace gate opened up, and out hopped a dozen or so deformed giants. Each wore
vests with large, shoulder-mounted laser guns the Size of bazookas. They were creatures Aedham knew
only from legends, and until recently it had been common knowledge that Clappers, and the Foevorsin
generd, were extinct.

"When the Foevors emerged from the seg, their first land-based form was the Clapper. Onearm,
oneleg, oneeye. Taller than three of us put together. See how they move," he said, as the Clapperlegs
spread out, and took up positions at each of the units. Their arms were long enough to help them walk,
and they did so with fluid, dippery motionsthat ooked like a snake dithering through sand. "They can
walk faster than you and | can run. Each unit of humans supports and provides cover for a Clapper. This
isthefirgt timeI've seen them with the new weapons, however . . . and that is distressng. Perhapswe
should move along and get our job done, don't you think?"

The sight left Aedham speechless. At first glance thiswas strongest army Aedham had ever known to
exist in Underhill, perhaps bigger than the combined forces of the Sdeighe dfhames. . . who didn't have
The Wegpon. The true magnitude of what they were up against had finally dawned on King Aedham, and



his knees were feeling abit wesk at the prospect.

| haveto admire Y uaroh's bravery in trying to take thisarmy on, Aedham thought. Eveniif | dill don't
trust them for anything. Then another thought came, unbidden. Are the combined Seleighe armies up to
this? It disturbed him that he couldn't even come up with aguess.

They proceeded into another torch-lit passage. The Unseleighe Lord took aburning torch down from
the wall as Joystik opened yet another door, this one smdller, like a hatch. Aedham bent low to go in, the
swords urging him aong. The boy followed and shut the door behind them.

Aedham found himsdf in along, narrow chamber. One of Y uaroh's men lit the torches dong the wall,
and in the new light Aedham saw along line of brand new laser vests stretching into the darkness. The
place had asynthetic smell of newly molded pladtic.

"All told, around three hundred so far," Y uaroh said. "Enough to equip the army we just saw
outsde.

"Where are the guards?' Aedham said, unable to believe such ahorde of weaponswould be |eft
unattended.

"At thefar end. Don't worry, they're my men, Unsdeighe.”

Seemsfoolish to trust them, Aedham thought. Then again, I've had more experience with this ot than
they have.

Y uaroh pulled out along bronze sword, and held it in front of him, blade down. "As| am not ignorant
of the conditions of Gate making, | know that you can conjure an opening here to any locationin
Underhill. A hundred of my soldiers are awaiting this Gate to open in alocation you know al too well."

"Whichis?' Aedham asked, but dready he had agood ideawhere it was.

"Theformer ste of Avalon. Where Zeldan Dhu first defested you, Aedham. Or | should say . . . your
father." With the sword pointed at Aedham, Y uaroh moved around to hisright Sde. "l doredizethisisa
sengitive location, and my people have defiled it anumber of timesin the past. But please understand |
needed a place you knew quitewell . . . aplace unguarded by Seleighe. No disrespect isintended, of
course."

"Nonetaken, to be sure," Aedham said. "Aswe are now alies, | have no problem with the choice.
What has happened between our two clansin the past isno longer relevant.” The lie came smoothly and
evenly, and the King delivered it with ease. Y uaroh raised an eyebrow in gpparent surprise, as Aedham
made anote not to lay it on too thick.

Aedham continued, "1t will require our combined resourcesto fight the army | saw just now. If we
have any chance in defegting the Foevorian race, we must set our differencesaside.”

"Well said!" Y uaroh said, and shesthed his sword, and nodded to the two standing behind him. While
he didn't hear them resheeth their swords, they no longer jabbed him in the back. "Shall we get started?”

"Of course. Firdt, | would like the human over here, closer to me on my left. He will beless of an
obstruction to the forming of agate.” Aedham paused at Y uaroh's puzzled look, and with exaggerated
impatience explained, " He's not from Underhill. He would interfere with the optical orbit of the primary
node branch. That could cause some phlogiston problems, and we don't want that. Over here,” he sad,
jabbing athumb toward Joystik, who had shuffled over to aspot on hisleft, immediately next to him,
"The node branch is neutrd." Aedham furrowed hisbrow at Y uaroh. "Y ou mean you don't know that?'

If you can't dazzle them with brilliance, baffle them with bullshit.

"The art of Gate making wasn't covered in my training,” Y uaroh replied gpologeticaly. "1 shall take
you a your word."

"Aie, then,"” Aedham said, and prepared himself for the Gate making. "Give me amoment.” He
closed his eyes and sent his Mage sight outwards, to areas of Underhill in question. The Unseleighe can
wait for a Gate to appear at the ruins of old Avalon all they want to. I'm going to find the
SHeighe army! Plundering the elvenstones had to have triggered acall to ams; The mines were well



guarded and monitored by dl the efhames. The foray into Outremer alone would have been enough
to stir up our defensive forces. Where are they?

Aedham's mage sight, fueled with carefully selected tendrils of node power, swept across Underhill
with lightning swiftness. He saw hisnew palacein the distance, but on a hunch directed hisvison towards
Outremer. Halfway there, he saw what he looked for. Indeed, Avalon's army had joined their brethren,
cavary, infantry, and afew Mages from Outremer for good measure.

"l seethe Unsdeighearmy,” Aedham said. "1 think | shdl put the Gate abit further down the hill,
towards the bridge. In case | migudge the placement. Anyone standing where the Gate appears will be
obliterated.”

"Good thinking," Aedham heard Y uaroh say. The Mage pulled out of histrance and opened his eyes.

"Now for the Gate," the King said. "They are rather bright. Y ou might want to look away."

Aedham reached for the nodes beneath Mort's castle, brazenly scooping up huge potloads of energy
for the Gate. Joystik watched, wide-eyed, as Aedham focused the power arcing between hisfingersto a
spot afew paces before him. He ventured a glance at Joystik, who seemed to register the unspoken
sgna, and went back into zombie mode.

Y uaroh gasped as the vague outline of acircle appeared, its edges athin line of yellow light, about
the size of adinner plate. Once that was established the Mage dumped everything he had into it, and the
circle expanded abruptly. A bit doppy, but it worked. He had constructed a Gate in record time.

The Unsdeighe stood in stunned amazement, shidding their faces from the intengty.

"What are you waiting for?' Aedham said to al present.

The King grabbed Joystik's arm and charged headlong into the circle of light.

The Caprice stopped ahaf mile from the arenato let Dobie out. "Y ou don't haveto do it thisway,"
Samantha said as he unbuckled himsdlf. " She's not going to let you go eesily.”

With hishand on the door handle, he hesitated. "Thisishow | haveto doit," he said with as much
conviction as he could muster. "It's the honorable thing to do.”

Thelady ef seemed doubtful, even cynical; she must have been down thisroad before. "Then take
this"" shesad, offering abusiness card. "It has my cell phone number onit. Useit if you need help. I'd
giveyou protection spellsif | could, but shed be able to dismissanything Llan or | could come up with."

He hestated before taking the card. It felt like a betraya to someone he had cometo love, but he
took it anyway knowing that Morgan was actually quite dangerous. In the other relm she had pursued
him for her own sdfish interests. She didn't destroy him then, and she wouldn't now. But as much ashe
wanted to, there was no reason to think anything had changed.

"We're at the Doubletree. Downtown. The suite's on the top floor," he said. At least | can tell her
that much. She seemed grateful for the information. Dobie nodded to LIan sitting in the back seat before
getting out. The elven kid's expression was as worried as Samantha's, making him wonder if heredly
was making the right decison.

Hewalked into the arenalobby, which was bustling with activity. Hardly noticing the looks of
admiration, and in some cases fear, he went over to the big screen where the day's scores were
displayed. Asusud, he had the highest and second highest score of the day.

"Areyou The Hound?' aboy of about eeven asked him, looking up with an expression of pure awe.

"Yeah," hereplied, but something else was digtracting him. An expanse of red flashed by the front
doors asthe Corvette pulled in. A moment later Morgan stood in the doorway, regarding the lobby asiif
sheowned it . . . which she probably did.

The moment their eyes met, hisresolveto rid himsdf of her fatered.

"Thereyou are," she said, waking up to him. At one time Dobie would have enjoyed the attention



they received while they were together, but now it seemed like a curse. And given who hewas dedling
with, that probably wasn't too far off the mark. She looked at the screen. "Asusud, you're doing well,"
shesaid. "Careto go back to the room for dinner?I'll call room service."

Everything held planned to say to her had inexplicably vanished from hisbrain. "Okay," he said, and
followed her to the Corvette.

"Youseemabhit . . . out of sorts" she said as she started up the 'V ette. "'Is something wrong?'

What to tdll her? Hell yes, everything iswrong. | shouldn't beinthiscar, | shouldn't be going back to
the room. And | shouldn't be thinking that maybe we have a chance together after dl!

"I'm just redlly hungry," Dobie replied, and that was no lie. He hadn't eaten al day, and before
meeting Llan and Samantha he had played ten intense games. His ssomach growled in agreement.

"l see" she said with adistant smile, which didn't seem genuine. Sheturned I eft at the intersection of
41t and Y de and went south, to 1-44. " Any ideawho that is behind us?'

"Huh?' Dobie articulated, looking in the Sde rear view. The Cagprice wastailing them conspicuoudly,
with Samanthaclearly visiblein the driver's sedt. Llan was ditting in the passenger's sde. $hit. "No. Who
isit?'

Morgan didn't reply, and an uncomfortable silence fell on them. Suddenly it didn't seem like agood
idea to go back to the room.

"Why don't we stop at this Denny's over here?' he suggested, but her ook sent a cold shiver through
him.

"Don't beridiculous,” she said. "Y ou deserve better than that," she added, and continued to drive.

Hedidn't know if he should go with her or jump out of the car. With Samantha so close, he fdlt less
threatened. If only she stayed within sight, and close enough to help him.

Thisdidn't ssem to bein the cards. As soon as the Corvette hit the expressvay Morgan punched the
engine, scratching the road in third. The sharp acceleration pressed him back in the seat, and cars blurred
past asif they were parked. The 'V ette's nose seemed to be shifting to the red end of the light spectrum.
For ablessed moment dl he could think about was not dying.

Herisked aglancein the rear view; Samanthawas long gone.

"No matter,” Morgan said, and moment later she had pulled up in front of the hotdl, avalet took the
'Vette, and they were back in theroom, al in what seemed like seconds.

The moment the door had closed Morgan spun around and dapped Dobie in the face, hard enough
to snap his head back. He was too stunned to fed it.

Sheglared a him, dl fury and flame, with her hands on her hips. "Now what the hell isgoing on?"

"What do you mean, what's going on?' Dobie said, trying hard not to whine. His new-found salf
didn't seem to have much useful to contribute, and he found himsdf withdrawing into the old shell of
Dobie the Wimp.

"Y ou left with thet even bitch afew hours ago. We haveit on the cameras. And then shewas
following us. What are you trying to do, set me up?"

Caught red-handed, he didn't know what to say, at first. Particularly when he wasn't sure what he
wasqguilty of. Oh, to hell withit! "It's nothing you don't deserve," he said, and grabbed the doorknab,
expecting it to turn, expecting the door to swing open. The knob didn't yield, in fact seemed to have
become one solid piece with the door.

"Try again,” she said, with awicked smile.

It was the only door into the room. He went to the phone, which was dead. The windows led
nowhere but down. Shit. I'm trapped.

Morgan waked casudly into the main living room and flopped down on one of the chairs, kicking off
her hedsin two fluid motions. "So who got to you? The dves or the druid?’



"Nether," hesaid, glaring a her. "l grew up."

Her laugh wasloud and bitter. Y ou are a child, warrior. Y ou were before, and you are now. And
without me you are nothing."

"With or without you, I'm The Hound of Culann,” he replied, but the anger was making him tremble.

Her look was cool and appraising, and bit surprised. "So you finaly figured out that much. The druid
must have pulled that out of you. He needn't have bothered, | would have done the same. But since
you're the perfect boy toy, | wanted to play with you some more, first. And | till can.”

"It takestwo to screw,” Dobie said, rolling his eyes. Even he knew that.

"No, it doesn't,”" she said, with aconfidence that was chilling. "It only takes one goddess.” Sheraised
her right hand and closed her eyes as something shuddered through the room, shaking thewalls briefly
before it was gone. By the time she opened her eyes again Dobie was uncomfortably aware of an
unwanted heat in hisloins, and atota lack of resolve. He wasn't even angry at her anymore, though
something deep within him screamed at him that thiswas not right.

"Now, | want you to go into the bedroom and wait for me."

With only avague sense of humiliation, he did ashe wastold.

With Joystik in tow, Aedham hit the yellow light and waded through the expected disorientation of
gating until he found solid ground on the other Sde. As anticipated, he found himself nose to nose with the
Sdegheamy.

Of course, they didn't know who had made the Gate, or who would be coming through it. A
battalion of archersfilled the horizon, two rows, knedling and standing. The King had counted on their
hestation a the sght of his human clothing, and made the obvious Seleighe move by shieding the human
child with himself. He achieved the desired effect; as one the nocked arrows pointed to the sky, away
from Aedham.

Aedham scanned the army for afamiliar face, and found one.

"Petrud” the King shouted, and moved towards the army, glancing warily at the Gate behind him.

Petrus, in full battle armor, led his e vensteed Moonremere through the archers and approached the
King. The df had been among the small group who lived with Aedham in Ddlas, and had seen more of
the human's world than any other Avalon elf besides himself and Samantha; now he was the commander
of hisarmy. Still on the youthful side, with long blond hair spilling out from behind hishelmet, he could
pass as Llan's much older brother.

"Aie, King! You escaped!" he shouted triumphantly as Moonremere gaited to ahalt.

"Notime! There are three Unsdeighe on the other side of that Gate," Aedham said, moving out of the
way of the archers. Petrusfollowed suit. "'l suspect they'll be coming through any second now! | must get
this child out of theway."

The ranks opened up to alow them past, and Petrus gave ordersto the archersto resume their aim
on the Gate. Joystik seemed to be taking it al in stride, though it wasn't clear the boy fully comprehended
what was going on.

The weapons. We must claim them, Aedham thought, and found asupply wagon. "Stay here," he
said to Joystik, and to the puzzled driver said, "Protect this human. I'll return shortly.”

Aedham returned to the front line just in time to see arain of arrows strike three rather surprised
Unsdeighe as they stumbled through the Gate. He saw with approva that Petrus had ordered elf shot; it
made their deaths quick. Petrus waslooking to him for further instructions.

"I need . . . dl theinfantry to line up here," he said, stepping over the arrow-riddled bodies. "Were
going to raid the enemy'sarmory.”

A cheer went up as dven infantry lined up as ordered, swords drawn.



"After me" Aedham said, charging back into the Gate. In the wegpons room Aedham grabbed eight
of the vedts, four on each arm, and gave them to the nearest Sdleighe. "They'relight. And they're not
fragile. Grab as many as you can and drop them on the other side of that Gate, and come back for more,
Now move like you have a purpose! We won't go undetected for long!"

Some of theinfantry were from Avalon, some weren't, but they moved asif they al had grown up
under his command. The operation went with aminimum of chaos asthe King guided the flow of trafficin
and out of the Gate, and with growing exhilaration watched the racks empty at a phenomend rate.

The infantry's movement, not to mention the armor they wore was not quiet, however, and Aedham's
anxiety grew. He ventured into the darkness of the wegpon's room until he found adoor at the other end;
on the other side he sensed more Unseleighe. From here the operation was anything but quiet.

Certainly they must hear what is going on in here? he thought, then recaled, but of course they hear
an army making off with the weapons. But they think it'stheir own forces! How generous of them to
guard the door for us.

The operation went smoothly, the only wrinkle being when Aedham saw Joystik walking into the
Gaewith adua armload of levinrifles. The King might have objected to putting the boy in unnecessary
danger, but the lad seemed capable, and adirect confrontation with the Unseleighe seemed unlikely this
round. I'll have to have a talk with him about obeying orders.

After severa more passes, his men had cleaned out the armory. He looked up to see row upon row
of empty racks. Not alevin rifle remained; the King resisted an urge to thank his Unsdleighe guards for
their loyal assstance, but felt that would jinx an otherwise successful operation. After athorough search
of the now quite empty room, he decided everyone was out and took his own leave through the Gate.

"Is everyone accounted for?' the King shouted to his men, and as Petrus did a head count he looked
for and found Joystik, who was grinning like amonkey next to along pile of levinriflesthat wastaller
than hewas.

"Everyone accounted for!" Petrus shouted. "Do we have any more Unseleighe to contend with?'

"Negative!" Aedham called back, and prepared to dismiss his creation. He consdered s phoning off
the three nodes under Mort's paace to fortify his own, but that would definitely draw unnecessary
attention. Instead he quickly shut down the Gate, which folded in on itsdlf quite easily, no surprise given
itsquick and dirty construction. When the last trace of it was gone, a cheer rose from the army.

"Wl done, King!" Petrus said, dismounting Moonremere to dap him on the back. "So tel me, what
didwejust sted?'

"Remember the work Niamh was doing with the elvenstones? That's what was stolen during the deep
spell attack on the palace. Our enemies have done us the favor of making Niamh'swork operational.”

The King picked up one of the vests and put it on. The gun was connected to a cable much thicker
than the phone coil of the origina Lazerwarz rifle, but otherwise was exactly like the "toy" verson. But
thisis no toy. The gun was ablack tube aslong as hisarm, and wide enough to put hisfist in. Onthe
grip he found apower switch. "Unless| missmy guess, thisturnsit on,” he said, but flipping the switch
did not have any effect.

"Yes? And?' Petrus said esgerly.

"Something's not right,” Aedham said, with growing unease. He took the vest off, and Petrus held it
for him as he examined the back. He removed a panel, which revedled awhed adorned with
elvengtones. Aie, the node generator, Aedham thought, but something was till wrong. What turns the
generator? What makes it— Hiseyesfell on six empty dots, and groaned as he understood what was
supposed to bein those dots.

"Batteriesnot included,” he said with disgppointment. "Six of them." He glanced at the mountain of
levinrifles, with Petrus and Joystik selected afew randomly and checked the back panels. No batteries
in any of them.



"We need batteries.” How many of these did the late Y uaroh Dhu say there were? Three hundred?
Times six? Damn! "We need one thousand eight hundred D batteries.”

Petrus frowned. "1 don't think we have that many at the palace.”

"I know we don't,” Aedham said. "There's one place that would have that many batteries.”
"Where?" Petrus asked.

"Wa-Mart. Well need money," the commander pointed out. "Can you ken abig pile of twentiesfor
U

"Not without an original to copy it from," Aedham replied, and addressed hisarmy. "Does anybody
have any human currency?' He shouted. "A twenty or fifty dollar bill?*

His answer was asea of baffled elven faces.

"What about gold?' Petrus said. "Here, on this sword, on the handle. Theresabit of gold here. . ."

Aedham didn't notice Joystik, who had sauntered up to the conversation. "Why use gold when you
can use plastic?" the boy interrupted. He opened up ablack |eather wallet, reveding an impressve
assortment of credit cards. "I don't leave home without them.”

"Very resourceful,” Aedham said, looking over the cards. "Plenty of credit?'

Joystik looked mildly insulted. "Of course. Dad paysthem off each month. And one'san American
Express.”

Aedham saw the green and white card and nodded his approvd. "Fine, then. We can do it thisway,"
Aedham replied, but something about the dedl fdlt intuitively wrong. It wasn't how they were going to pay
back the money—Avaon would do so at the first opportunity, with solid gold, if that'swhat the boy
preferred.

What's bothering me about this? The ruby on his head? The stone was dark and inert, but it was
gtill attached to histemple. Aedham wanted it removed atogether before they returned to the Overworld.

"Give usamoment,” Aedham said to Petrus, and took Joystik aside. " This stone on your head. |
think it'stime we removed it, don't you think?"

Joystik reached up and touched the flat stone. "Hell, | dmost forgot it was up there. Y eah, go ahead
and take it off. | don't know how they got it to stay in thefirst place.”

Aedham ran hisfinger around the edge of the stone, fedling its dark magic but no obvious adhesive,
like glue. With the edge of abronze dagger loaned by Petrus he probed where it connected to skin, but
only recaived painful grimacesfrom Joystik for his efforts. The unpleasant possibility of having to cut the
thing from his skin kept him searching for an dternative.

"It's connected with magic,” Aedham decided.

Inamild trance, the royd Mage entered the stone, finding an amazingly complex structure of magica
paths. Drawing on abit of node power, Aedham dampened the paths closest to Joystik's skin.

"Something's happening. | fed it tingling," Joystik said anxioudy. "It's not gonna blow up or anything
isit?'

"No, of course not,” the King said, but he wasn't certain himself. With another push of power, the
jewe fell off the sde of Joystik's face; the King deftly caught it beforeit hit the ground.

"It'soff," the King announced triumphantly. He held up the round red jewe to show Joystik. "How
doyoufed?

"Gredt. It itches up there though,” the boy said. "Okay to scratch?’

Aedham examined the round patch of skin where the stone had been. The only difference wasthat it
was aclean white circle on adirty, dust stresked face. The King shrugged.

"Scratch away," Aedham said, and Joystik rubbed the areawith hisfingertips.
"It'snot numb or anything,” the boy observed. "Fedsnormd."”



"Then I'd say thisdidn't do anything to you permanently,” Aedham said, studying the stone. It looked
like nothing from Underhill, and didn't fed like it was from the human'sworld, either. Then he
remembered the path of matrices, and explored it from another direction, until he found what he sought.

It's synthetic! he discovered. The Foevors madethisfrom . . . who knowswhat. The matrix islikea
code. Chances are the other stonesin the other rubyheads are kenned from the same stone. The patterns
of power flowing through them would beidentical.

Then he saw away to break the rubyhead spell. Send amild magica blast encoded with the reversed
pattern of paths. It might cancel out the other spdlls, or at least interfere with them enough to make the
stones ineffective. The only question ishow to do it for more than one person at atime.

But firg thingsfird.
"Let'sgo get some batteries,” Aedham said, and Joystik nodded enthusiastically.

Chapter Eleven

"She must be on an evensteed!” Llan exclaimed as the Corvette vanished from sight. "It's. . . gone.”

"No, not an elvensteed,” she said sadly. She dowed the Caprice down to sixty, unable to pursue
Morrigan in thethick traffic. "Just afast humangteed." With Dobiein her car there was no telling what
shewould do to him if shetried to hunt her down. | should have never have let him go in there!

As she debated her next move, her cdl phonetrilled. "McDaris," she answered.

"Samantha? It's Speciad Agent Hawk," the voice from the Nokia spoke into her ear. "Listen, | know
you wanted to go solo to recon the arena, but something's come up | think you'll want to bein on.”

"Go ahead,” she said, trying to drive and talk on the phone a the same time, an unsettling experience
for Llan.

"Bank One of Batimore just called uswith ahigh priority flag. Someonejust tried using Alan
Barker'sMaster Card at the Wa-Mart at 81st and Lewis.”

"When?'

"Ten minutes ago. The police are holding them right now.”

Holding who? "I'll meet you there.”

Shetook the Lewis exit, then looked over and saw that LIan had reverted to full elf mode.
"Llan! Y our ears. Glamories, dways remember your glamories when you're herel”

"Sure, sorry La—I mean, Sammi," Llan said, flustered. "I thought, sSince we were in the carriage, no
onecanseein.”

"It. Doesn't. Maitter," shereplied tensely. "They can dways see. And don't argue.”
"Aig" LlIan sad, chagrined. Then, "How'sthis?'

Sammi looked. "Eyestoo!"

"Oh, yes. .. What about now?"'



Llan had again become ahuman teen, with long, blond hair and an adolescent pouit. " Perfect. Now
don'tletitdip."

While she made progress through the thick traffic on Lewis she debated what to do about Llan.
Leave himin the car? No, a this point shefelt like she needed to keep a constant watch on him.

"Yes, Samantha."

"It's"Agent McDaris until further notice."

That dedlt with, she concentrated on the Situation ahead, at the Wal-Mart. Alan Barker wasthe
congressman's son, which waswhy they were able to get the flag through a usually uncooperative
banking ingtitution. Because of the heat from the congressman, othersin the Bureau would be interested
in this development, and they just didn't need that. Alan had disgppeared in Batimore, and was likely
taken Underhill through a Gate. So whoever wastrying to use the card must be connected with Mort's
operation. The prospect didn't look good for keeping the Underhill angle under wraps, especidly if
Hawk got there before she did.

She put the red spinning cop light on the roof and floored the accel erator. Tulsatraffic was amazingly
blind to anything besides afull blown light bar, and she ended up using her horn more often than not to
get carsout of her way.

There was another Caprice with federal plates already in front of the Wa-Mart. Hawk beat us here.
Great. She pulled up behind it and parked. "Stay closeto me Llan," she said, getting out and going
draight for the entrance,

Sitting on abench in the breezeway was alife-szed Ronald McDonald statue with a psychotic grin.
Llan did adoubletake. "Humans are weird,” she heard him mumble. She had thought this numeroustimes
before, and knew he wasright.

A Tulsacop stood guard at the entrance, acting rather protective of a shopping cart loaded to the
brim with batteries. More evidence of human weirdness; LIan rolled his eyes. She showed her badgeto
the cop.

"FBI. Where isthe credit card perp?’

"Back in the manager's office,”" he said. "Know whereitis?'

"Thanks, I'll findit," she said, and hurried past. Keeping Llan in her periphera vison she waded into
the bustling Supercenter, hoping she would be able to cover up whatever godlike events were transpiring
in the manager's office.

An employee directed them to ahdlway, then aflight of sairs. At the top wasaplain hdlway with
doors. She knocked on the one that said manager.

Hawk opened the door. "Oh, Sammi. Come onin. Y ou're not gonna believe this.

I'll bet | do, shethought, then turned to tell Llan to stay puit.

But the ef was nowhere to be seen.

Shit! Whereishe? | must have lost himin the store.

No timeto go looking for him now, she sighed and walked into the manager's office. In chairsfacing
the desk, like two sullen schoolboys caught fighting in the playground, sat King Aedham and Alan
Barker, whom she recognized from the file photos. With them was a Tulsa cop Sitting at the manager's

desk. "I'm Officer Doyle," he said, extending ahand. "We have oursdves alittle Stuation here," he said
asthey shook.

"I'm Agent McDaris." She presented her badge and ID. The cop studied it closdly before giving it
back. "Yes, we do,” Samantha said, trying to maintain acalm facade. Thank the gods the King is
unharmed but . . . what the blazes is going on? Her eyes met Aedham's, which were anxious and
eager. He seemed to understand the predicament they werein. First thingsfirst. Let's cover this up.

"Could I have aword with you and Agent Hawk in private?' she said, motioning towards the door.



"Certainly,” the cop said, and they moved to the hallway for the conference. "Thisisn't about astolen
credit card, isit, Agent McDaris?"

"No, itisnot," she said, struggling to come up with somekind of cover story that would fit. First,
let's see what's already gone on. "What havethey said so far?"

"Not much of anything," Hawk said, sounding frustrated and annoyed. "As soon as we Started
questioning them the older one asked for you by name. Sammi, what is going on?'

Good. They've stayed quiet. That will make things easier.

Doyle sad, "They were attempting to purchase alarge quantity of D cell batterieswith a credit card.
The bank said it was stolen, but the boy in there appears to be the legitimate card holder. HisID checks
out, but the NCIC says he'sarunaway."

Okay, now | have it. Let's hope this story stays together.

"The boy isthe son of Congressman Barker of Maryland,” she began. "Heisnot arunaway. He was
kidnapped.”

The cop raised an eyebrow. "By the man in there?"

She shook her head. "He's an undercover FBI agent. He was on a special assignment to rescue Alan,
and it appears he succeeded.”

Hawk was skeptical. "Then why buy batteries?'

Good question. "Don't know. What mattersis we have them. This operation was intended to remain
very quiet, you understand. Thelast thing we need isfor thisto get out . . . preferentia treatment for the

congressman'sinterests, and al that." Shelooked directly at Hawk as she said, "Now that we have Alan,
we probably aso have alead on the other kidnappings. If you catch my drift, Agent Hawvk?"

Hawk did not seem convinced, but gppeared to see the wisdom in discussing the matter without
Officer Doyle,

"Agent Hawk?' Doyle asked.

"Thereisan ongoing investigation into alarge number of child kidnappings," Hawk confirmed. "I

didn't know the man in there was an agent.”" He shrugged, with asmile. " Such isthe nature of undercover
work."

Doyle didn't appear completely convinced, but seemed to givein to her story anyway. "Then | will
leave the Situation in your capable hands," Doyle said to Sammi. "1 don't think | have the full story,
however."

"l understand your concern,” Sammi said, as diplomaticaly as possible. She rubbed her temples,
massaging a not-so-imaginary headache. "Trust me on this, you don't want to know thefull story. This
investigation is complicated enough asit is" Then she brightened. "Thisisthe first good lead we've had.
Inafew daysyoull probably get the full story on CNN."

Not.

"Then the matter isyoursto ded with," Doyle said. The cop shook both their hands and strode of f
down the halway. Before hisfootsteps faded completely away, Hawk eyed her accusingly.

"Undercover agent?'

"Hewasworking in Batimore,” Sammi said. "I don't know how they got here. That'swhat | hopeto
find out."

"Look," Hawk said, closing his eyesamoment in concentration. "Y ou've asked for the freedom to
reconnoiter the arenaaone, and I've given it to you. But we're supposed to be working on this together,
and right now | fedl |eft out of the big picture. What gives?'

He doesn't deserverthis, she thought. And | can't helpit.

"l will let youinonit when | can. But not right now. I'm sorry, but thisis bigger than you know. Y oull
thank mefor not dragging you into thisnow. Trust me."



Hawk didn't seem convinced. "1 hopel can," he said. "The big bossis going to start wondering, you
know."

"I know. But by then the matter will be dedlt with." | can only hope. "Meanwhile, we can close the
book on the Alan Barker case. I'll need to ask him afew questions before we get to the office.”

Hawk'slook was pleading; he wanted to know more, but seemed to also redlize more was not
forthcoming.

"You'l know everything when | can tell you. Wait here amoment, would you?'

Hawk threw hisarmsup in frugtration. "I don't have anything e seto do.”

Sammi went back into the office, where sheimmediately sensed that something magica had just
taken place. Alan had a glazed expression completely unlike the anxious, quizzica one shedd seen on him
moments before.

The King zapped his memory, she thought, relieved. At least he had the smartsto do that much.
"So tell me what happened?’ she asked Alan.

"I don't remember awholelot of it," the boy said, sounding dightly stunned. As a normal boy would
be after a kidnapping. "l wasin the Lazerwarz arenawhen someone hit me over the head. | woke up in
avan. | got out. Went into aWal-Mart. Then | was here.” The lad looked utterly confounded. "Where
anl?'

It'sthe best | could do, Aedham's eyes seemed to say.

"All right, then. Let'sgo.”

Sammi had Hawk take Alan in to the office; this served the dud purpose of safely including Hawk in
the case and freeing her to look for LIan. Hawk and Alan went on ahead, while Sammi and Aedham
waited behind in the store.

"I'll ask you later what the batteries are for. Now we have another problem,” Sammi said. "Llanis
walking around here somewhere."

"Llanmorgan?' theKing said. "Why is—"

"Tolook for you inthearena," Samantha said, scanning the store for the wandering €lf.

Lady Samanthamoved quickly, and Llan followed as best he could . . . but there were too many
distractions! He understood this was a merchant shop of some kind, but godsit was huge. He stopped
at agtdl where scrying crystalswere for sale, before redlizing these were smaller versions of the big
scream. And they dl had the same visions, ahuman gtting at an dtar, just talking.

Helooked up and didn't see Samantha anywhere. Being alonein the human'sworld felt suddenly
intimidating; from al the stories he had heard, LIan had assembled a picture of what thisland waslike,
and what he found was nothing likeit.

With astart he saw himsdlf on one of the crystals. How did they do that? It wasavision of the
present. So it wasn't redly scrying, as hefirst thought. On ashdf infront of him were severd shiny boxes
with eyes on them, and when he picked one up the vison moved. So this was some poor cresture's eye,
connected to the crystl.

"I tell you, it's him," someone said behind him, and he turned to see two young girls huddled together,
looking his direction.

Have they spotted me? he wondered, and checked his disguise. It seemed to bein place. What are
they talking about? Whatever it wasit couldn't be good news. Attention in generd was abad thing, he
had learned. LIan set the eye down, and walked over to another crystal, where two boys were watching
with extreme interest. They were pushing boxes, and it looked like they were making things happen on
thecrysd.

Now this he had to check out. Maybe this was the human way of making magic. Instead of scrying



visons here, they were making the visons happen. Llan fdt like he had uncovered an important secret.
And what visonsthey were: flying chariots sending levin bolts a each other. When the warriorsfel, they
came right back up. They must have strong shields. But where were the Mages? Only Mages can make
shieldsthat strong.

"Excuseme," asmal, feminine voice said behind him. She clutched a piece of parchment and aquill.
"Areyou Zachary Hanson?"

She seemed utterly in love. Llan thought she might melt into alittle human puddle right there. For an
uncomfortable moment, he had forgotten his cover, and contemplated admitting that yes, he wasthis
human, but the consequences seemed potentialy ill-favored.

"No, I am. . ." he struggled to remember his"human™ name. " Colin," he said at last, but the young
girl seemed rather dubious.

"Y ou sound like you madeit up,” she said, with ashy smile. "It'sokay, | won' tell anyoneyou're
here. Just, could | get your autograph?' She batted her eyes. " Pleeease?"

Perceptive human; she saw right through hisfalsehood. But | can't let them know who | am! Itis
agang . . . againgt thelaws! The humans can't know who we are! Perhaps | should pretend to be this
Zachary Hanson. Every inginct he had told him thiswas not agood idea, but compared with reveding his
elven identity it seemed the lesser of two evils.

"Just don't tell anybody," he whispered, and took the parchment. He scribbled arough gpproximation
of Colin on the sheet of paper and handed it to her. Now the matter should be resolved.

But evidently it wasn't. The girl took the piece of paper, held it to her chest and with her eyes closed,
and screeched at the top of her lungs. "1've got Zachary Hanson's autograph!™ Then she ran screaming
fromthegal.

No! Llan thought, terrified. The humanswill think | attacked her! Took liberties| shouldnt . . . and
she's not even old enough to bed! Not even close!

Then the scream wasjoined by another, then another. He sensed severd young human girls nearby,
and he had adreadful feding that they would want his autograph, too.

Lady Samantha! Where are you?

Llan felt that it would be unwise to stay where he was, and made good his escape from the stall
before anyone else could ask for his autograph. Sammi had gone towards the right, but in that direction
lay the screaming girls. Llan went left, seeking safety.

Must hide. Must hide!

But where to hide? He found an aide which had brightly colored storage containers, but none were
even closeto being large enough for himtofitin.

From the aide next to him he heard, "Whereis he? He's here somewhere! Zachary Hanson, | [uuv
yooo! "

Llan frowned. Magic. If | use magic—but no, | can't do that, either. The humanswill catch me, cut
me open and examine my entrails. Not good!

Must hide!

LIan doubled back around the sl with the scrying crystals, averting hislook from the human adults
who were now starting to notice him.
Lady Samantha! Help!

* * %

As Samantha and Aedham passed the linens and bathroom furnishings, the screams of young human
girlsreached their ears.

"Ohno," Samanthasaid. "Llan." Hisglamorie must have dipped again!
They followed the piercing shrieks to what had to be the source, but no Llan wasto be found



anywhere. Five preteen girls clutching posters, Tiger Beat magazines, paperback books and ahalf dozen
CDs, looked frantically around the store for someone.

"Hey, kids, what's dl the fuss about?' Samantha asked.

"Hanson ishere! Their tour busisoutside. All three of them are here somewhere.” Shewalked up
and studied Samantha closdy. "Have you seen them?”

"Seen who?' Aedham wanted to know.

"A singing group,” Samantha said, utterly rdieved. Good, it wasn't Llan, shethought briefly, before
her eyesfell on one of the CDs. One of the boys on the cover bore a striking resemblance to Aedham'’s
apprentice.

Whatever caused the excitement, thiswas attention they didn't want, didn't need.
"Let'sfind him," Aedham said.

With arenewed sense of urgency, Samantharetraced their route to the manager's office, seeing
nothing that might offer cluesto Llan's wheregbouts.

"Hedidnt just vanish,” Sammi said.
"Maybe hedid," Aedham said, and she sensed his Mage sight unfolding, taking in the environment.
"No magic. But | think . . . yes, | think I might just have afix on him."

Aedham led her to the back of the store, turned down an aide full of exercise equipment. "Too much
iron,” Aedham said. "But he'sclose.”

Then Samanthaheard in aloud whisper, "Sammi! King Aedham! I'm over here."
They both whirled around. Before them was alarge wire chute full of multicolored beanbag chairs.
"Llan?" Aedham cdlled.

"Here," Llan said, and then Samantha saw where he had hidden. The df's face was sandwiched
between two beanbag chairs as he peered from beneath them; otherwise he was completely buried.

"What are you doing in there?' Samantha asked, as Aedham tried to keep from laughing.

"They're after me. They think I'm someone named Hanson! | didn't lay ahand on them, | swear to
the gods and Danu hersdf!" Then, "Help me!™

Sammi groaned.

"Bloody hell," Aedham said, and searched the area out for young girls. "Coast isclear. Thiscalsfor
drastic measures.”

Sammi looked up at the brown domes protruding from the store's celling. " The cameras!™

"Can't be helped,” Aedham said, and helped Llan extract himself from the heap of vinyl beanbags.
Llan'sglamorie, again, had dipped.

"We can't be running around like this" Aedham said, quickly conjuring afull invisbility glamorie. Llan
vanished from sght.

"Now. Follow us. Try not to bump or touch anything.”
"Aie, King," sad theinvisble spacethat was LIan.

"Why does his disguise keep dipping?' Sammi asked as they started walking towards the entrance.
"Weve never had this problem before.”

"We haven't gone over glamoriesyet,” Aedham explained. "He needs specia reinforcement for that
ill.”

On the way out they passed a battery display, where an employee was carefully replacing row upon
row of D cdl batteriesfrom a cart piled high with them. Aedham hesitated over the shopping cart; he
looked like hewanted to grab it and run.

"What is it with the goddamned batteries, Aedham?' Not knowing was driving Sammi nuts.
"We need them," he said. "Do you have any money?"'



"Yeah," shereplied cautioudy. "Why?'

"I'll explaininthe car.” Then, to the empty space behind him, said, "Come on, LIan."

Wherethe hell is'Y uaroh Dhu? Mort thought angrily, as he let the Foevor into his chambers. He
should have put one of hiswarriors hereto deal with these visits.

The Foevor Dubh entered Mort's chambers, head down, with anervous shuffle; that a one would
have roused Mort's suspicion. Only recently he'd felt asurge of node power that might have been a Gate,
but because it was so brief had assumed it was only afluctuation caused by the new weapons. Y et
without the shipment of batteriesthat hadn't arrived, the weapons were inert. Or so he had thought.

Dubh made a puzzled gesture with his hands; like the Clapperleg clan, this clan was|earning to spesk
liketheir leader Mort, but the trangition was moving dowly. The Green clan was hairless and humanoid,
with smooth greenish skin that looked like formica They resembled gargoyles, yet they had no eyes, just
atoothless mouth that spoke, and tiny, circular earsthat listened. They saw with athird eye located deep
inther brains. Telepathic communication was possible only among themselves, Mort kept himsdlf
shielded, inssting on verba communication only. With training some could shapeshift, but only Mort had
mastered thisskill enough to useit essly.

"Speak," Mort commanded gently.

"The Unsdeighe have g-gone," the Foevor said, with some difficulty.

"Yes, they must have gated,” Mort said patiently. "All of them?"

"All haveleft. Some Gated. Some. . . set off acrosstheream.”

All.

"Unsdleighe took Overworld wegpons. All gone.”

Mort stared a Dubh; the temptation to reject his message as mistaken or uninformed was strong.
Y et, he had to investigate.

"Show you," Dubh said, pointing to the chamber's exit, and moving towardsit. " Show you now."

Onthelong walk to the armory, Mort remembered why he had found the Green clan unfit for battle,
and had opted for the human kidsfor his supply of raw grunts; they moved awkwardly, visbly unfamiliar
with their physica form. They tended to live likewraiths or lost human ghosts, with no hierarchy or sense
of territory. In short, they were unambitious. In the brief time Mort had risen to conquer Underhill, he had
spread hisvison to al Foevorian clans, reawakening acommon racial memory. Now their glorious past
was no longer just apart of their pagt; it wastheir future, as well. With time Mort knew he could breed
and train awhole army of pure Foevorian soldiersto fight alongside the Clapper clan; until then the
mercenaries would have to do.

Ashedrew closer to the armory, he wondered if using the mercenaries had been abad idea. The
Unsalelghe guards who were supposed to be protecting the horde of new weapons were nowhere to be
seen. Mort opened the armory's cold iron door and walked into an empty room.

Therackswere dill there—that was the only thing that told him hewasin theright roomin his
enormous, unfinished paace. The wegpons, whose delivery he had persondly supervised mere hours
before, were not.

He looked back a Dubh. "All gone," Dubh said, sadly.

"The Unsdeighe took them?'

"Over here," Dubh said, and led Mort to the other end of the long, empty room. "Here."

The unmistakable residue of a Gate lingered, but that was al he sensed. Cluesto its destination had
aready vanished.

Only aMage can cast a Gate. His thoughts darkened. Aedham?
With Dubh following meekly, Mort set off for the dungeon to seeif his Sdleighe prisoner was il in



hiscdl. And if hewasn't, what did that mean? The Unseleighe and Seleighe working together?
Impossible! 1t contradicted al he had learned about the elven clans.
Even s0, it took everything he had to keep from killing the messenger on the spot.
* * %

"Battery powered levinrifles" Sammi said, turning into the Homeland supermarket parking lot. It was
the third store they'd stopped at since leaving the Wal-Mart. "Doesn't the concept seem, well, inherently
goofy to you?'

"It'sbased on Niamh'sanalyss," Aedham patiently explained. "Weknow in principle that it works.
The same configuration of elvenstones on the front wheel and fork of amotorcycle had the same effect as
tapping into anode. The stedl of the motorcycle dampened the field quite a bit—these wegpons, which
are made from composites, won't have that problem.”

Parking the Caprice, Sammi gill ssemed unconvinced. "How do you know the levin blast won't melt
the wegpon?'

"We should test it before marching into battle. That was next on the agenda anyway."

At Homeland they bought out the entire supply of D cdlls. From thisand the earlier shopping visits
they had around three hundred batteries, enough to power fifty rifles. Out of apossible three hundred this
didn't seem like enough until the King reminded himself that if the wegpons performed as expected, this
was the equivaent firepower of fifty Mages.

Faith in Niamh'swork was one thing. Risking Seleighe lives on unproven technology was something
else. The King saw the wisdom in her words.

"Let'stakethisload back to Underhill and see how these wegpons work," Aedham said, grateful for
Sammi'sinput.

"Youll stay here," Morrigan said from the bedroom doorway, dressed and ready to go out. "That
should give you timeto reconsider your fedings toward me."

From the bed Dobie managed a hostile glare before she left—at least he could look angry, evenif he
didnt redly fed it. He knew he was bespelled; he dso knew he couldn't fight it. During the night he was
unable to keep from getting aroused, or from feding somelevel of warm fedings toward this goddess.
Now hefelt like a progtitute who had serviced a client. She had complete control over him, and could
rgpehim at leisure.

And when she comes back, she'll do it all over again.

It wasdll part of her power.

And | can't do jack about it!

Dobie listened for the suite doors to shut; when they did he legped out of the bed and ran to them,
finding them in the same unworking state as before. He banged on them with both fiststo get the attention
of anyoneinthe hal, but his efforts made no noise. Some kind of voodoo magic shit, he surmised. And
again, hetried the phone. Nothing. He tried throwing the phone out the window, but it just bounced
back, unharmed.

I'ma prisoner.

Aedham remembered the canyon from his childhood. A tributary of the Aranann river had carved a
deep groove into the Avaon landscape, leaving behind a sheer cliff topped with boulders. From a
distance it looked like a castle perched atop a hill, and Avaon Mages had wondered if it wasindeed a
legacy from an earlier clan.

Whatever itshigtorical origins, Aedham thought with mixed emations, today it becomes target
practice.

With the entire Sdleighe army watching with rapt attention, Petrus handed him Madame Photon,



Aedham'sfird laser rifle, which had been hanging with the rest of theriflesin Mort'sarmory. The battery
was dead. In their frenzy of battery purchases he had neglected to pick up sometwelve volt cellsfor this
particular gun. But unless the war spread to the Overworld, he would not be using it here anyway; the
rifle didn't work in Underhill. While Niamh's research had not made therifle usable in the even realms as
hoped, it had produced the levin rifle technology.

He set Madame aside and donned one of the Lazerwarz vests. Inserting six batteries had brought the
pack to life, including an LCD display with agauge of somekind.

"One button here starts the generator spinning,” Petrus explained as he pressed it. Short of actualy
firing the wegpon, Petrus had gotten ajump on deciphering the weird technology as soon as the batteries
arived. "Then thisgauge gartsclimbing.”

"It'smeasuring the level of node power," Aedham observed, recognizing the power immediately asit
coursed through his soul. He hefted the short rifle with one hand, noting the thick wiring connecting it to
the vest.

"Now it'slive and charged up,” Petrus said nervoudy. "Are you sure you don't want someone elseto
test thisfirg?"

"Certain,” Aedham said, taking aim at the canyon formation. "1 wouldn't ask any of my peopleto do
something | wouldn't do mysdlf.”

"So beit," Petrus said, backing away from the rig nevertheless.

The LCD gauge had reached its maximum reading; node power hovered behind him, poised for
release.

"Banza!" the King shouted, and pulled the trigger.

Aedham felt therig pull on the node power, guiding it over the vest through the thick wire and into the
gun. With no recoail, the short rifle blurted forth alarge sphere which ripped into the cliff wal. Theimpact
sent aloud report, quickly followed by a shock wave that knocked Aedham back a pace. The blast had
taken out haf the visble canyon wall; the sequence of eventstook maybe a second. Rock and debris
continued to rain down into the Aranann. A carefully administered levin bolt from aMage would have
performed amilarly.

A cheer erupted from the army, and Petrus came forward to examine the King and hisweapon. The
gauge had dropped down to zero, but as they watched, it recharged. In lessthan aminute, it was back to
full strength. Before the cheers faded, Aedham let |oose another blast at the formation, with the same
results.

His highest ranking men clustered around the King and the new weapon. Aedham looked therifle
over, feding the barrdl, the wires, and then removing the vest for Petrus to examine. While warm, the
barrel certainly wasn't hot.

The redization that hisweapon was intended to be used against the Selelghe tempered his otherwise
joyous mood; if they were to defeat Mort, they needed to attack before he could resupply his human and
nonhuman troops with the damned things. Other advantages to the wegpon came to mind; Aedham could
use hisfreed-up Mage resources for making Gates for the army to travel through, a strategy that was until
now impractical. A Mage had to spend quality time to recover from gatemaking, in some casesupto a
candle mark, before being ableto blast anything with alevin bolt.

Now, there was no downtime.
How convenient, Aedham thought, unable to suppress atriumphant smile.
Now let's clean up Underhill for good.

* * %
From aba cony overlooking the palace grounds, Mort regarded what remained of the nonhuman

segment of hisarmy. Cikal Clapperleg was now his commander, and was addressing the army with much
pretended enthusiasm. The Foevor balanced perfectly on hissingle leg, and gesticulated wildly for effect;



the demon had been studying Hitler's oration techniques. Mort hoped it would be enough to get hisarmy
back on track.

The Unsdeighe's betrayd had shot mordeto hell. He il had twenty-five armed Clappers, and a
hundred or so from the Green clan, and as many more in wraith form drifting beyond the perimeter. With
s0 large agathering Mort knew he shouldn't fed the loss of thirty-five Unsdeighe, but he did. The Green
clan wasawild card; he wasn't sure they could even fight. And thewraiths. . . he wasn't even sure they
wanted to fight. It seemed they were lurking in the background to see what the outcome of dl thiswould
be, areveation which did not improve hismood at dl.

Ah, but we do have the Clappers. And they have the arms, Mort thought, grateful that the large
levinrifles, the Mort Longs, had not been stolen. The shoulder-mounted weapons had roughly three times
the power and range of the Mort Shorts, and could punch holesin thick palacewalls. . . not to mention
what they could do to the elves themselves. Mort's own Short remained stashed behind histhronein his
roya chambers. The shipment of batteries from the Overworld had arrived, so powering the wespons
was no problem. But his attempts at cheering himsdlf up fell flat. Without the three hundred wespons for
his human army, victory was no longer guaranteed.

Indeed, he/d found Aedham gone from his cell when he had investigated, confirming the Foevor's
belief that the King of Avalon had made the Gate. Mort would never have thought cooperation between
the two even groups possible; in hislong existence, nothing had surprised him more. If the eveswere
combining their forces, he had much to worry about. The Seleighe courts had at |east three hundred
warriors, and half as many nonwarriors for support. He suspected that less than ahundred Unsdleighe
remained. The numbers are rather lopsided, he considered. It just doesn't fit that the Seleighe would
throw in with the Unseleighe when their numbers are so few. The Shorts must have been their
bargaining chip. And what of Morrigan? She has been conspicuoudy absent during dl this. Did she
have a hand in the weapons' disappearance?

Behind him, from the other side of his chambers, he detected another Gate forming. He recognized
the node signature as Morrigan's. Speak of the devil. Hereturned to his chambers and awaited her
ariva.

Asusua she entered hisroya space without so much as aknock.

"So tell me, what's new on the home front?" she asked, without a hint of sarcasm. "Are we ready to
dat awar?'

"Weve recelved the batteries,” Mort said, feigning boredom. "The Gate didn't zap their chargelike
you thought it would,” he said. She seemed uninterested. Does she know ther€'s nothing here for the
batteries to power now?

Mort took a seat on histhrone and studied Morrigan through steepled fingers. Does she know
anything?

"So what's the problem?' she said, evidently sensing his grim mood. For once, she seemed genuinely
concerned for the project—and anything out of the ordinary was suspect.

"Theproblemis™ Mort began, with an amazing level of cam, "the Unsdeighe have made off with the
entirearmory.”

Morgan uttered aforced, shrill laugh. "Oh, Mort. Such aflair for drama. What isit . . . redly?"
Mort studied her further, looking for some sign, any sign that would give her away.
She said, "Are you serious? The wegpons are gone? All of them?”

Her words sounded sincere, but her eyes, that was a different matter. Asusud, they mocked him;
that was al he needed to see.

"Don't play games with me Morrigan!™ Mort shouted, hiswords ripping through the palace like an
explosion. His vehemence caught her unawares, and she stepped back a pace. She seemed genuinely
frightened, for amoment. Then she was back to her old mocking seif.



"Dont get snippy with me, your nastiness,” Morrigan chided. "I am in the same sinking ship asyou, in
case you haven't noticed.”

Are we really? hewanted to ask, but gave her timeto finish.

"The Unsdeighe," Morrigan said. Her words became distant, "How very strange that they would do
this. But with al those guns, they would be formidable, indeed.”

"Aedham asssted them,” Mort said. "He set the Gate up, and they left with the goods. As near as|
can tell the elves have decided to set asde their differences and take me on.” His dark thoughts took
control of his expression, and he made no effort to fight it.

"Then you'll have to make more," Morrigan pointed out.

"Therésnotime!” Mort spat.

"The Sdeighe are sticklersfor protocol," Morrigan pointed out. "It is aweakness we have exploited
before. Perhaps we would do well to do so again.”

"Out with it, then! If you have anidealet's heer it."

"Well," she began, gpparently unperturbed by hisfoul mood. "Do we sill have the human children
under our control ?*

Mort nodded.
"Then well usethem as shields. To forcetheir hand. To play our game for achange.”
"Dotdl."

"Single combat, you silly Foevor!" Morrigan tittered. "One of ours againgt one of theirsin the
Lazerwarz arena. No magic. Just the game. Winner take dl. And if it doesn't turn out the way we want,
we can go back on our agreement and be right where we are right now. Don't you think it'sworth a
chance?'

Her optimism was infectious;, Mort perked up. We own the arenas, and we have the best players.
"Perhapsit isworth a chance, a that. Who did you have in mind to fight for our Ssde?

She smiled that evil, condescending smile, and Mort's hackles got right back up. "Who do you think
I've been grooming for such apossibility?’

Mort's calm evaporated. So that's what the bitch is after! A monopoly on our champion. Thelad
she's been fornicating with for the last week! | should have known.

" 'For such apossbility," " Mort echoed. "It sounds like you planned for it. Sounds like, maybe, you
had ahand in thisfiasco,” Mort said, hiswords dripping with acid.

Morrigan waved the accusation aside. "How ridiculous, Mort. | would no more want those
pretentious elvesin control of Underhill than you do.” Shetook afew steps forward, regaining the
territory sheforfeited during Mort'sinitial outburst. ™Y ou spent too much time around the Unseleighe,
Mort. | have never seen them trust each other. Their suspicion is rubbing off on you.”

"Where are you keeping thisrodent?' Mort asked. As much as his pride wanted him to turn down
the offer, hisrationdity wouldn't et him: Mort had seen what the kid could do in an arena. He was
invincible. Single combat would afford drastically better odds, at no risk to himself.

"He's a the Doubletree, downtown. In the suites, top floor. | dare say thewards| put on my rooms
there are better than the ones King Aedham managed to dip through.”

Mort ignored the jab; he'd seen it coming since the beginning of the conversation, and would have
been surprised if she hadn't reminded him of hisfailure. But it would be the last time she would remind
him of anything; he realized now that findly, chalenge or not, she had outlived her usefulnessto him. Now
shewas atraitorous pain in the ass, and Mort was not going to let that stand. He couldn't afford to trust
her any longer; he had arealm to conquer.

"Excuseme," Mort said politely, and went behind histhroneto retrieve hislevinrifle, and turned it on.
The batterieswere new. It came onlineright avay. Haven't really tested this on an Underhill entity



yet. Now isthe time.

He stepped out from behind the throne and aimed it a her. The sight of the levin rifle froze her sneer
in place. Mort felt her reaching for power, and pulled the trigger before she could summon it. Therifle
belched afirebal from the barrdl and struck her head on, picking her off thefloor and sending her into the
oppositewal, quickly, violently.

Mort fully expected the wespon to turn her into agrease bal, or at the very least dismember her into
severd separate pieces before blowing aholein the chamber wall. She wasn't moving, but her physica
body remained intact, with no other collateral damage to the room. She must have pulled together an
emergency shield, which had absorbed the brunt of the blast. He walked over to examinetheremains,
and found a blackened Morrigan lying in atwisted pile, not moving, not breathing. He toed the carcass
with hisfoot. Sherolled over, eyeswide and staring at the ceiling. Shield or not, the levin rifle had clearly
gotten the best of her.

There were no life signs. She seemed to be dead.

Mort blew imaginary smoke from the gun's barrdl, then returned therifle to its place behind his
throne.

* % %

The evening with Morgan had made him fed dirty; her scent wasal over him, and he fdt tainted.
After trying unsuccesstully to get the attention of the housekeeper he heard pushing a cart on the other
side of the door, he gave up and poured the hottest bath he could stand and submerged himsdlf. Here
Dobie spent agood part of an hour with awashcloth and athin amber bar of Neutrogena, scrubbing
himsdlf down dl over, asif the sogp done would banish Morrigan from hislife. Even with hislimited
knowledge of otherworld beings, he knew it would not be as smple asthat. But at least it made him fed
alittle better.

He was about to add more hot water to the cooling bath when he realized he was no longer alonein
the suite. Something bright and luminous had slently entered the room. If he waslucky it would bea
UFO full of grays, hereto abduct him.

Dobie scrambled out of the tub and toweled himsdlf off. His clothes were in the other room. So beit;
the new Dobie was not embarrassed about nudity. He remembered fighting armies without a stitch of
clothing, smeared from head to feet with blue woad. Brazenly, he walked out of the bathroom to confront
the source of light.

What the hell? hethought, taking in the srange Sight.

A tal, white-haired man in agreen cloak stood in front of the suite'swindow, looking his direction.
Dobie held ahand up againgt the brilliance.

"Forgiveme," the old man said, and the intengty dropped. He was dtill luminous, asif lit frominside,
but was not as bright. Dobie gazed upon him, knowing who he was, and uncertain how to react. Heis
the spirit in the vision. The one who healed me. Lugh, Lord of Light.

My father.

"| forget how bright my light isto mortal eyes," Lugh said, with asparklein hisfacetheat for dl the
world reminded Dobie of abenevolent Santa Claus, out of costume. The green cloak hung loosely over
him, and benesth that was awhite robe. He douched againgt a staff; inside the transparent tube a
miniature thunderstorm churned and spat lightning through its entire length. Dobie, who was Sarting to
think of himself as Cu Chulainn more and more, didn't remember this particular prop from the vison.
Then again, he hadn't been standing naked in an expensive hotdl suite. Perhaps the aff alowed Lugh to
beinthisredm.

"Morrigan seemsto have taken advantage of you once again,” Lugh said, shaking hishead sadly. "A
mighty warrior you are, aman you are ftill trying to be."

The comment stung. Embarrassment reddened him from head to toe. He shrugged and started



looking around for something to wear.

"Y ou are not the only one she has made fool of," Lugh continued. "And do not think yourself alesser
warior, ether.”

" She controls me with magic,”" Dobie complained. "I don't know how to fight it."

"Indeed you don'," Lugh said, sounding saddened. "I had not the opportunity to train you as| would

like. Suchisthe disadvantage of having human children.” Lugh stepped closer to him, hisillumination
flaring somewnhat with each step.

Dobie rummaged through apile of pants, found apair he liked, and started ripping the tags off of it.
Then, with his eyes brimming with tears, helooked up at hisfather. He didn't care.

"Get me out of here," Dobie pleaded, with the voice of achild. " Please.”

Lugh smiled benevolently. " Securing your escape from this place would only temporarily solve your
problem, son,” Lugh replied. " She would only bring you back. | know of away to rid yourself of her."

Dobielooked up hopefully.

"Permanently,” Lugh said, hissmileturning to something . . . dightly less benevolent.

"How?' Dobie asked desperately.

The gt&ff flared asaswath of lightning flashed through it. Dobie flinched.

"Ligten closdly," Lugh said, dropping his voice to aconspiratorid whisper. Dobie didn't know why;
they were alonein the room. "Thereisawar going on, between good and evil. We are a the center of it,
whether you likeit or not."

Dobie 9ghed in resgnation. "Tel me something | don't know."

"What you don't know isthis" Lugh said, with ahint of anger. "The elves, the druids, the other

humans, and, lest weforget, Morgan, are dl against you. They are against the Foevors, the first race of
spiritsto inhabit the Overworld, the underworld, and everything in between.”

Dobie's memory of the distant past was murky, and he had to search diligently for knowledge on the
Foevors. When hefound it, hereplied, "Y es, they were the first race. What has that to do with us?’

Lugh's expression turned proud, and he stood up from his stooped position. His face beamed with
brilliance.

"I am Foevorian," Lugh finaly said, and looked directly a Dobie. ™Y ou, <o, are Foevorian!™

Dobie stared at his father, mouth open. " Say what?*

"It was awell kept secret,” Lugh replied. "Known only to afew. My father was among thefirst
Foevorians. It waslater that he assumed the name of Dagda."”

Dobie closed his eyes and shook his head: thiswent contrary to everything he knew about his
lineege. The gods came before the Foevorians, didn't they? He looked into hisfather'sface, and saw
only truth.

"Yes, | am surethat it is shock, perhgps even adisappointment,” Lugh said, apologetically. "Buit it
makes us no less mighty. We are what we are, and when we win this battle, we will be more. More than
you canimagine.”

Hewished that weretrue. At least it would solve al of his mundane problems. Godhood would do
that, he suspected.

"What of Morgan?' Dobie asked. "How do | rid mysdlf of her?"

Lugh chuckled softly. "My son, haven't you been listening? The gods will summon awarrior from
each side. Y ou will volunteer to fight for the Foevorians, Mort isyour leader. Do as he says."

"That much | follow," Dobie said. "But Morrigan . . . she has bespelled me.”

"Not toworry," Lugh said, reaching into apouch at hisbelt. He withdrew a gold ring and gaveit to
Dobie. "Put that on your left hand.”



The ring dipped on perfectly. It held asmall red stone, perhaps aruby, and no other decoration. The
moment it was on his hand he felt the ring's magic sweep over him.

"Thisring will protect you from anything she can throw at you," Lugh said confidently. "But | doubt
sheismuch of athreat now anyway."

Dobie didn't understand, but chose not to ask any more questions. He had enough to digest asit
was.

"At the Lazerwarz arena, you will play for the Foevors. Y our brethren. Take Morrigan's chariot to
the arenanow; it'swaiting for you downgtairs." Then the god added, with asmirk that was strangely
unbecoming, " She won't be needing it anymore, | wager."

Chapter Twelve

It was not so long ago that Aedham and hiswarriors had chased a party of Unseleighe into the thick
cover of the Black Forest. Though hampered by the close proximity of trees and underbrush, Aedham
and hisarmy had waged a bloody sword fight, and had emerged victorious; the remaining Unsdeighe had
fled through a hadtily made Gate.

Now, they have no Mage, Aedham knew with certainty. They will not fleg, not thistime.

The King explored the territory with asquad of fifteen Seleighe warriors, each armed with alevin
rifle. Quick studies, al of them; they knew how to operate the wegpons, and could in dl likelihood take
on the entire Unseleighe army themsalves. They followed a creek bed for atime, and through the dense
forest wall spotted the enemy, which had set up camp on the ruins of the old Avaon castle. The
Unseleighe were even using stones from the ravaged site for fire pits; he didn't want to imagine where
ther latrinewas.

But the wry humor of the Stuation tempered his anger somewhat. They're fill waiting for the Gate to
appear. They Hill think Y uaroh will provide them with levinrifled

Levinriflesthey asked for, levin rifles they shall receive. From the business end.

Crouched beside him, a Seleighe warrior said, "How dare the bastards.”

"That'sal | need to see," Aedham whispered, and they pulled back into the dark forest. With astick
Aedham drew amap in the dirt. The elven warriors gathered around him.

"This creek bed isanatural entrance to the forest from theruins,” he said, drawing the creek and the
border of the forest. "When the Unseleighe bastards run—and they will run—they will come here. Thisis
wherethey fled before. We will come around the ruins over here, using the hill as cover, so we don't hit
each other in the crossfire.”

"If there are any left to run," said one of hiswarriors.

"They know what these wegpons are,” Aedham said. "As soon asthey seeit in the hands of the
enemy, they will turntail. That is, the oneswho don't fal in thefirst wave."

"Aie" sad another.



"Spread yourselves out a bit, and don't be afraid to use the forest for cover. Just remember, that's
what they're trying to do when they run here. Don't let them past you."

The King bid them good luck, and at afast march set off for the main camp.
* * %

"If | have learned anything from fighting the Unseleighe,”" Aedham said to Petrus asthey rode
elvensteeds at amoderate clip, the army thundering behind them, "it'sto never take anything for granted.”

Petrus nodded in agreement, aswell hewould. He had seen as much action with the Unsaleighe court
astheKing. "I il think aguerrillaattack isthe way to use these wegpons.”

Aedham shook his head resolutely. "Not enough cover. Guerrillawarfare works because of stedlth;
thereis no way to sneak up on theruins. That iswhy the Site was sdlected.”

Aedham and his command stopped at the base of arise which overlooked the ruins. With astrong
sense of irony Aedham redlized thiswas the very rise from which Zeldan Dhu and hisarmy launched the
initid assault on Avaon.

"Timeto spread out,” Aedham said, sgnaling the ranksto disperse themsalves; a his command, the
army ascended to its peek, reveding themsdavesto the Unsdeighe.

The commotion in the Unseleighe camp was ingtant and chaotic. An approaching Sdeighe army had
been furthest from their minds; they hadn't even bothered to post sentries. A call to armsblared through
the camp, and the Unseleighe quickly armed themselves and assembled.

"Keep therifles hidden until | say," Aedham shouted to his soldiers. Then, to Petrus, said, "They will
probably form a phalanx or two aong the perimeter and attack. That'swhen | want the riflesto take
them out.”

"And after that?' Petrus asked.

"By then those gill dive will probably head towards the Black Forest. That'sthe only way out.”
"Then they'll discover our surprise,” Petrus said, with adight amile.

"Look sharp,” Aedham said, pointing towards the Unsdleighe. "We haven't won anything yet.”

Indeed, once the commanders appeared on the field they organized their men into not two but three
phalanxes, five abreast.

"That must be most of their army." Aedham was surprised.

"All the better for us" Petrus said.

TheKing saw hislevinrifleinfantry in postion behind the regulars. Shields hid them from the
Unsdleighe, and he noted with satisfaction dl the rifles were powered up.

Just don't pull the trigger before it'stime. Friendly fireisn't.

The Sdeighe were getting edgy. An absolute sllencefdl over the area, asure sign al hell was about

to break loose and rain down on them al. Aedham caught himsdlf reaching for the nodesthe old
fashioned way, and hesitated. He located the power, but left it untapped. They would need it later for
gding.

Then at some unheard command, the Unseleighe army charged. A cheer went up from the enemy,
and Aedham saw his own men visibly holding themsalves back. The urge to rush the enemy was strong
among them dl; it was how they weretrained.

"Not yet," Aedham shouted. The Unsaleighe ran down hill & full speed before crossing the dry moat.
Regaining their momentum, the phalanx reformed and continued the charge.

"Ready!" Aedham shouted, and the infantry parted to give theriflemen aclear shot.

"Aiml" Thirty muzzlesdrew on their targets.

"Hre"

Theair filled with blinding light spheres surging toward the enemy; suddenly the three phaanxeswere



pools of light and smoke. Thelevin blasts pulverized the Unsdeighe mercilesdy, and armor and bits of
dark df rocketed into the sky in agory mess. What remained was a scorched field of writhing, blackened
bodies, and shields and armor that had become molten bronze.

Aedham fdt it coming first and shouted, " Shock wavel" before he dismounted. The Seleighe dropped
to the ground, as drilled. The next second the roar of explosions ripped past them, knocking those of f
their feet who were still standing. The shock wave blasted past them. Petrus was getting to hisfeet, but
was clearly too stunned to react.

"Attack!" Aedham commanded, and hiswarriors rose from the ground and formed aline; Aedham
mounted his elvensteed and led the charge, sword drawn. The Seleighe forces swarmed over the
charcoded remains of the Unsdeghe phdanx, putting the sword to those unfortunate enough to have
survived the levin bolts. The remaining Unseleighe had turned to flee—as predicted, towards the Black
Forest.

"Thisway, thisway!" Aedham commanded, leading his forces around the castle, away from theline
of firefrom hismenin theforest. A moment later, another flash filled the sky; the resultant shock wave
was not as strong, but till aforce to contend with. Onceit was past, Aedham found himsdf in the center
of the Unsdleighe camp, atangle of tents and armor amid the jagged walls of hisformer home. The Black
Forest spread mgjestically beneath him. Between the line of trees and the moat, the remaining Unsdeighe
lay in ascorched pile of bodies. None appeared to have survived the blast.

Thenit wasdl over. If any Unsdeighe had escaped, it would have been amiracle. Aedham
dispatched his men to search the entire area, ruinsand dl, for any who might be hiding.

Petrus rode up on Moonremere, evidently recovered enough from the blast. Aedham motioned him
to follow down to the Black Forest.

There he found the men he had positioned in the forest among the dead Unsdeighe. Aedham and
Petrus steeds gaited up to one charcoal pit.

"It'sover?' Petrus said softly.

"For now," Aedham said, gazing at the carnage. "Two volleys, and the fight was over.” Heturned to
Petrus. "Why don't | fed victorious?'

"It wasn't much of afight," Petrus said. "They didn't have achance.”

Neither would we!' Aedham wanted to shout, but he felt empty, asif held won a game of poker by
cheating. Hiswarriors sensed his bitter mood, and alull had fallen over the scene.

"Thiswas no honorable way to fight," he announced to hiswarriors. "No one deservesto dielike
this"

Nods of agreement among all of them; they al knew about Zeldan Dhu and his son, how they would
have gladly daughtered the Sdeighe in the same manner. They al knew Mort would have done thisto
them had Aedham not stolen this deadly, horrible weapon from them. The Seleighe had wanted to livein
peace, dways, the Unsdleighe, without exception, had forced war upon Underhill.

But none of that would have dtered the situation. War in Underhill had changed, therefore Underhill
had changed. The King wasn't sure how he felt about being the instrument of that change. | must take
some credit. My people devel oped this hellish weapon at my request.

"Sire" oneof hismen said, gratefully shattering the morose quiet that was smothering them.
"Messenger.”

Indeed, two Seleighe cavalry were escorting another, darker being, riding ablack horse. A Foevor.
The messenger walked his horse up the king's and waited for a Seleighe to pass awritten note to
Aedham. He opened it and read:

? * *
?
To HisMgesty, King Aedham Tuiereann, ruler of Avaon,



| hereby challenge your kingdom to a contest of single combat, to be carried out in the
arenaof Lazerwarz in Tulsa, Oklahoma, a twelve midnight, tonight in the human'srealm,
under the gtipulation that no magic be used, and the victor of said Lazerwarz game be
determined by a superior number of points only. NO physical contact will be permitted.

In the event that the kingdom of the Foevorians|ose the match, | will without condition
release the 287 human youths | have imprisoned. Remember them? They areaso my
guarantee that you will abide by these rules. Their lives depend on it. See you soon at
Lazerwarz with the champion of your choice.

Have anice day,
Mort

P.S. Perhapsthiswill teach you to not take that which is not yours, asshole.

* % %

"The bastard!" Aedham said, passing the message to Petrus. " Now he'sgoing to play by therules!”
"He has nothing to lose," Petrus said, reading the note.
"We have everything to win," Aedham reminded him. "Including the lives of those humans. We must

win.

* * *

Supid, foolish human boy! Mort thought as he returned to his palace chambers, rather pleased with
himself that he was able to imitate a god with so much success. The simplest of glamories, some stock
footage of a wizened old man, with lots of light and especial effects. Spielberg would have been
proud. Mort wouldn't trifle with Lugh under most circumstances, but the situation had called for extreme
action. And so far the ruse had worked: Dobie was now on his side, and seemed to have accepted
everything Mort had told him, without question. And if Dobie did question the ingtructions, the ruby ring
Mort had given him was set to squelch any doulbts.

Mort saw one flaw in an otherwise perfect plan. Dobie had not arrived yet, and the elves should be
hereany time. | must keep Dobie away from them lest they see he's been bespelled. | want my
victory to be absolute.

And fair, of course.

At the console Mort brought up the link to his palace and summoned Dubh. He didn't redly want to
trust thewimpy Foevor, but his staff of competent Unseleighe were now twisted charcoa briquettes
strewn across the ruins of old Avaon. Dubh appeared on the screen, hisimage broken by the crysta
facets on the device on hisend. His promptnessin answering his call pleased Mort. Perhaps Dubh has
potential.

"Yes, Magter?' Dubh said obediently.

"Have you cleaned up the messin the chambers yet?' he asked. When he returned home victorious
he did not want to be greeted by the rancid odor of flash-fried Morrigan.

The Foevor made a helpless gesture. "She. . . not here, Master. Morrigan gone."

Someone must have cleaned it up already. At the moment, he didn't want to entertain any
aternative explanation. His moment of triumph was at hand, and he didn't want to ruin it with needless
worry. "Very well, then. Continue patrolling the grounds. If you catch so much asa whiff of Sdeighe,
sound theadarms. And . . . good work, Dubh. | am very pleased with you."

Dubh's eyeless face bloomed with pleasure before Mort cut the connection and switched over to the
local security cams. On the external parking ot view he panned wide, taking in the damned megaliths,



which the human police were still guarding. If he were to operate from thislocation too much longer he
would haveto get rid of them somehow—and he didn't look forward to diverting his resourcesto the
task.

When thisisover, | can level the entire site with the levin cannons. Then the humans can
figure out what to do with the pieces!

"Aedham, thereis no way thiswill beafair match," Sammi declared angrily, pulling the Caprice upin
front of the arenaand parking. She turned off the headlights. A single pole light cast dirty shadows on the
pavement around them. "Mort isin control of the game. He can handicap us and fix the points any way
he pleases. Don't you see that?'

"Of course | seethat,” Aedham replied from the passenger seat, more angrily than heintended. "I
a 50 see two hundred and eighty-seven youths who have no ideawhat isgoing on, and will dieif we
refuse this chalenge. I'd rather not have them on my conscience, thank you.”

"We gtill haven't found Dobie," Llan pointed out from the back seet.

"No, we havent,” Sammi said, sadly. On returning from Underhill, King Aedham briefed Sammi on
the new chalenge. Then they had gone in search of the best player they knew: Dobie. He wasn't home,
nor was there any sign he had returned. The Doubl etree hotel was apromising lead, but Dobie was
nowhere to be found when they had gone to investigate. The hotdl staff was remarkably tight-lipped,
even when shown an FBI badge. No doubt Morrigan had greased them thoroughly with lots of kenned
Underhill cash.

That |eft the arena, where they had just arrived. The time was 11:30 p.m. on amoonless night. A
single cop was sitting in his squad car, observing them casudly asthey pulled up before going back to his
newspaper.

"They closein hdf an hour,” Sammi said. "When was the chdlenge scheduled?”

"Twelve," Aedham said morosdly. "Doesn't look like Dobie. . ."

As soon as he mentioned the boy's name he saw twin headlights appear from the street. A red
Corvette pulled up in front of the arenaand stopped.

"It'shim," Sammi said, and they both got out of the Caprice.

"Dobie!" Sammi shouted as he got out of the driver's side. Morrigan was not with him.

The boy turned around in midstride as the elves hurried to catch up with him.

"Oh, uh, hi," he said nervoudy.

He had changed somehow since Aedham had last seen him. He looks like he fears us. Aedham
peered a him closdly, hisMage sight picking up asuspicious aura. He's been bespelled.

"We have aproposition for you,” Sammi said brightly. "A chance to make something right.”

"Weneed aplayer,” Aedham said urgently, while probing his aurafor the spell. It seemed to be
centered on hishand. Aring.

"I've dready picked asde," Dobie said, with amixture of sadness and fear. Something haunts him.
Aruby ring. "I know more about what's going on, now," he said, now with ahint of anger. "My father
explanaditdl tome"

"What?' Sammi and Aedham said in unison.

"I'm expected insde," Dobie said, went into the arena.

Aedham gtared at the glass door, then to Sammi, said, "What is he talking about? How could he have
seen Lugh?'

Sammi shook her head. "Lugh said he couldn't enter the human ream.”

"Not without difficulty," Aedham pointed out. "He could do it if he needed to. | mean, heisagod. If
he did, why didn't he contact us?"



Sammi looked away, glancing back at the car. Llan was walking towards them.

"We need aplayer,” Sammi asked the King. "How many games did you play in there?"

"Just theone," Aedham said, with afrown. "Not enough to redlly learn anything.”

"Well, Llan here, he played awhole afternoon,” Sammi said as the gpprentice caught up with them.
"| played three games," Llan said. "Whao's going to be our champion?"

Aedhamturnedto Llan. "You are.”

* % %

Aedham ingsted on being in the control room during the game, and Mort, surprisingly, agreed.
Granted, thiswas no guarantee the game would go fairly, but at least it afforded him aglimpse a the
game equipment. It was arather mundane collection of file servers and dectronic bric-a-brac, with a
suggestion of magic working beyond it, but nothing solid enough to object to. Mort sat the console,
choosing the form Aedham remembered from Dallas, the spindly black cartoon creature with pointed
eflike earsand along, Zeldan Dhu nose. The King knew this was no accident; it was meant to remind
Aedham of the past, and it did. The Mage surreptitioudy probed Mort's magica defenses, finding asolid
shield surrounding the Foevor. Probing further would not go unnoticed; the King restrained himsdif, for
now. Instead he probed the room's perimeter, looking for magical traps that might deny him accessto the
Overworld's wild power, and found none. It was there for the taking. If he wanted to pull together the
power for alevin bolt and cook Mort where he sat, it looked like he could. The temptation was gredt.
The Sdleighe had warred long and hard with the Foevor, and never before had Mort shown the dightest
inclination towards honor or fairness

On the other hand, Mort was trusting him to abide by the rules aswell, and the King's sense of
honor would not alow him to do otherwise.

Mort continued bringing up the system, mousing hisway through the menuslikeapro. It wasa
Compag dual processor, running Windows NT, but that's where the King's comprehension ended.
"Haveasedt," Mort said smugly, pointing to aswive chair againgt thewall. "Pull it up here, next to me. |
don't want you to miss anything."

Aedham did not reply; he was still studying the equipment, looking for something he understood. A
row of monitors stared down at them from the wall, each with acameraview of the arena. A large
computer screen displayed the game program, a Windows-based interface with lots of fancy graphics.
Two names gppeared, The Hound and Elvenboy. To the right was awindow for their scores, and next to
itaclock set to zeros.

"In case you're concerned about mefixing the scores, | can't. Humans designed the software, which |
find incomprehensible. | couldn't twesk it to go in my favor evenif | wanted to. It will be an absolutely
far game"

"Well see" Aedham said dryly. "Therésafirg timefor everything.”

* % %

AsDobie put the laser vest on he felt empty. Hisfather had told him to fight for the Foevors—that
they were Foevors—but his heart was telling him otherwise. He wasn't sure what the outcome of this
game would mean, or what they were redlly fighting for. There was more at stake than who had the high
score, but what?

Not asoul wasin sight in the arena. Lugh had told him to report to "Mort," who turned out to be a
voice on the speakers, greeting him as he entered, instructing him to suit up, get into the arena, and
position himself. He questioned the tactics; it was a huge arenafor two people. Precious gametime
would be spent just locating each other. Y et like agood warrior, he accepted the orders without
complaint, and entered the maze.

The Hound stopped halfway up the ramp and peered through holesin thewall, where he had aview
of the weapons room. Someone el se had entered the room and put on avest.



Llan?

That wasridiculous. Thekid, or €f, wasanovice. It seemed like an unequal match; perhapsthey
didn't have timeto find someone else. As he consdered the unfairness of the situation, the countdown
began on hisgun. Thirty seconds.

When he looked up, LIan was gone, now somewhere in the maze. Asthe secondsticked he felt the
now familiar change, the fighting rage that started from his toes and shot through his entire bodly,
sharpened his senses, and turned his heart into a thundering bass drum.

It's showtime.

There, he heard him, somewhere down bel ow. The unmistakable squeak of shoe rubber on concrete.
Llanwason thefirg level. The Hound moved up the ramp to the second level, peering through the wire
mesh screening to the floor below. There, movement. The seconds ticked down to zero, the guns
bleeped to life, and the packs came up. Llan was a cluster of targets.

The Hound was a cluster of targets, too. The instant the game started LIan aimed and pegged The
Hound in the ten point chest target, then ducked out of sight.

Stupid! The Hound thought, no longer feding sorry for the elves. Llan knowswhere | am. I'd better
move. A distant memory from his previous life surfaced: The eves senses are sharper than ahuman's. |
wonder if he can hear me breathe!

There were two ways Llan could come up the stairs; at one the ramp had agood ambush at the top
whereit entered the level. Dobie slently moved to the ambush, covering his gun's speaker asit blegped
back to life. There was Llan, and The Hound tagged him, and backed away .

Even score now; the f looked up, saw his opponent, and moved on up the ramp, moving behind a
minimaze. The Hound considered taking him face to face, but he was rather enjoying this cat and mouse
Suff.

Above the maze where Llan had sought refuge hung along metal mirror, and the elves lights reflected
perfectly init.

The Hound bounced his beam off the mirror, blotting out the pack, and thumped him again as soon
ashispack wasdive. Inthe mirror Llan looked around in confusion. He must not know the mirror
trick. Then he saw The Hound in the reflection, and moved out of sight.

The Hound moved, then decided to go deeper into the upper level, and when he thought it was safe
turned his back to do just that. Mistake!

Llan nailed him from ahead . . . in that short time the ef had moved through the entire back of the
level and ambushed him.

If he was breaking the rules by running, The Hound didn't hear it, and he had long ago quit making an
issue about other players breaking the rules. Turning in cheaters did not add to his score, and burned up
precioustime.

Somewhere back there, Llan was waiting.

The gloves are coming off. One on one. The way Father wanted it.

His pack up, The Hound went directly to where Llan had been, and found him, moving behind awall;
the elf was not moving fast enough, The Hound tagged him, and stood his ground, counting the seconds
before his opponent's pack returned.

The score was too close for comfort. Thumping time.

A short span of maze, Llan at one end, The Hound at the other. While Llan's pack was down The
Hound moved around to the other side, thumped the val uable back target, turned around and repeated
the cyclefour times. The df must have caught on: when The Hound went around to thump him again, he
wasn't there. The Hound had lost his momentum. Whereis he?

He listened for LIan's pack; apparently he'd learned the speaker covering trick. No sound, no €lf.



But he's back there somewhere.

* * %

The urge to use magic was strong; forfeiting the game if he did so kept LIan from it. Once the game
began and he knew where his opponent was, Llan went after him bravely, using the warrior tactics
common to hisfolk. But it was like walking into an army; Dobie was just too good.

Llan backed out of the minimaze the way he had come, and found the ramp completely open.
Knowing therewas afair amount of distance between them now, he let his presence be known by
"accidentaly" hitting one of the wals, and then walking loudly down the ramp.

From aholein thewall poured mist, and Llan thought for amoment that this was Mort's treacherous
attempt to chest. But the fog was part of the arena, he remembered. It pooled on the floor, and fogged
up theentire area.

Let'suseit for cover. . ..

Llan waited for The Hound to come down the ramp, but was met instead by his opponent's laser
beam striking his shoulder target. He looked up and saw The Hound looking down through agrate from
the second levdl.

Llan dashed out of the way, aware of Dobie following him on the second leve, catching occasiona
glimpses of him through more grates. The human must have the place memorized! By thetime his pack
was up, though, no Dobie wasto be found. Llan saw another second level, acrossfrom thisone. If | get
up there | can hit him from across the arena, he reasoned.

Indeed, it seemed to be what the builders of this place expected. Once he got over there Llan
discovered auseful parapet, which legaly concealed his shoulder targets. And he had perfect shot of the
other leve.

TheHound walked into view.

Llan tagged him, and ducked back. Let him wonder where it came from. On impulse he moved to
another part of the level, and looked out. Nothing at first . . . then came the cautious appearance of the
gun barrdl target creeping up over the edge of awall; Llan fired, burning up two of hisrapid fire burststo
tag him.

Moments later, The Hound returned fire to precisaly where he had been—but now Llan was at the
other end, where held begun. The Hound must have seen what he was doing. As soon as L lan presented
himsdf The Hound tagged him again.

The strategy worked, but not aswell as he would have liked.

Hisgun told him hewas till in second place, with eight hundred points. He moved to the back of the
level, where he discovered a useful view of the ramp leading up to where he was. Llan positioned himself
there, and waited.

The Hound took the bait. A minute later, walked up the ramp, passing directly under him. Llan let
loose his beam and nailed the back target. The Hound shrugged it off and proceeded up the ramp, and
Llan looked for better cover.

The Hound reached the second level and looked around for LIan; the elf had hidden himsdlf again.
He prepared to go after him when he became aware of a presence behind him.. . . and it wasn't Llan.
In ashadow, two red eyes peered at him.

Its voice blasted through his head like ablast of lightning.

You are a child, warrior. Without me, you are nothing. | said that you would one day pay for
insulting me. . . today is the day!

From the shadows a black wolf legped a him; The Hound held hisright arm up ingtinctively,
dropping the gun. The wolf'steeth sank into hisflesh, clamped down like avise, and held. The Hound let



out ascream as hefdl back. Although he was amighty warrior in the padt, in thislife he was lill,
physcaly, askinny teenager . . . and thewolf fdt likeit was as big asa bear.

The Hound hit the floor in afury of growls, fur, and the unmistakable tang of blood . . . his blood.

* % %

Mort's equipment tracked the game through the monitors, and Aedham watched with one eye on the
screen, one on Mort. The Foevor sat back vainly, watching the game with his hands clasped behind his
neck and his knobby elbowsjutting out, asingularly haughty pose.

At firg The Hound seemed to be toying with Llan, then when the ef followed him up to the second
level, the fireworks began. LIan got afew good hitsin, Aedham noted with satisfaction, but when The
Hound went into what had to be hisfighting fury, hitting Llan repestedly, not giving him much of achance
to fire back, it was clear who was going to stay in the lead. LIan had 810 points, The Hound, 1002.

"Why doesn't your champion just stay in one place and fight?* Mort said. "Helookslike hes afraid to
gtand hisground.”

Aedham let the comment pass. The monitors switched views, and now it was Llan tagging The
Hound as he was coming up aramp. Mort growled in response.

"Why doesn't your champion know he's been led to atrap?'

Then the weirdness began. Asthe cameratracked The Hound, adark thing lunged from the shadows
and attacked him. The two shadows wrestled back and forth in the shadow, The Hound's target lights
dearly visble

Mort stared at the screen, then checked something on the console. ™Y ou champion isn't playing by
therules" Mort said, with amixture of triumph and anger. "Do you care to concede defeat now, or must
| makeit alarger issue?'

Aedham was unmoved. "LIan isn't attacking, Mort. Look, on that monitor. HE's over there.” He
pointed to the monitor on the end. "I don't know what that thingis"

Evidently unconvinced, Mort legped to hisfeet. "Sdeighe treachery!" the Foevor shouted, pointing a
long accusing finger at Aedham. ™Y ou bregk therules, you forfat!”

The King reached for the node power on impulse, but did not seizeit. Instead he waited to see what
the Foevor would do. But beyond the walls, Aedham felt a Gate powering up. Somewhere on this floor
something is getting ready to arrive from Underhill. He remembered the single-legged Clapper with
the enormous Long levin rifle on its shoulder, and didn't like theidea of facing one without aweapon. All
the electronic gear made the task difficult, but not impossible: despite the interference he had the power
lined up for alevin bolt, just in case.

"Youfoolish sdhe,” Mort said, with asmirk. The Foevor'simage flickered, asif he was some sort of
aprojection.

That can't be. The image was shielded!

Mort had become amannequin, standing in a conceited pose, with his hands on hiships. Aedham
reached out and pushed the statue. It fell backwards, smashing on the floor asif it were made of black
porcdain.

A simulacrum! Mort must have been operating it from somewhere nearby.

The sickening understanding landed on him like a bucket of ice water. The Gate wasn't for something
ariving . . . it wasfor someoneto leave! And I'll be damned if I'm gonnalet him go again!

Aedham ran out of the control room, down the flight of stairsinto the lobby, where Sammi was
waiting.

"What's happened?' Sammi asked.

"Something attacked Dobie, and it wasn't LIan. He might be hurt. There's a Gate somewhere around
here. Whereis—"



Of course, | know whereitis. In the arena. I've gone through it before!

"Follow me!" Aedham said, running into the weapons room, then the arena; he spied ayellow glow
over to the arends | eft Sde, past the center section of the maze. "There. Againgt thewall.”

"He's not bothering to hideit thistime," Sammi said, close on hisheds. They zigged and zagged, took
awrong turn, then found the passage leading to it.

Mort was standing in front of the Gate, poised to legp through it. He looked back and howled at the
sidhe with along, angry wall, before jumping into the glimmering circle of light.

Aedham turned to Sammi. " Go back to Petrus. Tell him to put the army on full dert and be ready to
fight. And wait for aGate. I'm going after Mort. And don't follow me.”

"Don't follow?" Sammi said, looking like she wanted to argue the point. The King plunged into the
Gate.

* % %

"Shit!" Sammi screamed at the Gate in frustration, fighting an overwhelming urgeto follow the King in
despite his command. But orders were orders. Llan and Dobie were somewhere in the arena, and Dobie
was hurt.

"There have to be some goddamned cleanup lightsin this place!" she muttered at nothing, then started
back towards the weapons room.

Shemet Llan there.
"Where's Dobie?"

"Hewas updtairs,” Llan said, vishly frightened. " Something attacked him. When | got to him, hewas
gone." Llan was shaking. "Where'sthe King?' Llan asked.

"Gone back through the Gate," Sammi said. "Told usto get back to thearmy!™

"But we must go after the King! It might have been atrap!”

"If it was atrap, then well all betrapped if we follow, and not much help to rest of Avaon,” Sammi
replied harshly. "We have to notify Petrus. It looks like theré's going to be awar after al.”

They turned to go into the arenato seeif they could find some clue about Dobi€s fate.

* % %

As soon as the beast attacked, it was over. The wolf thing that was Morrigan released hisruined arm
and vanished. Dobie flung off the Lazerwarz vest and sat up, fegling the sticky mess of his blood.

Anintenseydlow light caught his attention. He stood shakily, and peered down at thefirst level.
Bdow and againgt themainwall ayelow circle of light big enough to walk through appeared. Then Mort
walked into view; he acted like something was after him. Dobietried to cal out, but only awhisper came
from hislips. He was going into shock, quick. But he could still walk.

The Foevor vanished into the circle; that must be the exit. Dobie made hisway down from the
second level and, without hesitation, strode into the light.



Chapter Thirteen

Had he stopped to think, he might have seen the act of rushing blindly into the enemy'sterritory,
unarmed, as drategicaly unsound. Aedham didn't stop to think. As usud, gating disoriented his sense of
balance; Aedham stumbled as he hit the pavement on the other side, landing on his hands and knees. The
hard surface told him where down was, and that's where he reached for node energy.

His new surroundings came into focus around him. Thiswas one of the unfinished warehouse-szed
passages of Mort's paace, branching off in three different directions. Torches glowed dully on thewall,
casting murky, wavering light. Before him, at the far end of the passage, stood Mort with a Clapperleg
towering behind him.

"How niceof youtojoinus,” Mort said. "It will save methetrouble of tracking you down." He said
something to the Clapperleg. "L ooks like your army isgoing to have to do without you thisround.”

Then the King saw thelong levin rifle perched on the Clapperleg's shoulder, aimed directly at him and
building up node power.

Asthe Clapper fired, Aedham crawled backwards like a crab, rolling under the Gate and legping to
hisfeet on the other Sde. Before him was another passageway, big enough to drive asemi through. Ashe
ranfor it, the node blast struck, knocking him off hisfeet. His body running on autopilot, he scrambled to
his feet and staggered forward.

The Gate must have taken the brunt of the blast, he noted as he looked behind him through
hovering fragments of light, jagged like broken glass. The Gate hedled itself quickly, reforming into asolid
yellow portal. Beyond this he saw the Foevor hopping, determinedly, towards him.

At adead run hefled down the passage, his only toolsfor self preservation now being hisfeet. The
image of the moving Clapper stayed in hismind. He heard the Clapper'srifle building up for another
blast.

Asheran he started feeding node power to a shield between it and him, skimming the energy from
everything he could. The shied sputtered, collgpsed, then dammed into place; thiswas something he
normaly did while standing till, with no outside distractions. And arather fierce distraction wastrying to
kill him.

Stll hefelt abig red cross hair on his back, intersecting right over hiskidneys. With luck the bigger
rifle would take longer than thirty secondsto charge up.

On hisleft, agde passage popped into view; it had the immediate benefit of getting him out of theline
of fire, and the more long-term one of being abit small for a Clapper.

The moment he was around the corner the Clapper fired again. A ball of node energy flashed by
harmlesdy, itsdraft blowing out dl the torches, then struck awall somewhere, causing abrief, minor
earthquake, with no apparent collatera damage. Aedham stood, catching his breath, in near darkness.
Theonly light wasfrom up ahead.

The Clapper's foot ssomps drew nearer.



Running at top speed towards the light, he burst through an opening and entered ayard, finding
himsdf inthemiddle of adrill. Standing a attention on either Sde of him were Mort's human army of
rubyheads, rank upon rank of them, looking straight ahead &t full attention. A few seemed to notice him;
most resembled zombies, asusud.

But the most disturbing feature of the assemblage of youths was that twenty of the roughly three
hundred of them possessed powered up levinrifles, lights blinking and ready to go. Above the packs
hovered pockets of node energy, waiting to be released.

Mort must have made more, Aedham thought. Maybeif | can get the oneswith the riflesto surround
me, we can call it even.

Such tactics did not seem to be viable, however.

The rubyheads stiff obedience dissolved some as afew turned to regard the ef who had run
headlong into their drill. The apparent drill ingtructor—atall, tranducent creature, aform of wraith-like
Foevor Aedham hadn't seen before—regarded Aedham uncertainly, asif trying to determine if hewas
one of ther troops, out for aromp.

It won't take long to figure out I'm not a human, Aedham knew. He spotted another opening on
the other side of the grounds, and made arun for it.

The wraith-like Foevor evidently decided then that he was an intruder, and barked an order.
Aedham heard a chilling roar cry erupt from the entire army, followed by a pounding of many feet asthey
mobilized to pursue him.

The exit was the top of along set of stairswhich ran down the sde of awall; the grounds were
actually on theroof of what looked like an even larger palace. How big does this place need to be
anyway? he thought, before he had the chilling redlization that Mort probably intended to popul ate the
kingdom with many more Foevors, including the Clappers. Everything held seen here wasin proportion
to them. Open for business.

Aedham was hafway down the long expanse of stairs when he saw the teenaged horde skid round
the corner and come down after him. Not much discipline here; perhaps they were unable to take
independent action. They certainly seemed to be moving asone: after him. At least they weren't shooting
levin bolts. Yet.

At the base of the gairs he found himself at the edge of avast commons, across which he saw what
had to be the main gatehouse entrance. Over the exit leading out of the palace avast portculliswas
poised like aguillotine. Two Clapperlegs guards peered over the ramparts, saw what was coming, and
disappeared. A moment later the portcullis began to lower.

The prospect of being trapped in the monstrous pal ace with three hundred crazed teenaged humans,
some armed with levinrifles, gave him another boost of energy. Thiswas not how elves were supposed
todie

The portculliswas halfway closed.

From behind him, hefdt alevinrifle power up.

He dodged I€ft, ill running towards the gate. A node blast rocketed over him and hit the gatehouse
over the portcullis. Rock and dust rained down, but the structure remained standing, and the grate
continued to close. Now the portculliswas two thirds closed; he heard the new wood creaking in the
grooves.

Elves aren't supposed to be skewered on the end of a palace gate, either! hethought, flinging
himsdlf into adive. He hit the ground just under the pointed ends of the portcullis, and rolled out from
under them asit closed. He got up to flee, and found his T-shirt pinned under one of the timbers. Through
the portcullis he saw the mob drawing closer. Two wereaming levinriflesa him asthey ran.

He ripped the T-shirt away from the timber and ducked as two node blasts pummeled the gate. The
walls bowed out over the portcullisfrom the impact, followed by what had to be the portcullis gears,



creaking and groaning in protest. The node blasts must have damaged the workings.

You guys need to work on that, Aedham thought as he set about to put more distance between him
and the paace. The palace's outer fortification looked like the Great Wall of China; he couldn't see
whereit ended, it just dissolved into the horizon.

The mist surrounding the palace thickened to asoupy mix; confident he was far enough away,
Aedham reached for the power to conjure a Gate.

* * *

Dobiewaked into the circle of yellow light, feding some warm, tingling power move through him. His
pain diminished, and he was able to see ahead of him another circle, darker than its surroundings.

Heféll through to the other side on ahard, cold surface, and rolled over on hisback. I'll stay herea
second, hethought. He was getting wesk, and al this moving around wasn't doing his still bleeding
wound any good.

Somewhere nearby a horrible ruckus was taking place.

Theflash of an explosion briefly lit the place, which was something between a cave and a cathedrd.
Something huge and lumbering like an e ephant was moving around down there. He fdlt the vibration
through the pavement, and he thought that maybe it might be agood ideato go somewhere el e, at least
until he determined what the big thing was, and what it wastrying to do.

With difficulty, he sat up. When the stars cleared from hisvision, he saw another cresture, severa
paces away, studying him rather intensdy. It wastdl like the elves, yet looked nothing like them. Asit
approached, Dobie saw that it had no eyes, only amouth, adlit for anose, and two small conica ears
that looked like funnels. A dark green reptilian skin covered it from head to toe, and it appeared to be
naked, though he saw nothing that resembled genitalia of either sex.

Despiteits strangeness, the creature did not fed threatening. In the mists of Cu Chulainn's memory
Dobie dredged up the fact that Foevors took many shapes. Perhaps this was one of them.

Now to convince it who | am, Dobie thought, doubting his abilitiesto do so.
"I'm one of you," Dobie said, and the Foevor tilted its head quizzicdly at him. "I'm a Foevor."

Still, uttering the words sounded strange, and apart of him didn't want to believe them, not yet. "I
need some help here," Dobie said.

The creature said nothing, but seemed to understand. It extended a hand, which Dobie took and
pulled himsdf to hisfeet. A wave of dizziness threatened to put him back on the ground; the creature
grabbed him, and draped Dobie'sarm over his neck, and started walking him to an archway leading to
another passage.

Aedham had to refortify the Gate after haf the Sdleighe army had moved through it. Therewasa
power drain on the nodes; something was going on over in the palace that would require more energy
and he didn't want to speculate on what that might be. In twos and threes, the Avalon cavalry passed into
the Unformed realm, the outer wall of Mort's palace a towering behemoth on the horizon. With each new
soldier, hefdt the scdetip, dowly, in hisfavor.

But hismood turned dour as he considered the human puppets on the other side of the Gate, and
what options he had in dealing with them.

We will not fight them. They probably think thisis a big game of Lazerwarz, and in some way
itis. What they don't know is that this game isfor real, it's for keeps, and the weapons kill.

Then what to do? Mort waswell aware that the Seleighe would hesitate before attacking human kids;
infact, he was probably counting on that. He'd send the kids on ahead of the Clappersto cover for them.

And with that hesitation . . . the Clappers will have moved into position. Not such a bad plan.
But a plan completely without honor. The rubies controlled his unwilling draftees.

The rubies. Aedham reached in his pocket for the stone he removed from Joystik's head, and



examined it. It was ftill dark and inert, but the path of matrices encoded within were still readable. These
are all synthetic stones, the Mage remembered, kenned from one original. The patterns of power
are exactly the same! And I've already reversed Joystik's stone.

Knowing that, the King knew he had the way to defeat Mort.

* % %

The King found the wegpons master, who had what he needed: two levin riflesand aroll of duct
tape. Non-Underhill gear, to be sure, but Aedham had learned the usefulness of duct tape while growing
upinDdlas

While hisarmy set up camp around him under Petrus watchful eye, King Aedham went to work on
one of therifles. He popped open the back, revealing the disc on which the diaspar stone spun. The
panel he removed contained amene crystd, and under the disc was the topolomite. Aedham replaced the
diaspar stone with the ruby, which waslarger and didn't fit in the hole. A small patch of duct tape
compensated for that. He snapped the panedl back, turned the gun on, and looked for someplaceto try it.

He moved to the edge of the camp to try out the new device. The mist wasthick here, and he
thought this might prove an impediment. The whed was spinning, but he felt no node energy building
behind it. Thiswas good; he wasn't after node energy.

Aiming the gun into the migt, he fired. The mist reflected alarge red spot, which he explored with his
Mage sight. It did indeed contain the matrix code within itslight. But would it disrupt the rubyhead spell?
Without node power behind it, the gun was just afancy projector.

| am, of course, a Mage, Aedham reminded himsdf. | can feed it all the node power | want. He
explored this possibility, examining the code lurking in the light, then Sphoned abit of power from the
nodes. The result was atightly focused beam; he shone it on the ground before him, then into the mist.
The beam spread with distance, he noted. Did that mean it weakened, too? His Mage sensetold him it
did.

At adistance. . . | haveto feed just enough to boost it. And not so much that | inadvertently
turn a kid's brains into tapioca with a levin bolt.

With the beam on the ground, he noticed something amissin the patterns. If I'm trying to reverse the
spdll . . . shouldn't the matrix pattern be reversed too?

He removed the pand and turned the ruby around, taping it back into place, then projected a beam
intothemig again.

There'sthe pattern, again . . . inreverse! That'swhat | will need. That should— hope—cancel
the rubyhead spell. But will it be enough for everyone? Or does Mort have some other protection
on the rubyheads to prevent what I'mtrying to do? Won't know till | try it.

Such islife with on-the-fly technol ogy.

Dobielay on ahay mattress, in alarge room that reminded him of abarn. Other people apparently
lived here, too. All around were more than a hundred hay mattresses, strewn with sgnsfrom the
Overworld: aNIN T-shirt, apair of jeans, apack of Marlboros. He vaguely recalled the creature that
brought him here, thelizard thing that tried to talk, but couldn't quite form the words.

Pain shot through his mauled arm when he moved it. It was definitely getting worse; the wounds were
swollen and bright red. He knew an infection when he saw one. Perhaps he should have tended to this
before coming here.

Then, at the end of the huge room, alight.

Father?

Thelight drew closer, abal of light growing to along ova which flickered with animageinside.

Yes, it was Father. Lugh was coming towards him, accompanied by the peculiar creature who had
found him.



"l wasn't expecting you to comejoin me down here,” Lugh said conversationaly. Thelight folded into
an envelope around him, and dimmed.

Was that anger, or displeasure, lurking somewhere behind those words?

"| followed Mort," Dobie said, then redlizing how feverish hewas. "Thelight brought me here." His
words were amere whisper. "You told me. . . you told meto report to him. To answer to him. | thought
it wastheway to find you."

"It was, asyou can see," Lugh said as he came up beside him, holding the transparent staff which had
the miniature thunderstorm churning insde. "So you have. Now. Y ou've cometo jointhearmy.”

"I've come for help," Dobie said, not believing Lugh didn't notice how injured he was. With agrimace
he held the ruined arm up, biting hislip to keep from screaming. "Morrigan gppeared in Lazerwarz in the
form of awolf. She attacked me and ripped my arm up,” He lay the arm back down, not able to hold
back an audible moan. The entire limb throbbed with hisrapid heart beat. "1t's making me very sick,
father."

Lugh nodded thoughtfully. "1 suppose that means|'ll need to get medical suppliesfor humans. You
are haf human, after dl.”

What? "Y ou can't heal me?'Y ou hedled me before.”

"That wasalong timeago,” Lugh sad. "Areyou sure you can't fight? Be dl you can be?'
"Can hardly get up. I'm running afever."

Lugh continued his pep talk, "But it's not just ajob. It'san adventure!”

Dobie stared a him. Thisdoesn't sound right. At adl. Isheredly Lugh? Washe. . . ever?
"The Few. The Proud. The Foevoriand™

Dobie close hiseyes, surrendering to the chill that had come over him.

"I'll return later,” Lugh said shortly. "Try to get your strength back up. We have awar to fight.”

Dobie watched their backs as they walked away. Isthisredly my father? Thisisn't the one |
remember.

Dubh followed hisleader out of the barracks into the grounds. Mort marveled at the creature's
stupidity. He sees ahuman, The Hound, and assumes he's one of the grunts. Never mind that he's half
god. At least he had the presence of mind to tell me about it!

Unfortunately, The Hound was practicaly usdessfor battle. Morrigan had made sure of that. His
mood was such that he would have liked to divert al his resources in making sure she was destroyed, but
with a Seleighe army camped outside the front gate he had afew other prioritiesto contend with.

The moment Mort had thrown off his Lugh glamorie, another crisislanded in hislap. Cika
Clapperleg, the commander of hisarmy, waswaiting for Mort outside the barracks.

"We have a Sdeighe army at our doorstep,” Cika commented. "Any thoughts?'

Mort turned angrily on his commander, but the effect was not to hisliking; it was difficult to stare
down someone three times your height.

"I'm aware of the Stuation,” Mort said. "1 had not anticipated a confrontation so soon.”

"That muchisclear," the Clapper snorted. "We were promised a legion to fight the Sdleighe, and
were al so promised seasoned mercenariesto lead us," Cikal continued. "What have we? Three hundred
children who think they're playing agame. And not enough weaponsfor al of them." The Clapper
paused, afull pacein front of Mort; heturned hislong, hairy face with thesingle eye.

"What say you?" the Clapper hissed.

Thebarrd of the Long turned with him, but Mort noticed with some relief that the weapon was
turned off.



Stll, the meaning is clear, Mort thought. Now, let's remind him why I'm the |eader.

"If you are displeased with my leadership, you may resign as commander, and as a Foevorian soldier,
if you are of amind to,” Mort spat. "1 am displeased that afew setbacks have demoraized you so."

The Clapper's ook wavered, then turned away.

"Perhaps | have made amigtakein trying to bring my people the glory they deserve,” the Foevor
said, walking on without Cikal. "Perhaps | should rule the gargoyles. Or create my own race. | created dll
this" Mort said, gesturing over the entire grounds, the palace, the gatehouse in the distance. "I can create
aracetoinhabit it.” Mort smiled pleasantly.

The Clapper followed, awkwardly. "Y ou wish to rule dl of Underhill. The evesmust be
exterminated, like vermin. But why are they such athreat?”

"They have dways been athreat,” Mort replied smply. Hefound it difficult to put into words the
judtification for the hate he fdlt; these Foevors had not experienced the humiliation at their handsashe
hed. "And they dwayswill be."

The Clapper glared a him with his one eye, and Mort didn't like what he saw there. Raising his
voice, he waked towards the Clapper and stared directly at him from hisinferior height. "And if you think
you can take me on you are welcome to try!"

The Clapper backed off a pace.

Mort continued, "L et meremind you that | have not been in Dreaming these aeons, | have been living
in Underhill in various guises, gaining knowledge, gaining strength.” Then hedrovetheknifein. "l may
have assumed too much when | chose to wake you from dreaming.”

"I donat. . . | do not question your command,” the Clapper sammered, agratifyingly bizarre sight.
"We have had setbacks, to be sure.. . ."

"Then quit grumbling about the elves and get back to your men. If thereisa Sdeighe army out there,
why don't you start the attack now?"

"But there are over three hundred of them—"

"From the wadlls, you fool! Those wegpons have a greater range than the Short rifles. Soften up their
position and then send the gruntsin to wear them down. The Seleighe won't fire on the children, | told
you. Do you not believe me?"

"Yes, sre" Cika placated, and bowed. The effect, however, wasto look directly down at Mort.
"Wewill begin the bombardment immediatey.”

* % %

"l don't likethe looks of this," Petrus said, putting down the binoculars. The Bausch and Lombs were
a cherished human-made tool, second only to the razor-sharp ceramic hunting knife he kept in his belt.
They had set up aobservation post at the edge of the mist; the army set up camp a bit deeper into the
gloom.

Heturned to Aedham, "The Clappers are on thewals. They're armed with the levin rifles.”

"Spread your men out,” Aedham said. " Now." Petrus went into action, shouting orders along theline.
" think they're—"

The King never finished the sentence. Thefirg blast hit, some distance ahead of them, plowing a
large crater into the unformed soil. The impact till threw the King backwards, and robbed him of his
hearing for afew moments.

The King redized he may have migudged the range of these wegpons; he had thought they would be
well out of reach of therifles. As his hearing returned he became aware of his men making tracks further
intothemigt.

Time for a shield, Aedham thought, and reached for the power he would need. The air sparked with
the energy; the enemy was preparing to fire again.



Node power . . . Now.

Another node blast struck the ground, closer thistime, sending a shower of dirt over them. Aedham's
concentration shattered. The node power dipped away.

The King rgoined hisarmy, which had mobilized further back into the mist.

He caught up with Petrus, " Space your men out, Petrus. One blast from that weapon and we lose a
third of our army!"

Petrus rode forward, leading the line of Seleighe pardld to the palace. Aedham caught arideon a
wagon, which followed the troopsin a broad circle around Mort's palace. Another blast pulverized the
ground again, throwing Aedham off the wagon; he got back on hisfeet and surveyed the damage.

They're shooting in the dark, he saw with satisfaction. They can't see so few menin mist thisthick!

He opened up his Mage sight and surveyed the situation, seeing roughly fifteen Clapperswith Long
levinrifles, lined up dong the top of an outer wall.

"Give me one of thosa!" he shouted at the wegpons master, who handed him alevinrifle.

"But dre, you'l give away our postion!”

"Keep moving!" Aedham shouted, and move ahead, towards the palace.

Levin blasts continued to pound the earth around them randomly; Aedham advanced towardsthe
palace and took refuge in one of the craters, he was now well within range of the Longs. Hetook aim at
the Clappers on the wall. Asthe weapon spun up to full power, he reached again for the nodes, and
focused it on histarget. Therifleésam wasno good at this distance; perhaps augmenting the blast's
trgjectory might make it more accurate.

He pulled thetrigger to find out.

Therifle gpat abal of light at the wall; the shot arced dightly before homing in on the target, alone
Clapper positioned over the gatehouse, then drove home. A direct hit; the parapet disintegrated, and the
blast vaporized the Clapper.

Aedham's assault had given away his position, and he scrambled out of the hole, zigzagging back to
hismen. A node blagt hit his position moments|ater.

Their range isjust too great! hethought, going over hisoptions. Either nullify theblasts. . . or
divert them. It was atechnique hisfather had shown him, and which had to some effect been used in the
defense of the origind Avaon paace.

Time now to put it to practice. Seize the power, hetold himsdf, drawing again from the pools of
energy. From this he made the strongest shield he could, then pulled it between the palace and hismen. It
was like pulling loose fabric, separating the weave, the shield became a net, spread a ong the front.

It wouldn't stop a blast. It could redirect it. Good enough for talking purposes.
The next blast struck the net, then went up and over, bouncing harmlessly away. A cheer rose from

the Sdleighe army, now scattered thinly across the perimeter. The Clappersfired again. The projectile
made a sharp detour into the ground.

Their levinrifles are useless now, the Mage thought, his feelings mixed. It would force the Foevor's
next hand: sending the kidsin. From the wagon heretrieved his specia ruby rifle and powered it up.

| just hope this thing works, Aedham thought frantically, aware now that al their optionswere
expended.

"What do you mean, theaimisoff?' Mort screeched at Cikd, just outside the gatehouse. "We tested
thesethings™”

"Not against aMage," Cika pointed out. "The King of Avaon has constructed something. | cannot
seitinitsentirety.”

"He'sthrown up ashield,” Mort replied, impatiently. His neck was getting sore from looking up at the



Clapper. Increase my size so that | can communicate with my own men? It seemed like awaste of
node power, dl of which he needed for his Lugh impersonation for The Hound.

The lad might yet come around.

"| can seethe shield from my chambers,” Mort pointed out. A thin, wispy shield that couldn't protect
the Sdeighe from harsh language, much lessalevin hit. "It's not enough to stop anything!”

"I tdl you, it's diverting the blasts. Not stopping them.”

"Then tell your men to ceasefire until further notice," Mort said with afrustrated snarl. These
Clapperlegs have no backbone whatsoever. And to think they were once warriors!

Mort was still tempted to wait until The Hound could lead their unit of human soldiersinto the fray.
The situation had become a standoff—they had al the time they needed.

Or maybe not. While they delayed sending in the ground troops the Sdleighe army was digging in.
The humans were expendable, aways had been. Why not send them in now when they can exact the
most damage?

"I'm sending in the human infantry,” Mort said. In away, hewasrdieved. Keeping the kids under the
ruby spell had taken itstoll on his power supply; without them, he might be able to construct an effective
countermeasure to Aedham'’s net.

"They'regoingin now."

Dobie no longer felt hisarm. At some point during his delirium he decided that the wolf had poisoned
fangs, and had injected his arm with venom, and the worst of the effects were ill to come.

He had fdlen off the hay mattress and was on the cold, hard floor, which felt good with hisfever.
That he might die here was not much of aconcern.

When hisfather appeared above him again, he thought it was over. Lugh's ability to heal seemed to
have gone by the wayside, so the only reason his father would be here would be to claim him for the land
of the dead. It made sense. Nothing elseredly did.

Death did not seem to bein the cards, though; Lugh held ahand over the swollen arm, and from his
pam arich blue light flowed, bathing the nasty wound with warmth.

Pain ended, and deep came.

"There, by the gatehouse," Petrus pointed out. "They're shooting at their own fortress?”

"The portcullisis damaged,” Aedham explained, feding the node blasts chip away & the palace
entrance. "They're just clearing the way." He rechecked the charge of the ruby based levinrifle he was
wearing; it looked good. "They're sending the kidsin, | bet. Go. Tel your mento hold their fire”

Aedham thumbed the rifle on, and looked up. The portcullis was clear now, and humansin black
pajamas were scampering over terrain made rough by node blasts.

Here goes, Aedham thought, aiming at the youths. So far Mort had only sent out ten, but they dl had
levinrifles. The Mage pulled the trigger and held it down. Therifle spat ared beam at the human squad,
pinning them in the light. With an extra push of node power, Aedham fdt the rubyhead spell shetter.

The ten warriorslooked confused.

"Hold your fire!" Petrus shouted, but the Seleighe army was aready standing down. "Sire, we should
go get them!”

"Y es, but get those packs away from them as soon as you can. They look like toys!" Aedham
replied. Gods help usiif they decided to start playing with them! Petrus and a handful of men moved
forward, without packs or drawn swords, waving a the humans as they approached.

What must this look like to them? Aedham wondered, as he watched his men approach the
humans. Without much discussion the eves carefully took the packs from them and led them over the



churned-up ground to safety behind Seleighe lines. It didn't look so much like the taking of war prisoners
asit did aBoy Scout outing. Apparently the kids were too stunned and confused to react to the
weirdness of the Stuation.

Which is how it should be. They don't know what's going on. And it's our duty to keep it that
way.

Onthewall over the gatehouse, a Clapper leveled aLong rifle at Petrus, his men and the kids, and
fired.

* * %

From the gatehouse rampart Mort stared in disbelief as the ten human foot soldiers shook free of his
spell. Therubiesfell from their heads, then they dropped their weaponslike they didn't know what they
were anymore. Whatever illusion Mort's magics had created were gone now.

Aedham did this. . . but how? Thiswas not something aMage could do, so quickly . . . and with
al the node power flying around, the interference aone should have made the task impossible. Y et there
they were, free of their spells. And the Seleighe were leading them back to their lines.

"Takethem out!" Mort shouted to the nearest Clapper, who aimed and fired a L ong; the node blast
made adirect path for the Seleighe and the humans, but at the end made a sharp turn into the sky,
bounced off into the unformed mist, and left the target unscathed.

"These wegpons are usdless!" Cika moaned, from Mort'seft. "The shield is deflecting our weapons,
| tell you! We must take out that Mage.”

If such were possible, Mort thought. | would take the Mage out mysdif.

But was it impossible? Aedham was behind hislines, somewhere back there, well hidden in the mist.
The Sdleighe had taken to guerrillatactics this round, hiding behind the mounds his Longs had dug in the
ground. The only thing able to penetrate the Sdeighe's lines were the damned children and they weren't

Staying bespdlled.
Children...
Mort had an idea

* % %

Dobie sat up from dreamless deep, bathed in sweet; the fever that had wracked hisbody with chills
was gone now. At least hewas dive.

"It ssemsthe Morrigan has bested you once again,” said afamiliar voice; Dobie turned to see his
father with his green cloak, sitting on a bench, a pace or two away. "I've seen to your wounds. How
doesyour arm fed ?'

Arm? He'd forgotten al about the attack. His right arm, though covered with fresh, pink scar tissue
from elbow to wrist, was completely healed. He flexed his hand stiffly, but it worked, and obeyed.

"Why didn't you hedl me before?" Dobie asked, remembering the encounter. "All you wanted meto
dowasfight."

"Y ou have been tricked yet again,” Lugh said gently. "It was not I, but someone, a Foevor shape
shifter, pretending to be me."

The news came asardief. "We are not Foevors? Y ou didn't save me from the hotel room, from
Morgan. . ."

"Y ou saved yoursdlf," Lugh informed him.

"Thenwhois—"

"Think for yourself,” Lugh said. "Who would stand to gain the most from denying the Sdeighe their
champion?'

The answer is quite ssimple, Dobie had to admit. "None other than the Foevors. Their leader. Mort.
" Hegot to hisfeet, shaking off thelast of the malaise. The healing hisfather had performed was absolute;



he felt not just good, but terrific. Hetook off the gold ring "L ugh™ had given him and flung it acrossthe
barracks. It exploded againgt the wall in atiny flash of fire and smoke.

It occurred to Dobie that he might have dept through the fight. "What has gone on? Has the war
begun?'

"Indeed it has" Lugh assured him, Sitting back on the bench and regarding his son with an gppraising
look. "It has certainly begun. Infactitisabit of stdemate right now."

"You must take metoit!" Dobie demanded. "If thereis il time—"
"Be patient," Lugh said camly. "Thefight will beinyour court soon enough.”

On the bench next to Lugh was alevinrifle vest. The Lord of Light glanced down at the wespon,
then addressed hisson. "I will broker one more fight. Prepare yoursdlf for it."

* * *

"Lookslike he's sending out the rest of them,” Petrus said dismally, pointing towards the gatehouse. "
All of them."

"Indeed heis," Aedham said, taking up hisruby rifle again. Asthe smadl army of human infantry
scrambled to take up positions just outside the wall, the Mage reinforced the safety net, and moved it a
little further out, to include this next wave. There were afew hundred, svarming like ants. Aedham'’s
blood boiled; it was a sensdess sacrifice. "Okay, you know the drill. I'll knock out the spell and you go
gather them up. Get them back here as soon as you can.”

Aedham had established arefugee camp some distance into the mist, and had put severa of hismen
on it, to make sure no one bolted. Thetranquility spell Aedham had put on the first ten seemed to work
well, but with node power flying everywhere hedidn't trust his ability to maintain it. In case the spell
dipped, he didn't want to have to go look for lost youthsin the fog.

When it appeared the last of the kids had moved within range of the ruby rifle, Aedham hosed them
al down with the liberating red light. Through Petrus binoculars he saw the rubies dropping from their
temples, followed by the expected baffled stares. When the entire line appeared to have been despelled,
Petrus led his soldiers out to gather them up. The Foevors opened fire from the gatehouse parapets, but
their Mage blasts were going everywhere but into the Sdeighe line, deflecting off Aedham's net like
stones skipping across a pond.

It didn't take long to herd the kids back behind their lines, athough the node blastswere abit of a
digtraction. The kids didn't seem to know the blasts were intended for them, which was fortunate. That
might have caused a panic, which they didn't have the numbersto handle. Instead there was an orderly
escort of the two hundred or so kidsfiling past Aedham. Petrus walked along side the assembly, and
Aedham spread a blanket of tranquility over them asthey filed past. It taxed every thing he had, but the
spell seemed to be working. The humans were as docile as cattle.

The King spotted one kid who till had avest, and it appeared to be operational.

"Petrus, seize that wegpon!" Aedham called, but his commander was aready on the job, weaving
through the crowd of humans who were not much smaler than hewas. The crowd parted around a
scuffle, and two more of Petrus soldiers stepped in and separated the kid from the levinrifle vest.

"He'sddirious,” Petrus called back. "I think he needs hedling.”

After what they've been through, they all probably need healing, Aedham thought. He kept an
eye on the boy, who bore a triking resemblance to hisfriend from Dallas, Daryl Bendis, before rehab:
pale and pasty white skin, with black, stringy hair. With pointed ears he would have looked like an
Unsdeghe

The boy turned, glared at Aedham, then moved on with the rest of the refugees. The hostile look sent
shiversthrough Aedham, who had no doubts the kid would have taken him out with alevinrifleif given
the chance.

"Sirel Another messenger!" Petrus called out, and Aedham looked up to see another Foevor on a



black horse riding towards them.
| hope it's not another challenge. | amweary of this game. | want to be done with it!
Therider pulled up and ddlivered another note to Aedham. Petrus and alarge contingent of his
officerslooked on as the King read.
Aedham looked up, smiling from ear to elven ear.
"It'sasurrender,” he said, not quite believing the words. "Weve won."

The acting commander of the Foevor forces, Cikal Clapperleg, seemed sincerein his desire to make
peace. Hisforces, including the race of reptilian Greens and the wraiths, had dl lined up outside the
gatehouse and had laid down their weapons before them. As a peace offering, the Greens had aso
turned over the youths imprisoned in the dungeon, and Petrus had them escorted to the camp. A fair
number of gargoyles aso had enlisted as mercenaries, but they seemed to have sensed the changing
winds and had |eft shortly after the Unsdleighe did. The Foevor army, standing proudly at attention, had
cooperated fully in al aspects, except one.

They didn't know where Mort was.

"He deserted us," Cika complained. "In our hour of need, he left us when we needed him the mogt.”
"Let meguess,” Aedham said, pacing before him. Standing till in front of the giant made him fedl
vulnerable; moving around somehow gave him the psychologica feding of safety. ™Y ou redlized how he

mided you, made you promises he never kept."

The one-eyed giant nodded. "And | couldn't remember why we werefighting."

"Aie, indeed," Aedham said, not fully convinced of the story. The Situation stank. It smelled of atrap.
But the Clappers had no weapons. The Seleighe was fully armed. Where was the catch?

A commoetion from hisarmy drew his attention from the Foevors. From the unformed mist ahorse
and rider appeared, and were heading toward the Foevor gatehouse. Aedham took a closer look and
saw that it was the kid who hadn't wanted to give up the levinrifle. He's flipped completely out! Why
doeshewant. ..?

"Excuseme,” he said to Cikal, and went over to one of the officersin charge of the refugee camp.
"What happened with that kid who just took off?"

"What happened?" the officer replied, wild-eyed. "He kept sneaking out of the camp looking for a
wegpon. Thelevinrifles, in particular.”

And the spell of tranquility had no effect on him.

"We were bringing him back when he made a dash for an elvensteed,” the officer said. "Andiit . ..
obeyed him. An evensteed would never et ahuman ridethem.”

Perhaps he wasn't a human, Aedham thought. | knew there had to be areason why he looked like
Daryl Bendis.

"Who wasthat?' Petrus said, riding up to Aedham on Moonremere. "I looked up, and that human
kid had already made it back to the gatehouse. On an elvensteed.”

"That was Mort," Aedham explained. "Good glamorie, too. Even though he copied someone | knew,
| didn't detect it."

" Should we gather up aunit and go after him?"

"Not yet," Aedham ordered. "It could be atrap. He's on hishome territory. | want to find out more
about the layout beforewe goin."

Something above them caught his attention; looked up a an eagle circling over them. "I think we have
another vigtor."

The eagle kited over them, then dove down to land; asthe bird touched the ground, it transformed
into arobed man with agreen cloak. The god stood calmly, unmoved by the anxious army surrounding



him.
Lugh stepped forward and bowed, respectfully, before Aedham. The action surprised him. With a
god, isn't it supposed to be the other way around?

"Well done, Sdeighe King," Lugh said. "Y ou have successfully conquered the enemy, and have
liberated alarge number of young beings who do not belong to thisredm.” Lugh paused, and smiled
congenidly, putting the King at ease. "'l trust you will seethat they are returned to their homes?”

"Indeed, | will," Aedham replied. "But isthe battle redly over?’

"Your battleis" Lugh said, with adight edgeto hisvoice. "Asyou may have guessed, you had Mort
inyour midst, and didn't even redlize it. He has returned to his palace.”

"He'sgoing to escape,” Aedham said. "Again. Thisisnot thefirgt time.”

"Hewon't escape,” Lugh said. "Hewill be. . . challenged.”

Aedham raised an eyebrow. "By whom?'

Lugh winked a him. "My son. The Hound of Culann.”

Dobie?

Lugh continued, "I would not normaly meddle in even affairs, but your actions have displeased me.
Since the relms plit with the Tuathas defeet, the various clans have lived in balance.” Lugh pointed to a

levinrifle held by one of Aedham's men. " The balance has been upset by your invention. Asyou said
shortly after daughtering the Unsdeighe army, thisis no honorable way to fight.”

In the presence of Lugh, Aedham had difficulty arguing his defense. " So you have intervened.”

"As gods have been known to do.”

"For what purpose? What do you intend to accomplish?”

"To eventheplaying field,” Lugh said. "Two warriors. Two levinrifles. Onelarge arena. Mort's
palace.”

"A dud?'

Lugh shook hishead dowly. "Single combat. Y our people are familiar with this concept, | trust.”

"Mortisnowarrior!" Aedham objected. "Hewill win any way he can.”

"I have made the contest equal in every way," Lugh countered.

Aedham bdieved him. "What will the outcome determine?’

"Thewinner, of course" Lugh replied. "Onewill die. Onewill live"

"Andif Mort lives?'

"Hewill remain the leader of the Foevors. That is" Lugh said, glancing at the giant Clapperlegs, "if
they will havehim."

At thispoint it doesn't look like Mort isthe leader of anything, Aedham thought. His men have
surrendered, and they believe Mort has deserted them. Y et the King didn't like the possibilities. He
would escape. He would be out there, consolidating another empire, perhaps even by someday
convincing the Foevors again he wasworthy of their loyalty.

Y et it was clear to Aedham that Lugh's mind was made up, that no amount of gentle persuasion
would change matters.

"Then may the best warrior win," Aedham said, forcing asmile.



Chapter Fourteen

Sammi was deegping in her car when she felt the power reach through the relms; she sat up groggily,
sensing the Gate's point of entry somewhere inside the arena. Her clock read 4:00 am. Monday
morning.

The media covering the megaliths had long since packed up and gone on to less stale news. Thelone
cop at the megaliths looked up as she got out of the car, then returned to his newspaper, disinterested.
Sammi had introduced hersdlf to him earlier that night after sending Llan to notify Petrus of the changein
war plans. Creating the Gate, even with Llan's hdp, was exhaugting. Sitting watching unmoving rocks
was al shewas up to, afterwards. So far asthe |ocals were concerned, she was anew FBI recruit given
the tedious task of around-the-clock watch on abusiness. Dull work for any cop.

All that was about to change.

In the arenashe saw the Gate form in its usua spot againgt thewall. Once it was up afamiliar face
camethrough it.

"Areyou ready for your new arrivals?' Petrus asked. He was dirty and bruised from battle, but
grinning from ear to ear.

"Y es, send them through,” Sammi said. " So what's going on down there?"

"Oh, wewon. Sort of," Petrus said. "The Hound and Mort are having it out in sSingle combat.”

That didn't sound like the Seleighe had won just yet, she thought, before returning her
concentration to the problem at hand. "How many are there?"

Petrus|ooked exhausted; it took a moment for him to respond. "All of them."

"Even the onesin the dungeon?"

"Them, too." Helooked around the darkened arena. "No witnesses?'

"None. It's early morning here. What do they think happened?”

"A UFO cult kidnapped them from the arenas. The story israther detailed; they should be ableto tell
you dl about it."

UFO cult? Sammi groaned. What better way to stir up an dready psychotic Situation. " Send them
through."

Petrus went back into the Gate, and amoment later asmall army of human kids started filing through.
Strangely enough, they were dl wearing loose black clothing. Something Mort cooked up, | guess.

She punched in Hawk's number on the Nokia, roused him from a sound deep, and told him to get his
tail down to the arena. While she waited for him to show up, she needed to come up with an explanation
that would correspond with the kid's implanted memories.

Meanwhile, as the former hostages arrived, congestion devel oped around the Gate, and Sammi had
to usher them away to let the rest come through. Soon the arrivals started to come out of their stupor,
and started babbling. Sammi took afew aside and drilled them on what had happened.



"Nothing redly,” onekid said, atal blond boy who still looked haf adeep. "Oh, now | remember. It
was these UFO crazy people. They thought dienswas going to take them away, and they kidnapped us
to diversfy their DNA pool or some weird shit likethat . . ."

That was the story she was waiting to hear. Aedham's cover story will work quite well, 1 think.
Especially with those black clothes . . . Sheremembered a case of mass suicidein Cdiforniathat had
smilar trappings. Fortunately, this story had a happier ending.

As soon asthey were dl through, the Gate blipped out of existence. She hoped there would never be
another onethere again.

"Timeto call inthe cavary," she said to herself as she dided the FBI officeto report the discovery of
afew hundred kidnapped youthsin the Lazerwarz arena. The FBI promptly contacted local law
enforcement, who summoned an entire squad of crisis counselors. Moments later fifteen police cars
pulled up inthe Lazerwarz parking lot, lights spinning. The mediawasn't far behind.

A happy ending, she thought, trying to focus on what was happening here, instead of thewar in
Underhill. I like happy endings. Maybe Avalon will soon have one too.

It wasal over. The kingdom he had carefully crafted from the leftovers of their former glory had
collapsed; his people were cowards, dl of them.

They don't deserve me, Mort fumed as he dismounted the dvensteed, flung off the disgusting human
glamorie, and rushed into the palace. They never did. At thefirst Sgn of trouble they give up. How dare
they, after al | have done for them: roused them from long-term Dreaming, gave them the most powerful
weapons ever to exist in Underhill, and returned them, however briefly, to their former glory.

And they repay me with surrender!

Mort took the massive set of stairsto the upper levels, where his chamberslay. He was not flesing
unarmed. There was onelevinrifleleft, stashed behind histhrone, the one he used to blast Morrigan. For
that reason doneit had substantiad sentimenta value.

Therifle waswhere he had |eft it behind the throne. Mort took along look at his chambers, and was
seized with asudden grief which turned quickly to anger.

| will return. And I will not be denied again.

The King of the Foevors reached for the node power needed for aGate. . . and frowned. It's there,
he thought. The node power isthere. Why can't | reach it?

There was abarrier around the nodes. Subtle, nearly imperceptible, but there, and in theway. Did
Aedham construct a shield around the nodes? Mort wondered, but whatever the reason he had
nothing with which to make aGate.

In his haste he hadn't noticed the note tacked onto the back of his throne. Now he pulled the piece of
parchment down and read.

* % %

To HisMgesty, King Mort, ruler of the Foevors,

Y ou have been hereby chalenged to a contest of single combat, to be carried out in this
palace and its grounds, starting immediately, under the stipulation that no magic be used
except the node power generated by thelevin rifles. Therewill be no points. Physica
contact is encouraged.

Have anice day,
Lugh, Lord of Light

P.S. Perhapsthiswill teach you to not toy with the son of agod, you buffoon.



* * %

After reading the note he calmly wadded it up, dropped it on the floor, then switched on the levin
rifle

Curioudy, the screen on the gun cameto life. The levin versions didn't use the screens, they were
only an interface for the game arenas—but there it was. Lugh must be manipulating it. The color
Lazerwarz logo and timer popped up.

The countdown began at thirty seconds.

Who could be my opponent? he wondered, before the sickening realization of who that would be
took hold.

* % %

The Hound of Culann stayed closeto thewall as he surveyed the great arch leading out of the sector.
He had made good use of histime exploring the palace, and he was beginning to understand the enormity
of it; the place was made up of sectors, each the size of alarge enclosed shopping mal, with empty
rooms of different sizes. Some had two or three leves, with catwalks and ramps connecting thefloors. In
thefirgt sector he explored, light didn't seem to come from any one source; it was everywhere at once,
and nowherewas it completely dark. The Hound had no shadow in this place.

Evidently "lighting" hadn't been ingtalled in the second sector yet; wooden torcheslined the hdls and
primary passages, but not the small rooms. He took one of the torches down and explored afew small
rooms. They were the same as the others, empty, with ahomogeneous surface that looked like spray-on
granite.

Dobie nearly jumped out of his skin when hislevin riflé's screen cameto life, and started beeping a
countdown. With swesty pams he pulled it out of the holster. The game had begun.

Asthe prospect of battle neared, The Hound felt his senses sharpen, and his vison narrowed just the
dightest bit. Something out hereistrying to kill me, hisbody told him. I'd better kill it first.

He peered around the arch, to the enormous courtyard beyond. He'd seen pictures of Tianamen
Square; thislooked like about five of them, laid end to end. The great outer wall rose up on the left,
extending into the horizon, and on the right, the palace. The Hound was tempted to explore the
gatehouse, off in the distance, but that was where the game boundary ended, hisfather had said. Besides,
there was no cover. Anyone from the palace could take him out.

Where to go from here? Before him was awide expanse of wal, then awide stairwe | going up
about five ories, to the top of thewall.

"Nowhereto go but up," The Hound muttered, and started for the stairs.

This sucks, Mort thought as he traversed the long hall to the armory. While his gun was up and
running, he ill didn't like the thirty second downtime between blagts, and was seeking to compensate for
this by finding asecond rig. Whether that would work as he hoped was till in doubt, but at least it would
give him an edge. He might know the palace insde and out, but his soul raged for more advantage; he
didn't like the equdity of the game. It made the outcometoo iffy.

Alas, the armory had been cleaned out by Aedham, damn him. Why isn't he my opponent! Mort's
mind screamed. | wasn't trying to kill your son, Lugh. | wastrying to make him a champion! My
champion! He thought that maybe the cowardly Clappers might have stashed a bazooka-sized Long
here—wouldn't that have made things interesting—»but no, the place was empty. Shit.

Not knowing where The Hound was bothered him. He needed a vantage point, but no one place
gave him aview of everything.

Think think think! Where was he? In the barracks, of course! Which would mean . . .

Mort had no reason to think that was where The Hound had begun the game, but it was a start. He
rushed back out into the hall, which led to awakway overlooking the courtyard.



Nothing, at first. Acrosstheway, a abit of an angle, was the part of the palace that would have
become the peasant's village, which adjoined the barracks. A large arch opened to it, and abroad
gairwell from the second mgjor level led downtoit.

Whereis. . . hewondered, then ssw movement.

The Hound of Culann had emerged from the arch, regarded the area cautioudy, the approached the
dairs.

"l don't bedievethis™ Mort said to hiswegpon. Lugh had said it would befair, and until now Mort
didn't believe him. But here was aperfect shaot, dl lined up for him.

He'sgoing up the stairs. . . even better! At the top of the stairswasthe drill yard, yet another area
with very little cover.

The Hound hesitated; Mort poised the gun on the parapet, and aimed. Then histarget started up the
expandve gairs.

Mort tracked his opponent with the gun's Sight, waiting for him to reach the midpoint on the sairs. It
seemed to take forever, but Mort forced himsdlf to be patient. At the midpoint it would take him longer
to find cover, if he missed.

I'm not going to miss, Mort assured himsdlf, and pulled the trigger.

* * %

The Hound started up the stairs, knowing something was wrong, not knowing quite what it was.
Perhaps it was being in the open. It made him fed vulnerable. He moved faster up the sairs, eager to get
someplace with cover.

From the palace, up and to the lft of hisvision, he saw aflash of light, followed by the hum of what
had to bealevin blast.

Hate it when I'mright! He turned and dashed down the stairs, three at atime. A split second later
the blast pulverized the wall where he had stood, and the concussion threw him forward. As he landed on
his side, debrisfrom the blast showered down on him. Knowing hewas still atarget, he scrambled to his
feet and ducked back in through the arch.

Thirty second downtime, thirty second downtime, The Hound chanted the mantra. He checked his
wespon, which seemed to be undamaged from thefall.

If he had thought faster, he would have returned fireimmediately, but hisreflex had been to get his
assout of danger first. Now he contemplated a disturbing fact: Mort knew where he was.

I'd better fix that, The Hound thought, moving back into the sectors he'd just covered. There must be
another way into the upper levels. . .

Mort tore himself away from the parapet and started running. He knew away down through the
pal ace that would take him to the barracks, which was where the little shit was probably holed up. He
tested his ahilities for other magica ways of moving fagter, such asteleporting, or floating, but nothing
was available.

Heran past his chambers, down astairwell, into a service tunnel—that was awrong turn—backed
out of that and took another tunnel. Thisisthe one. His pace dowed to awalk, and he held the gun up,
probing the way for him.

Mort held till, and listened. Nothing.

The door to the barracks was down the tunnel on theright. He eased toward it and lowly looked
around the corner. The barracks were empty save for severa hundred hay mattresses, and the human
soldiers former clothing that was strewn everywhere.

L ooking deeper into the barracks to the door on the other Side, he caught sight of afigure, just insde
the sector. It was dim in there, but the shape . . . it had to be him.



Mort aimed and fired at the figure; the node blast took out the doorway and everything beyond it.
Dust and debris showered the barracks; beyond the door, acloud of dust concealed everything.

That had to be him, Mort thought, but decided to wait anyway. Once the dust had cleared, he
moved towards the pummeled doorway, and |ooked. Beyond was another, larger area, leading to the
series of sectors.

Off in the corner, he saw adlill shape. No sign of thelevinrifle. But it was a body.

Mort decided to check it out.

* % %

On returning to the barracks, The Hound discovered the other passageway, which from itsdirection
and increasing Size, appeared to lead to the portion of the palace where the blast had originated. He
considered ways of ambushing the tunnel, but the tight quarters and his wegpon's potency made the
drategy untenable.

Trap. Must lay a trap, The Hound thought frantically, looking around the barracks, the hay
mattresses, the clothes.

Of course. He picked up apair of Levisand ablack sweatshirt, and started stuffing some of the
mattress hay into it. From afew pairs of shoes, he pulled out the laces and tied the pieces together, then
suspended it just outside the door from atorch holder. He examined it from different angles. It looked
good. But would it be good enough?

The Hound moved back into the sector and, against awall looking towards the barracks, lay downin
asniper position. And waited.

It seemed to take forever; he had nothing to measure time with. The dummy hung limply from the
holder, like an executed cattle rustler.

Without warning or preamble, a node blast roared through the door, taking out part of thewall. For a
brief moment The Hound wondered if the whole place was going to come down.

Hewaited, and waited. The dust cleared, and a black, spindly form appeared in the doorway,
holding alevin rifle. He seemed uncertain of his quarry's destruction, looking over the area before
gpparently seeing something of interest.

The Hound kept histarget lined up on the sight as Mort walked over the debris.

Now.

The Hound pulled the trigger. An instant before the fireball hit his opponent, Mort looked up and saw
the destruction flying hisway. There was no time for him to do anything ese.

The node blast caught Mort and dammed him into the opposite wadl, carving amassive hole; he lay
crumpled on the floor beforeit.

TheHound stared at hiswork agood long time before moving. Another wave of faling rock and
debris passed. Findly, when his gun was back up, he decided to get up and verify thekill. Hewaked
carefully around the rocks and pebblesthat littered the floor, kegping his gun up and on the still formon
thefloor.

As he stood regarding hisfallen opponent, Mort's body lit up from insde with brilliant, white light;
The Hound jumped back. Light pierced through Mort's every orifice—eyes, nose and mouth, which was
locked in asilent grimace. The light turned from white to blue and spun a dense net around Mort which
picked him up and lifted him towards the high ceiling.

Mystified, The Hound watched as the body disappeared into the celling.

He looked down at the screen on hisgun.

Game Over, it said.

* % %

The Hound made the long walk to the gatehouse with aspring in his step, thinking nothing in



particular, and feding abit drained from the ordedl. At the gatehouse he waded through ill more
destruction, until he stepped past the ruined portcullis, and looked out over the assembled Seleighe army.

"There! 1t's The Hound!" someone shouted, and a hundred € ven warriors turned to him, and erupted
in aspontaneous, deafening cheer.

Chapter Fifteen

Avaon was celebrating.

At the conclusion of the Foevorian War, asit had come to be caled, King Aedham arranged a
meassive feast for the entire army. The banquet overflowed the dining room and greet hall and spilled out
onto the courtyard, along, joyous ribbon of food, feasting and music. Throughout the med the Outremer
warriors burst into spontaneous song, and the Avaon warriors, not to be outdone, began their own
chorus. The contest flowed up and down the tables, raucous battle songs sung out of key which soon
degenerated into X-rated limericks.

Aedham cupped his hands over Dobi€'s ears. "Y ou're not old enough to hear these."

"Like hell," Dobie countered, around a mouthful of mutton, and playfully batted the King's hands
away. "If I'm old enough to fight for my country, | can Sng my own dirty limerickd"

"Y our country?' Aedham asked. "Avaon?'

"No," Dobie said, clearly pleased he had gotten the undivided attention of everyone around him. "The
United States. I'm going to join the Marines.”

Applause erupted around the table. "Gods hel p your enemies,” Aedham said.

Perhaps the strangest turn of the afternoon was the arrival of the Foevors. Aedham had extended an
invitation to Mort'sformer minionsto join them in afestiva of peace and, perhaps not so surprising, they
had al accepted. The Clappers brought entire cows to contribute to the banquet, and the Greens buzzed
about nervoudly, asif unsure of their welcome; soon it became clear that the conflict between them had
been set aside. The King made it known to everyone that the battle was over, once and for al, and that
Underhill'sfuture lay in cooperation, not war.

"IsNiamh drunk?" Ethlinn asked, stting besdethe King. "I bdieve heis." With anoticeable flush of
intoxication, the Engineer was entertaining the guests at hisend of the table by hanging adozen silver
spoons off hisface. Llan was assisting, and the two occasionally whispered secretly between them, while
casting furtive glances towards the King and Queen.

"Thosetwo are up to something,”" Ethlinn said, with asuspicious smile. "That's trouble waiting to
happen.”

After the medl Aedham, Ethlinn, and Dobie, and as many of his officers as could fit comfortably in the
smdll area, retired to the modern drawing room. CNN was on the big screen, and the King watched
atentively asthe results of their handiwork broadcast acrossthe globe.

"In other news," newscaster Bernard Shaw began, "the FBI continuesto investigate the so-called



UFO cult that abducted two hundred e ghty-seven young men from laser tag arenas around the world.
Specid Agent SamanthaMcDaris, who wasin charge of the investigation, is gill looking into how dl the
hostages were hidden in the Lazerwarz arenalocated in Tulsa, Oklahoma."

"Look. It's Sammi," Ethlinn said. Footage of Samantha supervising the roundup of hostages asthey
filed out of the arena, dl till wearing the black pgamauniforms.

"And what might be related news," the newscaster said, with ady grin, "the return of the Stonehenge
megdithsto their origind location in England has dl officids scratching their heeds.”

The cameraswitched to Alfred Mackie, standing in front of Stonehenge on the Sdisbury plain. "We
have no bloody idea how it happened,” he said to the camera, looking and sounding utterly exhausted. "I
anyone has any information we would loveto heer it."

Aedham and Ethlinn burst out laughing. "Dear Morrigan,” Aedham said, at last. " She certainly was
eager to make good on her promise to make peace.”" After the war the goddess had approached Avaon,
humbled and embarrassed, wishing to make amends. She had apparently put al her eggsinto Mort's
basket and in so doing had aienated hersdlf from the realm of the gods. With Mort's betraya, she had
nowhere to go. Lugh had seen to that. "Return Stonehengeto its rightful place,” Aedham had ingtructed.
"Then well think about it."

"Well?' Ethlinn asked the King.

"I'm ill thinking about it," Aedham replied.

Then the screen suddenly went blank for amoment, then returned with afamiliar face.
Theroom fell slent.

Aedham stared at the screen. Mort?

"Weinterrupt your regular programming to bring you this newsflash,” Mort said; he sat a anews
desk, with asuit and aloosened tie. "Four giant UFOs piloted by what appears to be elves have been
spotted hovering over Washington D.C."

Mort's alive?
Aedham legped to hisfeat. "What the hell ?' he shouted.

* % %

"Youareevil evil evil," Llan said, setting his stein down on the table next to the monitor. "Hell kil
you, you know."

In the engineer's workshop Niamh, LIanmorgan and Petrus sat around their war spoilsfrom the
Lazerwarz arena: a high end file server and monitor.

"No, hewon't, hewon'," Niamh said as he drank directly from a carafe, dribbling burgundy al over
himsdlf. "The King has a sense of humor."

"What did you cdl thisagain?' Petrus asked.

"Computer graphics,” Niamh said proudly. "There was plenty of security footage of Mort stored in
thefile server. | just pasted hisface over an off-the-shelf animation, patched into the palace's cable feed,
and voilal, Mort's back ddlivering the evening newson CNN, heid"

After asomber, contemplative pause, al three exploded in laughter.
"Should wetdl him now?" Llan suggested.
"Naw," Petrussaid. "Let'swait awhile.”



