| NTRODUCTI ON

TO THE

FOUR REALMS

| AM CALLED HAPLO

My nane neans single, alone. It was given to me by ny parents as a sort of
prophecy, for they knew t hey would not survive the prison into which ny
peopl e, the Patryns, had been cast—the prison of dark and terrible magics
known as the Labyrinth.

| becane a Runner—ene who fights the Labyrinth. | was one of the |ucky ones |
made it through the Final Gate, though | very nearly perished in the attenpt.
If it had not been for this sausage-stealing dog who sits here beside ne, |
woul d not be here, penning this account. The dog gave ne the will to |live when
| woul d have given up and died. He saved ny life.

The dog gave nme the will to live, but ny lord Xar gave ne a reason to live, a
pur pose.

Xar was the first Patryn to escape the Labyrinth. He is old and powerful,
highly skilled in the rune-magi c that gives both the Patryns and our enenies,
the Sartan, our strength. Xar escaped the Labyrinth, then i mediately went
back into it. No other has ever had the courage to do so, and even now he
risks his life daily to rescue us.

Many of us have emerged fromthe Labyrinth. We live in the Nexus, which we
have nade into a beautiful city. But have we been rehabilitated as our captors
had i nt ended?

An inpatient people, we |earned patience in that hard school. A selfish
peopl e, we | earned self-sacrifice, loyalty. Above all, we |earned to hate.

It is nmy lord Xar's goal —eur goal +o take back the world that was snatched
fromus, torule it as we were always neant to rule, and to inflict dire
puni shment on our enemies.

The real ms used to be but one world, one beautiful green-blue world. It

bel onged to us and the Sartan, for our rune-magi c nmade us powerful. The other
| esser races, whom we call nensch—the hunmans, elves, and dwarves—worshi ped us
as gods.

But the Sartan thought we Patryns were gaining too nuch control. The bal ance
of power started to shift in our favor. Furious, the Sartan did the only thing
they could to stop us. Using their rune-magi c—the magi ¢ based on

probabiliti es—the Sartan sundered the world and cast us into prison

They formed four new worlds out of the rubble of the old, each from an el ement
of the original: air, fire, stone, water. The four are connected by the

magi cal Death's Gate—eonduits through which those possessing the rune-magic
may safely travel. The four worlds should have worked to support each ot her
Pryan, the world of fire, would supply energy to Abarrach, the world of stone.
Abarrach woul d supply ores and minerals to Chelestra, world of water, and so
forth. All was to be coordinated and fuel ed by a wondrous machi ne, the

Ki cksey-wi nsey, which the Sartan constructed on Arianus.

But the plans of the Sartan went awy. Their popul ati ons on each of the worlds
began to nysteriously dwi ndle and die out. The Sartan on each world called for



help fromthe others, but their pleas went unanswered. Each world had its own
troubl es.

| discovered this, you see, because it was ny task-assigned to me by Xar—+to
travel to each of the worlds. | was to spy themout and di scover what had
happened to our ancient eneny. And so, | visited each realm The conplete
record of ny adventures can be found in ny journals, which have cone to be
known as The Death Gate Cycle.

What | | earned was a conplete surprise. My discoveries changed ny |ife—-and not
for the better. Wien | set forth, | had all the answers. Now, | amleft only
wi th questi ons.

My lord blanes ny unsettled state of mind on a Sartan | met during ny travels.
A Sartan who calls hinmself by a nensch name-Al fred Montbank. And at first, |
agreed with ny lord. | blaned Alfred, | was convinced he was tricking mne.

But now, I amnot so certain. | doubt everything—nyself... ny lord.
Let me try to teil you—n brief-what happened to ne.
ARI ANUS

The first world | visited was the world of air, Arianus. It is made up of
floating continents that exist on three levels. The Low Realmis the hone of
the dwarves, and it is here, on Drevlin, that the Sartan built the great and
wondr ous machi ne, the Kicksey-wi nsey. But before the Sartan could get the
machi ne worki ng, they began to die. Panic-stricken, they placed their young
people into a state of suspended ani mation, hoping that when they awoke, the
situation woul d have stabilized.

But only one of the Sartan survived-Al fred. He awoke to find hinmself the only
one of his friends and famly still alive. The know edge appall ed him
terrified him He felt responsible for the chaos into which his world had

fall en—+or the mensch were, of course, on the brink of all-out war. Yet he was
afraid of revealing the truth about hinmself. H's rune-magic would give himthe
power of a dem god over the mensch. He feared that the mensch would try to
force himto use his magic for their own destructive ends. And so Alfred hid
his power, refused to use it even to save hinsel f. Today, whenever he is

t hreatened, instead of fighting back with his strong magic, Alfred faints.

The dog and | crash-landed on Arianus and nearly died. W were rescued by a
dwarf named Li nmbeck. The dwarves on Arianus are slaves to the Kicksey-w nsey,
serving it mndlessly as it works away m ndl essly, |acking any direction. But
Li mbeck is a revolutionary, a freethinker. The dwarves were, at that tine,
under the thunb of a strong nation of elves, who had set up a dictatorship on
the Md Level of Arianus. The elves therefore control the only supply of fresh
water in the world, water that conmes fromthe Kicksey-w nsey.

The humans, who also dwell in the Md Realm have been at war with the elves
over water for nost of the history of Arianus. The war raged on during ny tine
there, and the battle continues now—ai th one significant difference. An el ven
prince has arisen who wants peace, unity anong the races. This prince has
started a rebellion against his own people, but the only result, so far, has
been to cause nore chaos.

| managed to assist Linbeck, the dwarf, in |leading his people in a revolt

agai nst both the humans and el ves. And when | left, | brought with me a human
chil d—a changel i ng naned Bane-who had figured out the secret to the

Ki cksey-wi nsey. Once the machine is up and running, as the Sartan intended it



to be, then ny lord will use its power to begin his conquest of the other
wor | ds.

I would have liked to have brought another nensch back with me—a human naned
Hugh the Hand. A highly skilled assassin, Hugh was the one of the few nensch
I've met whom | could have accepted as a trusted ally. Unfortunately, Hugh the
Hand died fighting Bane's father, an evil human wi zard. And who did | get for
a travel i ng conpani on?

Al fred.
But that is skipping ahead.

VWhile | was on Arianus, | cane across Alfred, who was acting as a servant to
the child Bane. | am ashaned to admit it, but Alfred discovered | was a Patryn
| ong before | knew he was a Sartan. Wien | found out, | intended to kill him
but, at the noment, | had enough to do to save nmy own life..

But that is a long story.* Suffice it to say, | was forced to | eave Arianus
wi thout settling my score with the one Sartan who had fallen into ny grasp.

*Dragon Wng, vol. | of The Death Gate Cycle.
PRYAN

The next world the dog and | visited was Pryan, world of fire. Pryan is a
gigantic world, a holl ow sphere of rock, its size nearly inconprehensible to
the mind. Its sun burns in the center. Life and vegetation exist on the rock's
i nner crust. Because the world does not rotate, Pryan's sun shines
continually—there is no night. Consequently, Pryan is a world of jungle life
so thick and heavy that few who live on the planet have ever seen the ground.
Entire cities are built in the linbs of huge trees, whose strong branches
support | akes, even oceans.

One of the first people | net on Pryan was a daft old wizard and the dragon
who appears to be the old man's keeper. The w zard calls hinself Zifnab (when
he can renmenber to call hinself anything at all!), and gives every indication
of being a raving lunatic. Except that there are tinmes when his madness is al
too sane. He knows too nuch, this befuddl ed old fool; knows too nuch about ne,
about the Patryns, about the Sartan, about everything. He knows too nuch, yet
tells exactly nothing.

Here on Pryan, as on Arianus, the nmensch are at war with each other. Elves
hate the humans, the humans mstrust the elves, the dwarves hate and m strust

everybody. | should know. | traveled with a bunch of hunmans, elves, and a
dwarf. You never saw such quarreling and bickering and fighting. | grew sick
of themand left. | have no doubt that they've all probably killed each other

by now That, or the tytans have sl aughtered them
The tytans.

| encountered many fearsonme nonsters in the Labyrinth, but few equal ed the
tytans. G gantic humanoids, blind, with limted intelligence, the tytans are
magi cal creations of the Sartan, who used them as overseers for the nmensch. So
Il ong as the Sartan survived, they kept the tytans under control. But on Pryan,
as on Arianus, the Sartan race nysteriously began to dw ndle. The tytans were
left without instruction, w thout supervision. Now they wander Pryan in |arge
nunbers, asking all the nensch they neet these strange questions:

"Where are the citadel s? What i s our purpose?”



When they receive no answer, the tytans fly into a rage and beat the wetched
mensch to death. Nothing, no one, can withstand these terrible creatures, for
t hey possess a rudinentary formof Sartan rune-magic. They came very close to
destroying me, in fact, but that too is another tale.*

* Elven Star, vol. 2 of The Death Gate Cycle.

And what is the answer to their question? Wiere are the citadel s? Wiat are the
citadel s? This becane nmy question as well. And I found at |east part of the
answer .

The citadels are shining cities, built by the Sartan upon their arrival on

Pryan. As near as | can determine fromrecords the Sartan |eft behind, the

citadels were intended to gather energy from Pryan's constantly burning sun
and transmt that energy to the other worlds, through Death's Gate, via the
power of the Kicksey-wi nsey. But Death's Gate renni ned cl osed; the

Ki cksey-wi nsey didn't work. The citadels are enpty, deserted. Their lights

shine feebly, if at all

ABARRACH
| travel ed next to Abarrach, world of stone.

And it was on this journey | picked up my unwanted traveling conpani on:
Al fred, the Sartan

Al fred had been navigating Death's Gate in a futile attenpt to | ocate Bane,
the child I'd taken from Arianus. Alfred bungled it, of course. The man can't
wal k wi thout falling over his own shoel aces. He m ssed his destination and

| anded in ny ship.

At this point, | made a m stake. Alfred was now ny captive. | should have
returned himimediately to nmy lord. Xar would have been able to elicit,
painfully, all the secrets of this Sartan's soul

But my ship had just entered Abarrach. | was loath to |leave it, loath to
travel back through Death's Gate—a fearsone, disturbing journey. And, to be
honest, | wanted to keep Al fred around awhile. Passing through Death's Gate,
we had—guite unintentionally—sw tched bodies. For a short while, |I found

nmyself in Alfred's mnd, with his thoughts, fears, nenories. He found hinself
in mne. Each of us returned to his own body, but I know | was not quite the
same—though it was long before | could admt it to nyself.

| had cone to know and understand nmy eneny. And that made it difficult to
continue to hate him Besides, as it turned out, we needed each other for our
very survival

Abarrach is a terrible world. Cold stone on the outside, nolten rock and | ava
on the inside. The nmensch the Sartan brought here could not long live inits
hellish caverns. It took all our magical strength—both Alfred s and mne—to
survive the blistering heat rising fromthe nolten oceans, the poi sonous fumes
that fill the air. But people live on Abarrach

And so do the dead.

It was here, on Abarrach, that Alfred and | discovered debased descendants of
his race—+the Sartan. And it was here we found the tragi c answer to what had
happened to his people. These Sartan on Abarrach had begun to use the

forbi dden art of necromancy. The Sartan were raising the dead, giving thema



senbl ance of cursed life, using the corpses of their own people as sl aves.
According to Alfred, this arcane art was prohibited anciently because it was
di scovered that whenever one of the dead is brought back to life, one of the
living will die untinely. Either the Sartan on Abarrach had forgotten the
prohi biti on—er were ignoring it.

Havi ng survived the Labyrinth, | thought myself hardened, inured to the sight

of almpst any atrocity. But the wal ki ng dead of Abarrach still haunt ny
darkest dreans. | tried to convince nyself that necromancy woul d prove a nost
val uable skill to my lord. An arny of the dead is indestructible, invincible,

undef eatable. Wth such an arny, ny lord could easily conquer the other
worl ds, without the tragic waste of the lives of ny people.

| very nearly ended up a corpse nyself, on Abarrach. The thought of my body
continuing to live on in mndless drudgery horrified me. | could not bear the
t hought of this happening to others. | resolved, therefore, not to tell ny
lord that the art of necromancy was being practiced by the Sartan on that

wr et ched world. That was my first act of rebellion against ny |ord.

It was not to be ny |ast.

Anot her experience happened to me on Abarrach, one that is painful
perplexing, irritating, confusing, yet inspires ne with awe whenever | recal
it.

Fl eeing pursuit, Alfred and | stunbled into a room known as the Chanber of the
Damed. Through the magic of that chanmber | was transported back in tine,
thrust again into another body, the body of a Sartan. And it was then, during
this strange and nagi cal experience, that | encountered a higher power. | was
given to know that | was not a dem god, as | had al ways believed, that the
magi c | controlled was not the strongest force in the universe.

Anot her, stronger force exists, a benevolent force, a force that seeks only
goodness and order and peace. |In the body of this unknown Sartan, | longed to
contact this force, but before I could, other Sartan—fearful of our newfound
truth—swept into the chanber and cut us down. Those of us gathered in that
chanmber died there. Al know edge of us and our discovery was |ost, except for
a nysterious prophecy.

When | awoke, in ny own time, in ny own body, | could only inperfectly
renenmber what | had seen and heard. And | tried very hard to forget even that
much. | didn't want to face the fact that—onpared to this power—+ was as weak
as any nensch. | accused Alfred of attenpting to trick ne, of creating this

illusion himself. He denied it, of course. He swore that he had experienced
exactly the same thing that | did.

| refused to believe him

W barely escaped Abarrach with our lives.* Wien we left, the Sartan on that
dreadful world were busy destroying each other, turning the living into

| azar—dead bodi es whose souls are eternally trapped inside their lifeless
shells. Different fromthe anbul ati ng corpses, the |lazar are far nore
dangerous, for they have m nds and purpose—dark and dread purpose.

| was glad to | eave such a world. Once inside Death's Gate, | let Alfred go
his way, as | went mne. He had, after all, saved ny life. And | was sick of
death, of pain, of suffering. |I'd seen enough

| knew well what Xar would do to Alfred, if my lord got hold of him



*Fire Sea, vol. 3 of The Death Gate Cycle.

CHELESTRA

| returned to the Nexus, made ny report on Abarrach to my lord in the form of
a nmessage, for | feared that if | had to face Xar, | could not hide the truth
fromhim But Xar knew | |ied. He sought ne out before | had a chance to
escape fromthe Nexus. He chastised ne, very nearly killed nme. | deserved the
puni shrent. The physical pain | endured was far easier to bear than the pain
of my guilt. | ended up telling Xar everything | had found on Abarrach. | told

hi m about the art of necronancy, about the Chanber of the Damed, about the
hi gher power.

My lord forgave ne. | felt cleansed, whole. Al ny questions had been
answered. | once nore knew ny purpose, ny goal. They were Xar's. | was Xar's.
| traveled to Chelcstra—the world of water—strong in ny resolve to renew ny
lord's faith in ne.

And here an odd circunstance occurred. The dog—y constant conpani on ever

since he saved nmy life in the Labyrinth—di sappeared. | searched for the beast,
for though he is a nuisance sonetimes, |I'd grown used to having himaround. He
was gone. | felt bad about this, but only for a while. | had nore inportant

matters on ny m nd.

Chelestra is a world conprised solely of water. Drifting in the cold depths of
space, its outer surface is nmade up of solid ice. But inside Chelestra, the
Sartan placed a sun that burns nmagically in the water, lights and warns the
world's interior.

The Sartan intended to control the sun, but they discovered that they |acked
the power. And so the sun drifts freely through the water, warm ng only
certain areas of Chelestra at one tine, leaving others to freeze until the
sun's return. Mensch live on Chelestra, on what are known as seanpbons. Sartan
live on Chelestra, as well, although I did not know this at first.

My arrival on Chelestra was not propitious. My ship plunged into the water and
i nstantly began breaking apart. The destruction was astoni shing, since nmy ship
was protected by rune-nmagic on the outside and very few forces—ertainly not
ordi nary seawat er—oul d break down the powerful runes.

Unfortunately, this was not ordi nary seawater

| was forced to abandon ny vessel and found myself swinming in a vast,
unendi ng ocean. | knew I rnust surely drown, but | discovered—to ny pleasure
and amazenent—that | could breathe the water as easily as | breathed air.

al so discovered—with far |ess pleasure—that the water had the effect of
conpl etely destroying nmy rune-magic, |eaving ne powerless, helpless as a
nmensch.

On Chelestra, | uncovered additional evidence of a higher power. However, this
power is not working for good, but for evil. It thrives on fear, feeds on
terror, delights in inflicting pain. It lives only to pronote chaos, hatred,
destructi on.

Enbodi ed in the forns of enornmous dragon-snakes, the evil power very nearly
seduced me into serving it. | was saved by three nensch children, one of whom
later died in my arms. | sawthe evil for what it was. | came to understand
that it was intent on destroying everythi ng—ncludi ng ny people.

| determined to fight it, though I knew | could not win against it. This power



isimortal. It lives within each of us. W created it.

At first, | thought | fought al one, but sonmeone joined me in the battl e—ny
friend, nmy eneny.

Al fred, too, had arrived on Chelestra, at about the sane tine | did, although
we landed in far different places. Alfred found hinmself in a crypt simlar to
t he one where nost of his people |ay dead on Arianus. But the people in the
crypt on Chelestra were alive—the Sartan Council, those who had been
responsi ble for the sundering of the world centuries ago.

Threatened by the evil dragon-snakes, unable to fight themdue to the fact
that the seawater nullified their magic, the Sartan sent out a call for help
to their brethren. Then they placed thensel ves in suspended ani mati on to await
the com ng of other Sartan.

The only one who came—and he did so by accident—was Al fred.
Needl ess to say, he was not quite what the Council expected.

The head of the Council, Samah, is a mirror image of my lord, Xar (though
neither would thank me for the conparison!). Both are proud, ruthless,
anbitious. Both believe that they wield the ultimte power in the universe.
The t hought that there m ght be a stronger force, a higher power, is anathema
to both of them

Samah di scovered that Alfred not only believed in this higher power, but that
he had actually cone close to contacting it. Samah considered this open
rebellion. He attenpted to break Al fred, destroy his faith. It was rather |ike
trying to break bread dough. Al fred neekly absorbed every punch, every bl ow
He refused to recant, refused to accept Sammh's dictates.

I must admit | alnost felt sorry for AlIfred. At |last he had found the people
he so longed to find, only to discover that he couldn't trust them Not only
that, he cane to learn a terrible truth about the Sartan's past.

Wth the help of an unlikely confederate (my very own dog, to be exact),

Al fred accidentally stunbled (literally) into a secret Sartan |library. Here he
di scovered that Samah and the Council had di scovered the existence of this

hi gher power. The Sundering had not been necessary. Wth the help of this
power, the Sartan could have worked for peace.

Samah did not want peace, however. He wanted the world his way—and only his
way. And so he broke the world apart. Unfortunately, when he tried to put it
back together, the world crunbled into smaller and smaller pieces, began to
slip through his fingers.

Al fred now knew the truth. Alfred becane a threat to Sanah.

But it was Al fred—seek, bunmbling Al fred, who fainted at the very nention of
the word "danger"—who joined my fight against the dragon-snakes.* He saved ny
life, the lives of the nmensch, and very probably the lives of his own
ungr at ef ul peopl e.

*Ser pent Mage, vol. 4 of The Death Gal e Cycle.

Despite thi s—er perhaps because of it—Samah sentenced Alfred to a dire fate.
Samah cast Alfred and Orla, the wonman who loves him into the Labyrinth.

Now | amthe only one left who knows the truth about the danger we face. The



evil forces enmbodied in the dragon-snakes do not seek to rule us—they desire
not hi ng that constructive. Suffering, agony, chaos, fear—this is their goal
And they will attain it, unless we all join together to find some way to stop
them For the dragon-snakes are powerful, far nore powerful than any of us.
Far nmore powerful than Samah. Far nore powerful than Xar

I must convince ny lord of this—a task that will not be easy. He al ready
suspects ne of being a traitor. How can | prove to himthat ny loyalty to him
to ny people, was never greater than it is now?

And Al fred, what do | do about Al fred? The kind, vague, and bunbling Sartan
will not long survive the Labyrinth. | could return there to save him... if |
dar ed

But =+ nust admit to mysel f—+ am afraid.

I amnore afraid now than | have ever been in ny life. The evil is very great,
very powerful, and | face it alone, as my nane foretold.

Al one, except for a dog.
PROLOGUE
I WVRITE THHS AS| SIT IN A SARTAN PRI SON CELL, AWATTENG MY FREEDOMW

*Witten in the human | anguage, in Haplo's hand, the entry can be found in the
back of the journal left the Patryn by the dwarf maid, Gundle. Patryns
typically use nensch | anguage to record events and thoughts, considering their
own nagi cal nine | anguage far too powerful to be used indiscrimnately.

It will be along time comng, | think, for the |level of the seawater that
will free me is rising very slowy. Undoubtedly the water |evel is being
controll ed by the nmensch, who do not want to harm any of the Sartan, but
nmerely rid themof their magic.* The seawater of Chelestra is breathable as
air, but a wall of water sent crashing through the |Iand woul d cause a

consi derabl e amount of destruction. Remarkably practical -m nded of the nensch
to think of such an angle. | wonder, though, how they have managed to force

t he dragon-snakes—t he serpents—to cooperate.

* Reference to the fact that the seawater on the world of Chelestra nullifies
tile powerful magics of both Sartan and Patryn. See Serpent Mge, vol. 4 of
The Death Gate Cycle.

The serpents* of Chelestra...

* "Dragon-snake" is a nensch term coined by Gundle. The Sartan word for the
creature is "serpent." Haplo adopts the Sartan word used in this volune, a
change from his previous work. Why he made the change is unclear. One reason
suggests itsel f—-he did not want to confuse these fal se "dragons” with the true
dragons who inhabit the worlds. Haplo used a Sartan word because the Patryns,
havi ng never encountered this evil, have no word for it.

| knew evil before them+ was born in, survived, and escaped the Labyrinth.
But | have never known evil like them It is these creatures who have taught
me to believe in a higher power—a power over which we have little control, a
power that is inherently evil.

Al fred, ny old nemesis, you would be horrified, reading that statenment. | can
al nost hear you stuttering and stanmmering in protest.



"No, no! There is a correspondi ng power for good. W've seen it, you and |."
That is what you would tell ne.

Did you see it, Alfred? And if so, where? Your own people denounced you as a
heretic, sent you to the Labyrinth, or so they threatened. And Samah doesn't
seemto me to be the type who nmakes threats lightly. Wat do you think of your
power for good now, Alfred? ... as you fight for your life in the Labyrinth.

"Il tell you what | think of it. | think it's a lot |ike you—weak and
bunbling. Al though | nust admit that you came through for us in our fight
agai nst the serpents—f that was you who turned into the serpent mage, as
G undl e cl ai ned.

But when it canme to standing up for yourself against Samah (and I'Il |ay odds

that you could have taken the bastard), you "couldn't remenber the spell." You
| et yourself and the woman you | ove be | ed neekly away, sent to a place where,
if you are still alive, you probably wi sh you weren't.

The seawater is starting to seep under the door now. Dog doesn't know what to
make of it. He's barking at it, trying to convince it to turn around and

| eave. | know how he feels. It is all | can do to sit here calmy and wait,
wait for the tepid liquid to creep over the toe of ny boot, wait for the
terrible feeling of panic that cones when | feel ny magic start to dissolve at
the water's touch.

The seawater is ny salvation. | have to rem nd nyself of that. Already, the

Sartan runes that keep ne prisoner in this roomare beginning to |lose their

power. Their red glow fades. Eventually it will w nk out altogether and then
will be free.

Free to go where? Do what ?

I must return to the Nexus, warn my |lord of the danger of the serpents. Xar
will not believe it; he will not want to believe. He has always held hinself
to be the nmost powerful force in the universe. And, certainly, he had every
reason to think that was true. The dark and dreadful m ght of the Labyrinth
could not crush him Even now, he defies it daily to bring nore of our people
out of that terrible prison

But agai nst the nmagical power of the evil serpents—and | begin to think they
are only evil's minions—Xar nust fall. This dread, chaotic force is not only
strong, it is cunning and devious. It works its will by telling us what we
want to hear, by pandering to us and fawning on us and serving us. It does not
m nd denmeaning itself, it has no dignity, no honor. It uses lies made powerful
because they are lies we tell ourselves.

If this evil force enters Death's Gate, and nothing is done , to stop tt, |

foresee a tine when this universe will beconme a prison house of suffering and
despair. The four worlds-Arianus, Pryan, Abarrach, and Chelestra—will be
consunmed. The Labyrinth will not be destroyed as we had hoped. My people will

energe fromone prison only to find thensel ves in anot her

I must make my lord believe! But how, when at tines | amnot certain that |
truly believe nyself,...

The water is up to ny ankle. Dog has given up barking. He is eyeing ne with
reproach, demandi ng to know why we don't |eave this unconfortable place. He
tried | apping the water and got it up his nose.



No Sartan are visible on the street beneath nmy wi ndow, where the water now

flows in a wide and steady river. | can bear, in the distance, horn calls—+the
mensch, probably, noving onto the Chalice, as the Sartan call this haven of
theirs. Good, that neans there will be ships nearby—nensch subnersibles. M

ship, the dwarven subnersible | magically altered to take me through Death's
Gate, is noored back on Draknor, the ?H de? of the serpents.

I don't look forward to going back there, but | have no choi ce. Rune-enhanced,
that ship is the only vessel on this world that can carry me safely through

Death's Gate. | have only to glance down at my |egs, now wet with seawater, to
see blue runes tattooed on ny skin fading. It will be a long tone before

will be able to use nmy magic to alter another ship. And | am runni ng out of
time. My people are running out of time. Wth luck, | can slip into Draknor

unnoti ced, steal back my ship, and | eave. The serpents rmust all be intent on
assisting the attack on the Chalice, although | think it is odd, and perhaps a
bad sign, that |I've seen nothing of them But, as | said, they are devi ous and
cunni ng and who knows what they are plotting?

Yes, dog, we're going. | trust dogs can swim It seens to ne | renmenber
heari ng sonewhere that all the lower fornms of animals can swi menough to keep
t hemsel ves afl oat.

It is man who thinks and panics and drowns.
CHAPTER 1

SURUNAN

CHELESTRA

THE SEAWATER RAN SLUGE SHLY THROUGH THE STREETS OF SURUNAN, the city built by
the Sartan. The water rose slowy, flowed through doors and wi ndows, eased
over | ow rooftops. Fragnents of Sartan life floated on the water's surface—an
unbr oken pottery bow, a man's sandal, a woman's conb, a wooden chair.

The water seeped into the roomof Samah's house used by the Sartan as a prison
cell. The prison roomwas |ocated on an upper floor and was, for a tinme, above
the rising tide. But, eventually, the seawater slid under the door, flowed
across the floor, crept up the rooms walls. Its touch banished magic,
canceled it, nullified it. The dazzling runes, whose fl esh-searing heat kept
Hapl o from even approaching the door, sizzled... and went out. The runes that
guarded the wi ndow were the only ones yet left unaffected. Their bright glow
was reflected in the water bel ow

Prisoner of the magic, Haplo sat in enforced idleness watching the runes
reflections in the rising seawater, watched them nove and shift and dance with
the water's currents and

eddi es. The noment the water touched the base of the runes on|the w ndow, the
nmonent their gl ow began to glimrer and fade, Haplo stood up. The water came to
hi s knees.

The dog whi ned. Head and shoul ders above the water, the faninmal was unhappy.

"This is it, boy. Tine to | eave." Haplo thrust the book in which he'd been
witing inside his shirt, secured it at his waist, tucked it between pants and
ski n.

He noticed, as he did so, that the runes tattooed on his body had al nost
conpletely faded. The seawater that was his blessing, that was allowing himto
escape, was also his curse. Hi s mmgi cal power gone, he was hel pless as a
newborn child, and had no nother's conforting, protecting arnms to cradle him



Weak and powerl ess, unsettled in mnd and in soul, he nust |eave this room and
plunge into the vast sea whose water gave himlife as it washed away his life,
and it would carry himon a perilous journey.

Hapl o thrust open the w ndow, paused. The dog | ooked questioningly at its
master. It was tenpting to stay here, to stay safe in his prison. Qutside,
somewher e beyond these sheltering walls, the serpents waited. They woul d
destroy him they nust destroy him he knew the truth. Knew them for what they
were —the enbodi ment of chaos.

Thi s know edge of the truth was the very reason he had to | eave. He had to
warn his lord. An eneny greater than any they'd yet faced-—nore cruel and
cunni ng than any dragon in the Labyrinth, nore powerful than the Sartan—was
poi sed to destroy them

"Go on," Haplo said to the dog, and gestured.

Cheered at the prospect of finally leaving this soggy, boring place, the dog

| eapt gl eefully out the wi ndow, splashed into the water in the street bel ow
Hapl o drew in a deep breath—an instinctive reaction, not really necessary, for
t he seawater was breathable as air—and junped in after

The Chalice was the only stable land mass in the water world of Chel estra.
Built by the Sartan to nore closely resenble the world they had sundered and
fled, the Chalice was encased in its own protective bubble of air. The water
that surrounded it gave the illusion of sky, through which Chelestra's

wat er - bound sun shone with a rippling brightness. The serpents had broken

t hrough the barrier and now the Chalice was fl oodi ng.

Hapl o found a piece of wood, caught hold of it, used it to keep hinself

afl oat. He paddled in the water, stared around, attenpted to get his bearings,
and saw, with relief, the top of Council Hall. It stood on a hill and would be
the last place to be submerged by the rising tides. There, undoubtedly, the
Sartan had taken refuge. He squinted in the sunlight that sparkled off the

wat er, thought he could detect people on the roof. They woul d keep thensel ves
dry, free of the magic-debilitating seawater as | ong as possible.

"Don't fight it," he advised them though they were nuch too far away to hear
him "It only makes it worse, in the end."

At | east now he had sone i dea where he was. He propelled hinself forward,
heading for the tops of the city walls that he could see thrusting up out of
the water. The walls divided the Sartan portion of the city fromwhat had once
been the nmensch portion. And beyond that lay the shoreline of the Chalice; the
shoreline and nensch landing parties and a ship to carry himto Draknor. On
that tortured seanpon was noored his own dwarven subnersible, altered with the
magi ¢ of the runes, strengthened to carry himthrough Death's Gate. His only
hope of escape.

But al so, on Draknor, the serpents.
"If so," he said to the dog, who was paddling along valiantly, front paws
working like a small machi ne, back legs not quite certain what to make of this
strange swi mmi ng business but doing their best to hold up their end, "this is
going to be one short trip."

H s plans were vague, couldn't be formed until he knew where the snakes
were... and how to avoid them



He pushed forward, bal anced on the wood, kicking through the water. He could
have abandoned the plank and given hinself to the sea, breathing it as
effortlessly as air. But he detested those first few nmonents of terror that
cane with purposefully drowning oneself, the body refusing to accept the
mnd's reassurance that it was only returning to the wonb, to a world it had
once known. He clung to the plank, kicked until his | egs ached.

It occurred to him suddenly that this plank was an om nous sign. Unless he was
much m staken, it had cone from one of the wooden dwarven subnersibles, and it
had been broken, both ends splintered.

Had the serpents becone bored with this peaceful takeover of Surunan, then
turned on and butchered the nensch?

"If so," Haplo nuttered, "I've got nyself to blame for it.

He ki cked harder, faster, needing desperately to find out what was happeni ng.
But he soon tired, his nmuscles burned and cranped. He was swi mm ng agai nst the
tide, against the flow of the seawater that was being channeled into the city.
The [ oss of his magic made him feel unusually weak; he knew that from past
bitter experience.

The tide carried himup against the city walls. He caught hold of a turret,
clinmbed up the side, planning not only to rest but to reconnoiter, to try to
catch a glinpse of what |ay ahead on the shore. The dog attenpted to stop, but
the current carried it on past. Haplo | eaned out at a peril ous angle, caught
hol d of the dog by the scruff of its neck. He hauled it in—+the animal's back

| egs scrabbling for purchase—and heaved it up onto the balustrade with him

Fromthis vantage point, he had an excellent view of the harbor of Surunan
t he shoreline beyond that. Haplo | ooked out, nodded griny.

"W needn't have worried, boy," he said, smacking the dog's wet and shaggy
flank. "At least they're safe.™

The ani mal grinned, shook itself.

The fleet of mensch subnersibles was drawn up in a nore or less orderly line
in the harbor. The sun-chasers bobbed on the surface. Mensch |lined the bows,
poi nting and shouting, |eaning over the rails, junmping into the water.

Nurrer ous smal |l boats plied back and forth between ship and shore, probably
ferrying the dwarves, who could not swm The humans and el ves—far nore at
hone in the water—ere directing the work of several huge whal es, pushing
crudely built, heavily | oaded rafts into the harbor

Eyeing the rafts, Haplo gl anced down at the wooden plank that he'd dragged up
with him That's why they'd broken up the submersibles. The nmensch were novi ng
in.

"But... where are the serpents?" he asked the dog, who |lay, panting, at his
feet.

Nowhere in sight, apparently. Haplo watched as |ong as he could, driven by the
need to escape this world and return to the Nexus and his lord, yet
constrained by the equal need to reach that world alive. Patience,
caution—hard | essons to | earn, but the Labyrinth was an excellent teacher

He saw no sign of serpent heads |oom ng out of the water. Perhaps they were
all under the surface, boring the holes into the foundation of the Chalice
t hrough whi ch the seawater was pouri ng,



"I need to find out,” Haplo said to hinself in frustration. If the snakes knew
he was free and was planning to flee Chelestra, they'd stop him if they
coul d.

He wei ghed the alternatives. Taking tine to talk to the nensch nmeant del ay,

ri sked revealing his presence to them They'd welcome himwth joy, want to
hang on to him use him He didn't have tine to fool with the mensch. But not
taking the time to find out what was going on with the serpents mi ght mean an
even greater del ay—perhaps a deadly one.

He waited several noments, hoping for sone sign of the snakes. Nothing. And he
couldn't stay on this damm wall forever. Deciding to trust to opportunity,
Hapl o pl unged back into

the water. The dog, with a wild bark, splashed in beside him

Hapl o swaminto the harbor. Hanging on to the wood, he kept hinself lowin the
water, steered clear of the flow of traffic. He was well known by sight anong
t he nmensch and wanted to avoid them as nmuch as possible. dinging to his

pl ank, he peered closely into the dwarven boats. It was in his mnd to talk to
Gundle, if he could find her. She had nore sense than nost nensch, and,

t hough she woul d undoubtedly make a fuss over him he figured he could extract
hinsel f from her affectionate clutches without too nuch difficulty.

He didn't find her, however. And still no sign of any serpents. But he did
cone across a small subnersibl e—dsed to rescue dwarves who had the m schance
to fall into the water—secured to a post. He drifted near, eyeing it

intently. No one was around; it appeared to have been abandoned.

A whal e-driven raft had just arrived on shore. Nunerous dwarves were gathered
around, preparing to unload its cargo... Haplo guessed that the crew of this
subnersi bl e were anong t hem

He swam over to it. This was too good to pass up. He'd steal it, sail to
Draknor. If the serpents were there... well... he'd deal with that when the
tine cane..

Sonet hing large and alive and slick-skinned bunped into him Haplo's heart
lurched. He gulped in his breath and a nouthful of water at the sane tine,
started to choke and

cough. Kicking hinself backward, away fromthe creature, he struggled to
breat he and readied hinself to fight.

A shining head with two beady eyes and a w de-open, |aughi ng nouth popped out
of the water directly in front of him Two nore heads shot up on either side
of him four swam about himin rollicking delight, nosing himand proddi ng
hi m

Dol phi ns.

Hapl o gasped, spit out water. The dog attenpted a furious bark, which
proceedi ng highly amused the dol phins and nearly drowned the dog. Haplo

dragged its forelegs up onto the plank, where the animal |ay panting and
gl ari ng.

"Where are the dragon-snakes?" Hapl o denanded, speaking in the human tongue.
Previ ously, the dol phins had refused to talk to him or have anything to do

with him But that was when they'd assumed himto be—ightly enough—en the
side of the serpents. Now their attitude toward hi mhad changed. They began to



squeak and whistle in excitenent and a few started to swimoff, eager to be
the first to spread the news around the nmensch that the nysterious man with
t he bl ue-tattooed skin had reappeared.

"No! Wait, don't go. Don't tell anyone you've seen mne,"
"What's goi ng on here? Were are the dragon-snakes?"

he said hastily.
The dol phi ns squeaked and gabbl ed. In seconds, Haplo heard everything he
wanted to know and quite a lot that he didn't.
"W heard that Samah took you prisoner..."

"The snakes brought poor Al ake's body back to..
"Parents prostrate with grief "
"Snakes said you..."

" and the Sartan..."

"Yes, you and the Sartan were responsible ..
"You doubl e-crossed..."

"Betrayed your friends...**

"Coward..."

"No one believed..."

"Yes, they did..."

"No, they didn't. Well, maybe for a nmoment..."

"Anyway, the snakes used their nmagic to bore holes in the Chalice..."
"G gantic holes!"

"Huge!"

"I nrense! "

"Fl oodgat es. "

"Cpened at once... a wall of water..."

"Tidal wave ..."

"Not hi ng survive... Sartan crushed!"

"Fl attened..."

"City destroyed..."

"W warned the nensch about the dragon-snakes and their bore holes..."

"Grundl e and Devon returned..."

"Told the true story. You are a hero..."



"No, he isn't. That was the one called A fred."
"I was only being polite..."
"Mensch were worried..."

"They don't want to kill the Sartan..."

"They're afraid of the dragon-snakes. Dwarven ships went to investigate ..
"But the snakes are nowhere in sight..."
"The dwarves opened the floodgates just a crack and..

"Stop! Shut up!" Hapl o shouted, managing at |ast to make hinmself heard. "What
do you nean 'the snakes are nowhere in sight'? \Wiere are they?"

The dol phins began to argue anong thensel ves. Some said the serpents had
returned to Draknor, but the general consensus seened to be that the snakes
had swum t hrough the hol es and were attacking the Sartan in Surunan

"No, they're not," said Haplo. "I just came from Surunan, and the city's
quiet. The Sartan are, as far as | know, safely inside their Council Chanber,
trying to keep dry."

The dol phins | ooked rather disappointed at this news. They meant no harmto
the Sartan, but it had been such a great story. They were now all in
agreenent .

"The dragon-snakes must have gone back to Draknor."

Hapl o was forced to agree hinmself. The serpents had returned to Draknor. But
why? Why had they left Surunan so abruptly? Wiy had they abandoned the chance
to destroy the Sartan? Abandoned their plans to fonment chaos anmong the nensch
turn them agai nst each ot her?

Hapl o coul dn't answer the questions, supposed bitterly it didn't matter. What
mattered was that the serpents were on Draknor and so was his ship.

"I don't suppose any of you have been to Draknor to find out?" he asked.

The dol phins squealed in alarmat the thought, shook their heads enphatically.
None woul d get near Draknor. It was a terrible place of great sadness and
evil. The water itself was poison, killed anything that swamin it.

Hapl o forwent nentioning that he hinself had swumin the water and survived.
He couldn't blanme these gentle creatures for not wanting to go near Draknor
He wasn't pleased at the prospect of returning to that tortured seanoon

hi msel f. But he had no choi ce.

Now his main problemwas ridding hinself of the dol phins. Fortunately, that
was sinple. They loved to feel inportant.

"I need you fish to carry a nessage fromme to the mensch | eaders, to be
delivered to every nenber of the royal famly in person, in private.
Understand? It's extrenely inportant."”

"W'll be only too glad..."

"You can trust..."



"Inplicitly..."

"Tell every person..."

"No, not every..."

"Just the royal..."

"Every person, | tell you..."
"I"'msure that's what he said..."

Once he got them quiet |ong enough to hear, Haplo inparted the nessage, taking
care that it was complicated and invol ved

The dol phins listened intently and swam of f the nmoment Hapl o shut his nouth.

When he was certain that the dol phins' attention was no | onger on him he and
the dog swamto the submersible, clinbed aboard, and sailed off.

CHAPTER 2
DRAKNOR
CHELESTRA

HAPLO HAD NEVER COWVPLETELY MASTERED THE DWARVEN SYSTEM OF navi gation, which
according to Gundle, relied on sounds emtted by the seanoons thensel ves. At
first he was concerned about being able to find Draknor, but he soon

di scovered that the seanpbon was easy to find... too easy. The serpents left a
trail of foul ooze in their wake. The path led to the murky bl ack waters
surroundi ng the tornmented seanoon.

Dar kness swal | omed him He had sailed into the caverns of Draknor. He could
see nothing and, fearful of running aground, slowed the subnersible' s forward
progress until it barely noved. He could swimthrough the foul water, if he
had to; he'd done it before. But he hoped sw nm ng woul dn't be necessary.

H s hands were dry, and his |ower arnms where he'd rolled up the wet sleeves.
The runes were extrenely faint, but they were visible. And though they gave
hi mt he magi cal power of a child of two, the faint blue of the sigla was
conforting. He didn't want to get wet again.

The submersible's prow scraped agai nst rock. Haplo steered it swiftly upward,
breathed a sigh when it continued, uninpeded. He nust be nearing the shore. He
decided to risk bringing the vessel to the surface..

The runes on his hands! Bl ue. Faint bl ue.

Hapl o brought the ship to a full stop, stared down at the sigla. Faint blue
color, not nearly as blue as the veins beneath his skin on the back of his
hands. And that was odd. Damm odd!

Weak as they were, the sigla should have been gl owi ng—his body's reaction to
t he danger of the serpents. But the sigla weren't reacting as they had in the
past and, he realized, neither were his other instincts. He' d been too
preoccupied piloting the subnmersible to notice.

Bef ore, when he'd come this close to the snakes' lair, he could scarcely nove,



scarcely think for the debilitating fear that flowed fromthe nonsters.

But Haplo wasn't afraid; at |east, he amended, he wasn't afraid for hinself.
H s fear ran deeper. It was cold and tw sted hi minside.

"What's going on, boy?" he asked the dog, who had crowded near himand was
whi nperi ng agai nst his |eg.

Hapl o patted the animal reassuringly, though he hinmself could have used
reassurance. The dog whi ned and edged cl oser

The Patryn started the vessel again, guided it toward the surface, his
attention divided between the gradually brightening water and the sigla on his
skin. The runes did not alter in appearance.

Judgi ng by the evidence of his own body, the serpents were no | onger on
Draknor. But if they weren't on Draknor and they weren't with the nmensch and
they weren't battling the Sartan, where were they?

The submersi bl e surfaced. Hapl o scanned the shoreline rapidly, found his ship,
smled in satisfaction to see it whol e, undanaged. But his fear grew stronger
t hough the sigla on his skin gave himno reason to be afraid.

The body of the king serpent, slain by the nysterious "serpent mage" (who
m ght or mght not have been Alfred), lay on the cliffs above. No sign of
living serpents was visible.

Hapl o beached t he subnersible. Cautious, wary, he opened the hatch, clinbed up
onto the top deck. He carried no weapons, though he'd found a cache of

battl e-axes inside the ship. Only bl ades enhanced by nagic woul d bite through
the flesh of the serpents, and Hapl o was too weak in his own magic now to
impart its power to netal.

The dog followed him growled a warning. Its legs stiffened, its hackles rose.
Its gaze was fixed on the cave.

"What is it, boy?" Hapl o asked, tensing.

The dog quivered all over, |looked at its naster, pleading perm ssion to race
to the attack.

"No, dog. We're heading for our own ship. W're getting out of here."

Hapl o junped off the deck, |anded on the foul, slime-covered sand, began to
edge his way along the shoreline toward his rune-inscribed ship. The dog
continued to grow and bark and cane along with Haplo only reluctantly and

after repeated commands.

Haplo was within armis length of reaching his vessel when he caught a glinpse
of nmovenent near the cavern's entrance.

He waited, watching. He was cautious, but not particularly worried. He was now
cl ose enough to his ship to seek the safety of its protective runes. The dog's
grow becane a snarl; its upper lip curled, revealing sharp teeth.

A man energed fromthe cave

Sanah.

"Easy, boy," said Haplo.



The | eader of the Sartan Council wal ked with the bowed head and listless tread
of someone deep in thought. He had not cone by boat; no other subnersibles
were noored al ong the shore. He had cone by magic, then

Hapl o gl anced at the sigla on his hands. The runes were a little darker in
color, but they did not glow, were not warning himof the advance of an eneny.
By this and by | ogical deduction, Haplo guessed that Samah's magic, |ike
Hapl o' s own, nust be spent. Probably waterl ogged. The Sartan was waiting,
resting, to regain strength enough for his return journey. He posed no threat
to Haplo. Just as Haplo posed no threat to him

O did he? Al things equal, both bereft of their magic, Haplo was the younger
of the two, the stronger. The fight would be crude, undignified,
menschl i ke—+wo nmen rolling about on the sand, punmeling each other. Haplo

t hought it over, sighed, shook his head. He was just too dam tired.

Besi des, Sanmah | ooked to have suffered a beating already. Haplo waited
quietly. Samah did not glance up fromhis troubled rmusings. He m ght

concei vably have wal ked past the Patryn w thout seeing him The dog, unable to
contain itself, renmenbering past wongs, barked a sharp warning—the Sartan
had come cl ose enough

Samah rai sed his head, startled at the sound but not, apparently, startled to
see either the dog or its master. The Sartan's lips tightened. H s gaze
shifted fromHaplo to the small subnersible floating behind him

"Returning to your |ord?" Samah asked coldly.
Hapl o saw no need to reply.

Samah nodded; he hadn't expected a response. "You'll be glad to know your

m nions are already on their way. They have preceded you. No doubt a hero's
wel cone awaits you." His tone was bitter, his gaze dark with hatred and,

| urki ng beneath, fear.

"On their way..." Haplo stared at the Sartan, then, suddenly, he understood.
Under st ood what had happened, understood the reason for his seemngly

unr easonabl e fear. Now he knew where the serpents were... and why.

"You bl oody fool!" Haplo swore. "You opened Death's Gate!"
"I warned you we would do so, Patryn, if your nmensch | ackeys attacked us."

"You were warned, Sartan. The dwarf told you what she overheard. The serpents
want ed you to open Death's Gate. That was their plan all along. Didn't you
listen to G undl e?"

"And so now | should be taking advice from mensch?" Samah sneer ed.

"They have nore sense than you do, seemingly. You opened Death's Gate,
intending to do what? Flee? No, that wasn't your plan. Help. You sought help.
After what Alfred told you. You still don't believe him Nearly all your
peopl e are gone, Samah. You few on Chelestra are all that's left, except for a
coupl e of thousand ani mated corpses on Abarrach. You opened the Gate, but it
was the serpents who passed through it. Now they' Il spread their evil

t hroughout the four worlds. | hoped they stopped | ong enough to thank you!"

"The power of the Gate should have stopped the creatures!" Samah replied in a
| ow voice. Hs fist clenched. "The serpents should not have been able to



enter!”

"Just as nensch can't enter wi thout your hel p? You still don't understand, do
you, Sartan? These snakes are nore powerful than you or I or ny lord or maybe
all of us put together. They don't need hel p!"

"The serpents had hel p!" Samah retorted bitterly. "Patryn help."

Hapl o opened his mouth to argue, decided it wasn't worth it. He was wasting
time. The evil was spreading. It was now even nore inperative that he return
to warn his lord.

Shaki ng his head, Haplo started for his ship. "C non, dog."

But the ani mal barked again, refused to budge. The dog | ooked at Haplo, ears
cocked.

Don't you have sonething you want to ask, master?
A thought did occur to Haplo. He turned back
"\What happened to Al fred?"

"Your friend?" Samah nocked. "He was sent to the Labyrinth—the fate of all who
preach heresy and conspire with the eneny."

"You know, don't you, that he was the one person who night have stopped the
evil."

Samah was briefly amused. "If this Alfred is as powerful as you claim then he
could have prevented us fromsending himto prison. He didn't. He went to his
puni shrent neekly enough. "

"Yes," said Haplo softly. "I'Il bet he did."
"You val ue your friend so dearly, Patryn, why don't you go back to your prison
and try to get himout?"

"Maybe | will. No, boy," Haplo added, seeing the dog's gaze go longingly to
Samah's throat. "You'd be up sick half the night."

He returned to his ship, cast off the noorings, dragged the dog—who was stil
grow i ng at Samah—insi de, slammed the hatch shut behind him Once on board,
Hapl o hastened to the wi ndow in the steerage conpartnment to keep an eye on the
Sartan. Magic or no magic, Haplo didn't trust him

Samah stood unnoving on the sand. H's white robes were danp and bedraggl ed,
the hem covered with slime and the ooze of the dead serpents. H s shoul ders
sagged; his skin was gray. He | ooked exhausted to the point of falling,

but —probabl y aware that he was under scrutiny—he remained standi ng upright,
jaw thrust out, arms folded across his chest.

Satisfied that his eneny was harm ess, Haplo turned his attention to the runes
burned into the wooden planks of the ship's interior. He traced each one again
in his mnd—+unes of protection, runes of power, runes to take himonce again
on the strange and terrifying journey into Death's Gate, runes to ensure his
safety until he reached the Nexus. He spoke a word, and the sigla began to

gl ow soft blue in response.

Hapl o breathed a deep sigh. He was guarded, protected. He allowed hinself to



relax for the first time in a long, long while. Mking certain his hands were
dry, he placed themon the ship's wheel. It, too, had been enhanced by runes.
The nmechani smwasn't as powerful as the steering stone he'd used aboard Dragon
Wng. But Dragon Wng and the steering stone were now at the bottom of the
sea—+f Chelestra's sea had a bottom The rune-magic on the wheel was crude, it
had been hurriedly done. But it would take himthrough Death's Gate and that
was all that mattered

Hapl o guided his ship away fromthe shoreline. He gl anced back at the Sartan
who seenmed to dwindle in size as the expanse of black water separating them
grew | arger.

"What will you do now, Samah? WIIl you enter Death's Gate, search for your
peopl e? No, | don't think so. You're scared, aren't you, Sartan? You know you
made a terrible mistake, a mistake that could nean the destruction of al
you've worked to build. \Wether you believe the serpents represent a higher
evil power or not, they're a force you don't understand, one you can't
control.

"You' ve sent death through Death's Gate."
CHAPTER 3
THE NEXUS

XAR, LORD OF THE NEXUS, WALKED THE STREETS OF H'S QU ET, TWLIGHT land, a |and
built by his eneny. The Nexus was a beautiful place, with rolling hills and
neadows, verdant forests. Its structures were built with soft, rounded
corners, unlike the inhabitants, who were sharp-edged and cold as steel. The
sun's light was nmuted, diffused, as if it shone through finely spun cloth. It
was never day in the Nexus, never quite night. It was difficult to distinguish
an object fromits shadow, hard to tell where one left off and the other

began. The Nexus seenmed a | and of shadows.

Xar was tired. He had just energed fromthe Labyrinth, emerged victorious from
a battle with the evil nagicks of that dread land. This tine, it had sent an
arnmy of chaodyn to destroy him Intelligent, giant, insectlike creatures, the
chaodyn are tall as nen, with hard bl ack-shell ed bodies. The only way to
destroy a chaodyn utterly is to hit it directly in the heart, kill it
instantly. For if it lives, even a few seconds, it will cause a drop of its

bl ood to spring into a copy of itself.

And he'd faced an armnmy of these things, a hundred, two hundred; the nunbers
didn't matter for they grew the monent he wounded one. He had faced them

al one, and he'd had only nmoments before the tide of bul bous-eyed insects
engul fed him

Xar had spoken the runes, caused a wall of flane to | eap up between himand
t he advance ranks of the chaodyn, protecting himfromthe first assault,
giving himtine to extend the wall.

The chaodyn had attenpted to outrun the spreading flanmes that were feeding off
the grasses in the Labyrinth, springing to magical life as Xar fanned them

wi th magi cal winds. Those few chaodyn who ran through the fire, Xar had killed
with a rune-inscribed sword, taking care to thrust beneath the carapace to
reach the heart below. Al the while, the wind blew and the flames crackl ed
feeding off the shells of the dead. The fire junped fromvictimto victim now,
deci mati ng t he ranks.

The chaodyn in the rear watched the advanci ng hol ocaust, wavered, turned, and



fled. Under cover of the flanmes, Xar had rescued several of his people,
Patryns, more dead than alive. The chaodyn had been hol di ng them host age,
using themas bait to lure the Lord of the Nexus to do battle. The Patryns
were being cared for now by other Patryns, who also owed their lives to Xar

A grimand stern people, unforgiving, unbending, unyielding, the Patryns were
not effusive in their gratitude to the lord who constantly risked his life to
save theirs. They did not speak of their loyalty, their devoti on—+they showed
it. They worked hard and unconpl ai ning at any task he set them They obeyed
every command without question. And each tinme he went into the Labyrinth, a
crowmd of Patryns gathered outside the Final Gate, to keep silent vigil unti
his return.

And there were al ways sone, particularly anong the young, who would attenpt to
enter with him Patryns who had been living in the Nexus | ong enough for the
horror of their lives spent in the Labyrinth to fade fromtheir m nds.

"I will go back," they would say. "I will dare it with you, ny Lord."

He always let them And he never said a word of blane when they faltered at
the Gate, when faces bl anched and the bl ood chilled, |legs trenbled and bodies
sank to the ground.

Hapl 0. One of the strongest of the young nmen. He'd nade it farther than nost.
He'd fallen before the Final Gate, fear winging himdry. And then he'd
craw ed on hands and knees, until, shuddering, he shrank back into the
shadows.

"Forgive me, Lord!" he'd cried in despair. So they all cried.
"There is nothing to forgive, ny child," said Xar, always.

He neant it. He, better than anyone, understood the fear. He faced it every
time he entered and every tine it grew worse. Rarely was there a nonent,
outside the Final Gate, that his step did not hesitate, his heart did not
shiver. Each time he went in, he knewwith certainty that he would not return.
Each time he canme back out, safely, he vowed within hinself that he woul d
never go back

Yet he kept going back. Tine and again.
"The faces," he said. "The faces of ny people. The faces of those who wait for
me, who enclose ne in the circle of their being. These faces give ne courage.
My children. Every one of them | tore themout of the horrible wonb that gave
thembirth. |1 brought themto air and to light.

"What an arny they will make," he continued, musing al oud. "Wak in nunbers,
but strong in magic, loyalty, |ove. What an armny,"” he said again, |ouder than
before, and he chuckl ed.

Xar often talked to hinself. He was often alone, for the Patryns tend to be
loners.* And so he tal ked to hinself, but he never chuckled, never | aughed.

*Those whomthe Patryns accept into the circle of their being are few They
are fiercely loyal to these they term"famly" either by blood or by vow
These circles of loyalty (Patryns would scorn to call it affection) are
generally kept to the death. Once broken, however, the circle can never be
nmended.

The chuckl e was a sham a crafty bit of play-acting. The Lord of the Nexus



continued to talk, as mght any old nman, keeping conpany with hinmself in the
| onely watches of the twilight. He cast a surreptitious glance at his hand.
The skin showed his age, an age he could not calculate with any exactness,
havi ng no very clear idea when his |ife began. He knew only that he was old,
far ol der than any other who had come out of the Labyrinth.

The skin on the back of his hand was winkled and taut, stretched tight,
revealing clearly beneath it the shape of every tendon, every bone. The bl ue
sigla tattooed on the back of the hand were tw sted and knotted, but their
col or was dark, not faded by the passage of time. And their magic, if
anyt hi ng, was stronger.

These tattooed sigla had begun to gl ow bl ue.

Xar woul d have expected the warning inside the Labyrinth, his magic acting
instinctively to ward off attack, alert himto danger. But he wal ked the
streets of the Nexus, streets that he had al ways known to be safe, streets
that were a haven, a sanctuary. The Lord of the Nexus saw the bl ue gl ow t hat
shone with an eerie brightness in the soft twilight, he felt the sigla burn on
his skin, the magic burn in his blood.

He kept wal king as if nothing were am ss, continued to ranble and nutter
beneath his breath. The sigla' s warning grew stronger, the runes shone nore
brightly still. He clenched his fist, hidden beneath the flow ng sl eeves of a
| ong bl ack robe. Hi s eyes probed every shadow, every object.

He left the streets of the Nexus, stepped onto a path that ran through a
forest surrounding his dwelling place. He lived apart from his people,
preferring, requiring quiet and peace. The trees' darker shadows brought a
senbl ance of night to the Iand. He glanced at his hand; the rune's light
wel | ed out from beneath the bl ack robes. He had not left the danger behind, he
was wal ki ng straight toward its source

Xar was nore perplexed than nervous, nore angry than afraid. Had the evil in
t he Labyrinth somehow seeped through that Final Gate? He couldn't believe it
was possible. Sartan magic had built this place, built the Gate and t he Wal

t hat surrounded the prison world of the Labyrinth. The Patryns, not
particularly trusting an eneny who had cast theminside that prison, had
strengthened the Wall and the Gate with their own magic. No. It was not
possi bl e that anything could escape.

The Nexus was protected fromthe other worlds—+he worlds of Sartan and
mensch—by Death's Gate. So | ong as Death's Gate remai ned cl osed, no one could
| eave or enter who had not mastered the powerful magic required to travel it.
Xar had mastered the secret, but only after eons of long and difficult study
of Sartan witings. He had mastered it and passed his wi sdomon to Hapl o, who
had ventured forth into the universe.

"But suppose,” Xar said to hinmself beneath his breath, his eyes darting side
to side, attenpting to pierce the darkness that had al ways before been

restful, was now om nous, "suppose Death's Gate were opened! | sensed a change
when | came out of the Labyrinth—as if a breath of air stirred suddenly within
a house long closed up and seal ed shut. | wonder..."

"No need to wonder, Xar, Lord of Patryns," cane a voice fromout of the
darkness. "Your mind is quick, your logic infallible. You are correct in your
assunption. Death's Gate has been opened. And by your enemes."

Xar halted. He could not see the speaker, hidden in shadows, but he could see
eyes, flickering with a strange red light, as if they reflected a distant



fire. Hs body warned himthat the speaker was powerful and night prove
danger ous, but Xar heard no note of threat or nmenace in the sibilant voice.
The speaker's words were respectful, even adnmiring, and so was his tone.

Yet Xar remained on his guard. He had not grown old in the Labyrinth by
falling victimto seductive voices. And this speaker had already comitted a
grave error. He had somehow penetrated into the lord' s head, descried his

t houghts. Xar had been tal ki ng beneath his breath. No one, standing at that
di stance fromhim could have overheard. "You have the advantage of ne, sir,"
said Xar calmy.

"Come closer, that these aged eyes of mine, which are easily confused in the
shadows, can see you."

H s eyesi ght was sharp, sharper than it had been in his youth, for now he knew
what to | ook for. His hearing was excellent. The speaker didn't need to know
that, however. Let himthink he faced a frail old man.

The speaker was not fool ed. "Your aged eyes see clearer than nost, |'Ill wager,
Lord. But even they can be blinded by affection, msplaced trust."

The speaker wal ked out of the forest, onto the path. He came to stand directly
in front of the Lord of the Nexus, spread his hands to indicate he earned no
weapon. Torchlight flared, a burning brand nmaterialized in the speaker's
hands. He stood in its light, smling with quiet confidence.

Xar stared at the man, blinked. Doubt crept into his mnd, increased his
anger. "You look like a Patryn. One of ny people,"” he said, studying the man.
"Yet | don't know you. What trick is this?" H's voice hardened. "You had best
speak quickly. The breath won't be in your body |ong."

"Truly, Lord, your reputation has not been exaggerated. No wonder Hapl o

adm res you, even as he betrays you. | amnot a Patryn, as you have surm sed.

| appear in this guise in your world in order to maintain secrecy. | can
appear in ny true form if such is your pleasure, ny lord Xar, but my true
formis somewhat daunting. | deemed it best for you to decide if you wanted to
reveal ny presence to your people."

"And what is your true form then?" Xar denanded, ignoring, for the nonment,
t he accusation regardi ng Hapl o.

"Anmong the nmensch, we are known as 'dragon,' ny lord."

Xar's eyes narrowed. "I have dealt with your species before and | see no
reason why | should let you live any longer than | let them Particularly as
you stand in ny homel and. "

The fal se Patryn smiled, shook his head. "Those whomyou refer to by that
appel l ati on are not true dragons, nerely distant cousins. [2] Mich as the ape
is said to be a distant cousin of the human. W are far nore intelligent, far
nmore powerful in magic."

"Al'l the nore reason you should die..."

"Al'l the nore reason we should live, especially since we live only to serve
you, Lord of the Patryns, Lord of the Nexus, and, shortly, Lord of the Four
VWorlds. "

"You woul d serve nme, eh? You say 'we'? How many of you are there?"



"Qur nunbers are enornous. They've never been counted."

"Who created you?"

"You did, Patryn, long ago," said the serpent, softly hissing.
"I see. And where have you been all this tinme?"

"I will tell you our story, Lord," answered the serpent coolly, ignoring the
sarcastic tone. "The Sartan feared us, feared our power, just as they feared
you Patryns. The Sartan cast your people into prison, but—since we are of a

di fferent species—they determned to externinate us. The Sartan lulled us into
a fal se sense of security by pretending to nmake peace with our kind. Wen the
Sundering cane, we were caught conpletely off guard, defenseless. W barely
escaped with our lives. To our grief, we were powerless to save your peopl e,
who had al ways been our friends and allies. W fled to one of the newy
created worlds and hid there to nurse our wounds and regai n our strength.

"I't was our intent to seek out the Labyrinth and attenpt to free your people.
Toget her, we could rally the mensch, who were | eft dazed and hel pl ess by their
terrible ordeal, and we could defeat the Sartan. Unfortunately, the world in
whi ch we chose to |ive—€hel estra—was al so the choice of the Sartan

2 The serpent is, of course, lying to Xar. Since this evil has no true form of
its own, it borrows any formthat suits its needs.

Council. The m ghty Samah hinself established his city, Surunan, popul ated it
wi th thousands of enslaved nensch.

"He soon discovered us and our plans to overthrow his tyrannical rule. Samah
vowed that we would never |eave Chelestra alive. He closed and seal ed Death's
Gate, doom ng hinself and the rest of the Sartan on other worlds to isolation
—enly for a short time, or so he thought. He nmeant to nake quick work of us.
But we proved stronger than he'd anticipated. W fought back, and, though many
of our kind gave up their lives, we forced himto free the mensch and at
length drove himto seek the safety of the Sartan stasis chamnber.

"Before the Sartan abandoned their world, they had their revenge on us. Sanah
cut adrift the seasun that warnms the water of Chelestra. W could not escape;
the bitter chill of the ice surrounding this world of water overtook us Qur
body tenperatures dropped, our blood grew cold and sluggish. It was all we
could do to nanage to return to our seanoon and take refuge inside its
caverns. lce locked us in, sent us into an enforced hibernation that |asted
centuries. [3]

"At length, the seasun returned and brought with it warnth and renewed life
for us. Wth it came a Sartan, one who is known as Serpent Mage, a powerful

wi zard who has been traveling Death's Gate. He awoke the Sartan and freed them
fromtheir long sleep. But by now, you, Lord, and sone of your people had al so
attained your freedom W sensed it, far away as we were. W felt your hope
shine on us and it was warnmer than the sun. And then Haplo came to us and we
bowed to himand pl edged himour help to defeat the Sartan. Defeat Sanmah, the
anci ent eneny."

The serpent's voice dropped low. "W adnired Haplo, trusted him Victory over
Samah was within our grasp. W intended to bring the Sartan | eader to you,
Lord, as proof of our devotion to your cause. Al as, Haplo betrayed us,
betrayed you. Samah fled, as did the Serpent Mage—the Sartan responsible for
poi soning Haplo's mnd. The two Sartan escaped, but



3 Again, the serpent is relating its own version of the truth, which is
considerably different fromthe story told by the Sartan, found in Serpent
Mage, vol. 4 of The Death Gate Cycle. It is interesting to note, as does
Hapl o, in his sonewhat bitter comrentary on this section of Xar's journal
that the serpents are adept at telling people exactly what they want to hear

not before Sanmah had been driven by his fear of us and his fear of you, great
Xar, to open Death's Gate!

"The Sartan can no |longer stop us fromreturning to assist you. W entered
Death's Gate and we present ourselves to you, Xar. W would call you 'Lord."'
The serpent bowed.

"And what is the nanme of this 'powerful' Sartan to whom you keep referring?"
Xar asked.

"He calls hinself by the mensch nane 'Alfred,' Lord."

"Alfred!" Xar forgot hinself, lost his conposure. Hi s hand beneath the bl ack
robe clenched into a fist. "Alfred!" he repeated beneath his breath. He

gl anced up, saw the eyes of the serpent glint red. Xar quickly regained his
calm

"Haplo was with this Al fred?"
"Yes, Lord."

"Then Haplo will bring himto me. You need not fear. You have obviously

m sunder st ood Hapl o's notives. He is cunning, is Haplo. Intelligent and
clever. He may not be a match for Samah—f this is truly the sane Samah, which
I much doubt —but Haplo is nore than a match for this Sartan with the nensch
nane. Haplo will be here shortly. You will see. And he will have Alfred with
him And then all will be explai ned.

"In the meantime," Xar added, cutting short the serpent, who woul d have
spoken, "I amvery tired. | aman old nman and old nmen need their rest. | would
invite you to my house, but | have a child staying with ne. A very sharp
child, quite intelligent for a nensch. He would ask questions that | would
prefer not to answer. Keep hidden in the forest. Avoid going around ny people,
for they will react to you as | have." The Lord of the Nexus held forth his
hand, exhibited the runes that glowed a vibrant blue. "And they night not be
as patient as | have been."

"I am honored by your concern, ny lord. I will do as you command."

The serpent bowed again. Xar turned to take his | eave. The serpent's words
foll owed him

"I hope mat this Haplo, in whommy lord has placed such faith, will be found
worthy of it." But |I nost sincerely doubt it!

Unspoken words whi spered fromthe tw light shadows. Xar heard them plainly, or
per haps he was the one who gave themutterance in thought, if not aloud. He

gl anced back over his shoulder, irritated at the serpent, but the serpent was
gone. It had apparently slunk into the woods w thout a sound, w thout the
rustle of a leaf, the cracking of a twig. Xar was further irritated, then
angered at hinmself for having let the serpent upset him

"A lack of confidence in Haplo is a lack of confidence in nyself. | saved his
life. I brought himout of the Labyrinth. | raised himup, trained him



assigned himthis nost inmportant task, to travel Death's Gate. Wen he first
had doubts, | chastised him cleansed himof the poison inflicted by the
Sartan, Alfred. Haplo is dear to ne. To discover that he has failed ne is to
di scover that | have failed!"

The gl ow of the sigla on Xar's skin was beginning to fade, though it stil
gl eaned brightly enough to light the lord's path through the fringes of the
forest. He irritably forbore the tenptation to | ook backward agai n.

He didn't trust the serpent, but then he trusted very few He would have |iked
to have said "none." He trusted no one. But that would have been w ong.

Feeling ol der and wearier than usual, the lord spoke the runes and sumoned
out of the magical possibilities an oaken staff, strong and sturdy, to aid his
tired steps.

"My son," he whispered sadly, |leaning heavily on the staff. "Haplo, nmy son!"
CHAPTER 4
DEATH S GATE

THE JOURNEY THROUGH DEATH S GATE |'S A TERRI BLE ONE—A FRI GHTeni ng col | i si on of
contradictions slamming into the consci ousness with such force that the mnd
bl acks out. Hapl o had once attenpted to renmain conscious during the journey
[1]; he still shuddered when he recalled that frightful experience. Unable to
find refuge in oblivion, his mnd had junped into another body, the nearest
body—that of Alfred. He and the Sartan had exchanged consci ousness, relived
each other's nost profound |ife experiences.

Each had | earned sonet hing about the other then; neither could quite viewthe
other the sane as before. Hapl o knew what it was |like to believe yourself to
be the | ast menmber of your race, alone in a world of strangers. Alfred knew
what it was like to be a prisoner in the Labyrinth.

"I guess Alfred knows firsthand now," Haplo said, settling down beside the
dog, prepared to sleep as he always did now before entering Death's Gate.
"Poor bastard. | doubt if he's still alive. He and the woman he took with him
What was her nanme? Orla? Yes, that was it. Ola.”

The dog whi npered at the nention of Alfred's name, laid its head in Haplo's
| ap. He scratched the dog's jows. "I guess the best to hope for A fred would
be a quick death."

The dog sighed and gazed out the wi ndow with sad, hope-
1 Fire Sea. vol. 3 of The Death Gate Cycle.

fill eyes, as if expecting to see Alfred bunble his way back on board any
nonent .

Qui ded by the rune-magic, the ship left behind the waters of Chel estra,
entered the huge pocket of air that surrounded Death's Gate. Hapl o roused

hi nsel f from nusings that weren't offering either help or consol ation, checked
to make certain that the nagic was working as it should, keeping his ship
protected, holding it together, propelling it forward.

He was astounded to notice, however, that his nagic was doi ng remarkably
little. The sigla were inscribed on the inside of the ship, not the outside,
as he'd al ways done before, but that should not make a difference. If



anyt hi ng, the runes should be working harder to conpensate. The cabin should
be lit with a bright blue and red light, but the interior was only suffused
with a pleasant glow that had a faint purplish tinge.

Hapl o fought down a brief nmoment of panicked doubt, carefully went over every
rune structure inscribed on the interior of the snmall subnersible. He found no
flaw and he woul dn't, he knew, because he'd gone over it tw ce previously.

He hurried over to the window in the steerage, stared out. He could see
Death's Gate, a tiny hole that | ooked nuch too small for a ship of any size
larger than a ...

He blinked, rubbed his eyes.

Deat h's Gate had changed. Haplo couldn't think why, couldn't understand for a
nonment. Then he had the answer.

Death's Gate was open

It had not occurred to himthat opening the Gate woul d make any difference.
But it rmust, of course. The Sartan who designed the Gate in the beginning
woul d have provided thensel ves with quick, easy access to the other three
worlds. It was logical, and Hapl o berated hinmself for being thickheaded, for
not havi ng thought of this before. He could probably have saved hinself tine
and worry.

O coul d he?

He frowned, considering. Entering Death's Gate m ght be easier, but what would
he do once he was inside? How was it controlled? Wuld his magi c even work? O
woul d his ship cone apart at the seans?

"You'll have your answer soon enough," he told himself. "You can't very well
go back."

He controlled an urge to pace nervously about the small cabin, focused his
attention on Death's Gate.

The hol e that had previously appeared too small for a gnat to pass through now
| oomed | arge. No | onger dark and forbidding, the entrance was filled with
light and color. Haplo couldn't be certain, but he thought he caught glinpses
of the other worlds. Quick inpressions slid into his mnd and then out, noving
too rapidly for himto focus on any in particular, like inmges seen in a

dr eam

The steany jungles of Pryan, the nolten-rock rivers of Abarrach, the floating
i sl ands of Arianus passed swiftly before his eyes. He saw, too, the soft
shimering twilight of the Nexus. This faded and fromit emerged the stark and
terrifying wastel and of the Labyrinth. Then, very briefly—gone so fast that he
wondered if he'd truly seen it—-he caught a glinpse of another place, a strange
pl ace he didn't recognize, a place of such peace and beauty mat his heart
constricted with pain when the vision vani shed.

Dazed, Hapl o watched the images shift rapidly fromone to the other, was

rem nded of an elven toy [3] he'd seen on Pryan. The images began to repeat

t hensel ves. Odd, he thought, wondering why. They went through his mind again,
in the same order, and he finally understood.

He was being given a choice: destination. Wiere did he want to go?



Hapl o knew where he wanted to go. He just wasn't certain howto get there
anynore. Before, the decision had been | ocked into his nagi c-he sorted through
the possibilities and selected a site. The rune structure necessary to effect
such a determnination had been conplex, extrenely difficult to devise. Hs lord
had spent innumerabl e hours studying the Sartan books [3] until he learned the
key, then spent additional tine

2 Undoubtedly an elven "collide-a-scope.” One | ooks down a hol | ow wooden tube
at the end of which is a glass ball containing bits of different col ored

gl ass. When the ball is rotated, the glass pieces "collide" to forma variety
of shapes, visible to the viewer.

3 Xar discovered in the Nexus a small library of Sartan books witten on
various topics, including: a history of the Sundering, inconplete descriptions
of the four worlds, and details on how to travel through Death's Gate. The
books are witten in the Sartan rune | anguage. Xar taught hinself to read the
| anguage—a | aborious task that took hi mmany years.

translating the Sartan | anguage into Patryn in order to teach it to Haplo.

Now everyt hing had changed. Haplo was sailing closer and closer to the Gate,
his ship noving faster and faster, and he had no idea how to control it.

"Sinmplicity," he told hinmself, fighting his rising panic. "The Sartan woul d
have nade it sinple, easy to travel."

The i mages flashed past his vision again, whirling faster and faster. He had
the horrible sensation of falling, as one does in a dream Pryan's jungles,
Arianus's islands, Chelestra's water, Abarrach's lava—-all spun around him
beneath him He was tunbling into them he couldn't stop hinself, Nexus
twlight..

Desperately, Haplo |atched onto that inage, grabbed hold of it, clung to it in
his mnd. He thought of the Nexus, renenbered it, sumoned inmages of its
twilight forests and ordered streets and people. He closed his eyes, to
concentrate better, and to blot out the terrifying sight of spinning into
chaos.

The dog began to yelp, not with warning, but with glad excitenment and
recognition.

Hapl o opened his eyes. The ship was flying peacefully over a twilight |and,
illuminated by a sun that never quite rose, never quite set.

He was hone.

Hapl o wasted no time. On landing his ship, he traveled directly to his lord's
dwelling place in the forest to give his report. He wal ked rapidly,

abstracted, absorbed in his thoughts, paying very little attention to his
surroundi ngs. He was in the Nexus, a place that held no danger for him He was
considerably startled, therefore, to be roused out of his nusings by the dog's
angry grow .

The Patryn glanced instinctively at the sigla on his skin, saw, to his
surprise, that they gave off a faint blue glow

Haplo wites: "W assuned that the Sartan |l eft the books behind to taunt us,
never thinking that we would have the patience or the desire to learn to read
and nake use of them But now, knowi ng that Sartan were once in the Labyrinth,
| wonder if we are wong. Perhaps Xar was not the first one to escape the



Labyrinth. Perhaps a Sartan energed and | eft these books—not for us—but for
t hose of his people he hoped would follow "

Soneone stood on the path before him

Hapl o quieted the dog with a hand on its head, a hand whose sigla were gl ow ng
bri ghter every nonment. The runes tattooed on his skin itched and burned. Haplo
wai t ed, unmoving, on the path. No use hiding. Watever was in the forest had
al ready seen himand heard him He would remain and find out what danger
lurked so near his lord' s mansion, deal with it if necessary.

The dog's grow runmbled in its chest. Its legs stiffened, the hackles rose on
t he back of its neck. The shadowy figure came closer, not bothering to hide,
but taking care to keep out of the few patches of light that filtered through
open places amd the thick |eaves. The figure had the formand height of a
man, noved like a man. Yet it wasn't a Patryn. Haplo's defensive magi c woul d
have never reacted so to any of his own kind.

H s puzzl ement increased. The idea that a foe of any sort should exist in the
Nexus was untenable. His first thought was Samah. Had the head of the Sartan
Council entered Death's Gate, found his way here? It was possible, though not
very likely. This would be the last place Samah woul d cone! Yet Haplo could
thi nk of no other possibility. The stranger drew nearer and Haplo saw, to his
astoni shment, that his fears had been groundl ess. The man was a Patryn.

Hapl o didn't recognize him but this was not unusual. Haplo had been gone a
long while. His lord woul d have rescued nmany Patryns fromthe Labyrinth during
the interim

The stranger kept his gaze | owered, glancing at Haplo from beneath hooded
eyelids. He nodded a stern, austere greeting—customary anmong Patryns, who are
a solitary and undenonstrative peopl e—and appeared likely to continue on his
way w t hout speaking. He was traveling the opposite direction from Hapl o,
headi ng away fromthe lord s dwelling.

Ordinarily Hapl o woul d have responded with a curt nod of his own and forgotten
the stranger. But the sigla on his skin itched and crawl ed, nearly driving him
frantic. The blue glow illum nated the shadows. The other Patryn's tattoos had
not altered in appearance, renained dark. Haplo stared at the stranger's

hands. There was sonethi ng odd about those tattoos.

The stranger had drawn level with him Haplo had hold of the dog, forced to
drag the excited animal back or it would have gone for the man's throat.
Anot her oddity.

"Wait!" Haplo called out. "Wait, sir. | don't know you, do |I? How are you
call ed? What is your Gate?" [4]

Hapl o neant not hing by the question, was hardly aware of what he asked. He
wanted only to get a closer | ook at the man's hands and arns, the sigla
tattooed on them

"You are wong. W have net,"
famliar.

said the stranger, in a hissing voice that was

Hapl o couldn't recall where he'd heard it and was now too preoccupied to think
about it. The sigla on the man's hands and arns were fal se; meaningl ess
scrawl s that not even a Patryn child would have drawn. Each individual sigi
was correctly formed, but it did not match up properly to any other



The tattoos on the man's arns shoul d have been runes of power, of defense, of
heal i ng. Instead, they were mindless, a junble. Haplo was suddenly rem nded of
t he rune-bone gane played by the Sartan on Abarrach, of the runes tossed at
random on a table. This stranger's runes had been tossed at random on his

ski n.

Hapl o junped forward, hands reaching, planning to seize the false Patryn, find
out who or what was attenpting to spy on diem

H s hands cl osed over air.

Over bal anced, Haplo stunbled, fell onto his hands and knees. He was up
instantly, looking in all directions.

The fal se Patryn was nowhere in sight. He had vani shed without a trace. Haplo
gl anced at the dog. The ani mal whi npered, shivered all over.

Haplo felt |ike doing the same. He poked hal fheartedly anong the trees and
brush Ilining the path, knowi ng he wouldn't find anything, not certain he
wanted to find anything.

4 Reference to the nunber of Gates in the Labyrinth through which a Patryn has
passed. The number of Gates gives a fair indication of what type of life the
person |l ed. A Squatter, for exanple, would have passed through relatively few
Gates conpared to a Runner. The Lord of the Nexus standardized the
classification process in terns of age, using the runes tattooed on a person's
body conbined with cycles discovered in the Labyrinth to judge a Patryn's true
age.

The question Hapl o has asked woul d be the equival ent of one nensch asking
anot her about his occupation

Whatever it was, it was gone. The sigla on his arns were starting to fade, the
burni ng sensati on of warning cool ed.

Hapl o continued on his way, not wasting further time. The nysterious encounter
gave himall the nore reason to hurry. Cbviously, the stranger's appearance
and the opening of Death's Gate were not coinci dence. Hapl o knew now where
he'd heard that voice, wondered how he coul d have ever forgotten

Per haps he had wanted to forget.

At | east now he could give the stranger a nane.

CHAPTER 5

THE NEXUS

"SERPENTS, LORD," SAI D HAPLO "BUT NOT SERPENTS AS WE KNOWthem The nopst
deadly snake in the Labyrinth is a worm conpared to these! They are old, old
as man hinself, | think. They have the cunning and the know edge of their
years. And they have a power, Lord, a power that is vast and... and..." Haplo
paused, hesitated.

"And what, ny son?" encouraged Xar gently.

"Al mghty," answered Hapl o.

"An omni potent force?" Xar nused. "You know what you are saying, my son?"



Hapl o heard the warning in the voice.

Be very careful of your thoughts, your surm ses, your deductions, ny son, the
tone cautioned. Be careful of your facts, your judgment. For by acknow edgi ng
this power almghty, you place it above ne.

Hapl o was careful. He sat long wthout answering, staring into the fire that
wanned the lord' s hearth, watched its light play over the blue sigla tattooed
on his hands and arnms. He saw again the runes on the arns of the false Patryn:
chaotic, unintelligible, wthout neaning, w thout order. The sight brought
back the wenching, debilitating fear he'd experienced in the serpents' lair
on Draknor.

"I'"ve never felt fear like that," he said suddenly, speaking aloud the
t houghts in his mnd

Though he cane in on the mddle of Haplo's mental conversation, Xar
under st ood. The |ord al ways under st ood.

"The fear made ne want to crawl into sone dark hole, Lord. | wanted to curi up
and lie there cowering. | was afraid... of ny fear. | couldn't understand it,
couldn't overcone it."

Hapl o shook his head. "And | was born in fear, raised with fear, in the
Labyrinth. Wat was the difference, Lord? | don't understand."

Xar did not respond, sat unmoving in his chair. He was a quiet, attentive
listener. He never betrayed any enotion, his attention never wandered, his

i nterest was always conpletely focused on the speaker. People talk to such a
rare type of listener; they talk eagerly, oftinmes incautiously. Their thoughts
are focused on what they are saying, not on the person listening. And so Xar
with his magi cal power, was often able to hear the unspoken, as well as the
spoken. People poured their mnds into the lord' s enpty well.

Hapl o cl enched his fist, watched the sigla stretch smoothly, protectively over
the skin of his hand. He answered his own question.

"I knew the Labyrinth could be defeated," he said softly. "That's the
difference, isn't it, Lord. Even when | thought | would die in that place,

knew in ny hour of dying a bitter triunph. | had cone close to defeating it.
And though | had failed, others would cone after ne and succeed. The
Labyrinth, for all its power, is vulnerable."

Hapi o rai sed his head, |ooked at Xar. "You proved that, Lord. You defeated it.
You have defeated it, time and again. | defeated it, finally. Wth help." He
reached down his hand, scratched the dog' s head.

The animal |ay snoozing at his feet, basking in the warm gl ow of the fire.
Qccasionally, it opened its eyes a glittering slit, fixed their gaze on Xar

Just checking, the dog seened to say.

Hapl o did not notice, fromwhere he was sitting, his dog's wary, watchful
observation. Xar, seated opposite, did.

Haplo fell silent again, stared into the fire, his expression grimand dark
He had no need to continue, Xar understood conpletely.

"You are saying that this power cannot be defeated. Is that it, my son?"



Hapl o stirred restlessly, unconfortably. He cast the lord a troubled gl ance,
shifted his gaze swiftly back to the fire. H s face flushed, his hand
uncl enched, cl enched again on the armof the chair.

"Yes, Lord. That is what | am saying." He spoke slowy, heavily. "I think this
evil power may be checked, halted, driven back, controlled. But never beaten
never ultimtely destroyed."

"Not by us, your people, as strong and powerful as we are?" Xar put the
gquestion mldly, not arguing, merely requiring additional infornmation

"Not by us, Lord. As strong and powerful as we are."” Haplo smiled at sone
i nner thought, a sardonic smle

The Lord of the Nexus was angered by this, although, to the casual observer,
hi s expressi on appeared as placid and cal mas before. Haplo did not notice, he
was lost in a tangle of dark thoughts. But one other person was watching their
conversation, eavesdropping on it. And this person was not a casual observer.
He knew well what the | ord was thinking.

Thi s person, hidden away in a dark room doted on the lord and thus had cone
to know every fleeting expression on the nan's face. The unseen wat cher now
saw, illum nated by the firelight, the narrowing of Xar's eyes, the mnute
darkening of certain lines am dst the cobweb of winkles on Xar's forehead.
The unseen observer knew his |lord was angry, knew that Haplo had nade a

nm st ake, and the observer reveled in the know edge.

The observer was so elated that he injudiciously wiggled at the thought, with
the result that the stool on which he was seated scraped across the floor. The
dog's head lifted instantly, ears pricked.

The observer froze. He knew the dog, renmenbered it, respected it. Wanted it.
He did not nove again, held still to the point of holding his breath, afraid
even breathing m ght give himaway.

The dog, hearing nothing further, apparently concluded it was a rat, and
resurmed its fitful nap

"Perhaps," said Xar casually, making a small noverment with his hand, "you
think that the Sartan are the ones who are capable of defeating this '"al mghty
power."' "

Hapl o shook his head, smiled into the fire's dying blaze. "No, Lord. They are

as blind as— He checked the words, afraid of what he'd been about to say.

—as | am" Xar finished dryly.

Hapl o | ooked up swiftly, the flush in his cheeks darkened. It was too late to
recall the thought, too late to deny it. Any attenpt at explanation would make
hi m sound |i ke a whining child, trying to weasel out of just punishnent.

Haplo rose to his feet, faced the Lord of the Nexus, who renai ned seated,
gazing up at himw th dark, unfathomable eyes.

"Lord, we have been blind. And so have our enenies. The sane things have

bl i nded us both: hatred and fear. The serpents—er whatever force they are or
repr esent —have taken advantage of it. They have grown strong and powerful.
"Chaos is our life's blood," the serpents said. 'Death our meat and drink."'
And now that they have entered Death's Gate, they can spread their influence

t hroughout the four worlds. They want chaos, they want bl oodshed, they want us



to go to war, Lord!"

"And thus you counsel we should not, Hapl o? You say we should not seek revenge
for the centuries of suffering inflicted on our people? Not avenge the deaths

of your parents? Not seek to defeat the Labyrinth, free those still left
trapped within? Should we | et Samah pick up where he left off? He will, you
know that, my son. And this time, he will not inprison us. He will destroy us,

if welet him And is it your counsel, Haplo, that we et hinP"
Hapl o stood before the lord, staring down at him

"I don't know, Lord," he said brokenly, fists clenching, unclenching. "I don't
know. "

Xar sighed, lowered his eyes, rested his head in his hand. If he had been
angry, if he had railed and shouted, accused and threatened, he woul d have
| ost Hapl o.

Xar said nothing, did nothing but sigh

Haplo fell to his knees. Gasping the lord' s hand, he pressed it to his lips,
clasped it, held it fast. "Father, | see hurt and di sappoi ntnent in your eyes.
| beg your forgiveness if |I've offended you. But the last time | was in your
presence, the time before | sailed to Chelestra, you showed ne that ny
salvation lay in telling you the truth. | have done so, Father. |'ve bared ny
soul to you, though it shames me to reveal ny weakness.

"I don't offer counsel, Lord. |'m quick-thinking, quick to act. But |'m not
wi se. You are wise, Father. That is why | bring this very great dilemma to
you. The serpents are here, Father," Haplo added in grim dark tones. "They
are here. |1've seen one of them He has di sgui sed hinself as one of our
people. But | knew himfor what he was."

"I amaware of this, Haplo." Xar clasped the hand that held his.
"You know?" Hapl o sat back on his haunches, expression startled, wary.

"Of course, ny son. You say | amwi se, but you nust not think | amvery
bright," Xar said with sonme asperity. "Do you imagine that | do not know what
i s happening in nmy own honel and? | have net the serpent and tal ked with him
both | ast night and today."

Hapl o stared, silent, stunned.
"He is, as you say, powerful." Xar bestowed the conplinment magnani nously. "
was i npressed. A contest between we Patryns and these creatures would be

i nteresting, though | have no doubt who would be the victor. But such a
contest is not to be feared. It will never conme about, ny son. The serpents
are our allies in this canpaign. They have pl edged their all egiance to ne.
They have bowed before ne and called nme Master."

"So they did with me," said Haplo in a | ow voice. "And they betrayed ne."

"That was you, ny son," said Xar, and the anger was back, this time visible to
both the seen and the unseen observers. "This tine they bowed to ne."

The dog junped to its feet with a "whuff," glared about fiercely.

"Easy, boy," Haplo said absently. "It was just a dream"



Xar glanced at the animal with displeasure. "I thought you got rid of that
creature.”

"He came back," Haplo replied, troubled, uneasy. He rose to his feet from
where he knelt beside his lord, remained standing, as if thinking the
i nterview m ght be at an end.

"Not precisely. Soneone brought the dog back to you, didn't he?" Xar stood up

A tall man, the lord was easily Haplo's equal in height, very probably his
match in physical strength, for Xar had not permtted age to soften his body.
He was nore than Hapl o's equal in magical prowess. Xar had taken the younger
Patryn apart once, the tinme of which Haplo spoke, the time he'd lied to his
lord. Xar could have killed Haplo then, but the lord chose to let himlive.

"Yes, Lord," Haplo said. He stared down at the dog, at the floor. "Soneone did
bring himback to nme."

"The Sartan called Al fred?"
"Yes, Lord," Haplo answered without voice.

Xar sighed. Haplo heard the sigh, closed his eyes, bent his head. The l|ord
rested his hand on the younger man's shoul der

"My son, you have been deceived. | know it all. The serpents told ne. They did
not betray you. They saw your danger, sought to help you. You turned on them
attacked them They had no choice but to defend thenselves..."

"Agai nst nmensch children?" Haplo lifted his head, his eyes flashed.

"A pity, ny son. They said you were fond of the girl. But you nust admit, the
mensch acted as nmensch al ways do: recklessly, foolishly, wthout thinking.
They aspired too high, nmeddled in affairs they could not possibly understand.
In the end, as you well know, die dragons were forgiving. They hel ped the
nensch defeat the Sartan."

Hapl o shook his head, turned his gaze fromhis lord to the dog.

Xar's frown deepened. The hand on Hapl o's shoul der tightened its grip. "I have
been extrenely lenient with you, nmy son. | have listened patiently to what
some mght termfantastic metaphysical speculations. Do not m stake ne," he
added, when Hapl o woul d have spoken. "I am pl eased that you brought these

t houghts to nme and shared them But, once havi ng answered your doubts and
guestions—as | believe | have—I| am displ eased to see you continue in your

wr ong- t hi nki ng.

"No, my son. Let ne finish. You claimto rely on ny wi sdom ny judgnment. And
once you used to do so, Haplo, inmplicitly. This was the main reason | chose
you for these delicate tasks which, up to now, you have perforned
satisfactorily. But do you now rely on ne, Haplo? O have you come to rely on
anodi er ?"

"I'f you mean Alfred, Lord, you' re wong!" Haplo snorted derisively, nade a
swift, negating gesture with his hand. "He's gone now, anyway. Probably dead."

He stood staring down at the fire or the dog or both for |ong nonents. Then
suddenly, resolutely, he raised his head, |ooked directly at Xar

"No, Lord, | do not rely on any other. I amloyal to you. That is why | cane



to you, brought you this information. | will be only too glad to be proven
wr ong! "

"WIl you, ny son?" Xar studied Hapl o searchingly.

Seeming satisfied with what he saw, the lord rel axed, smled, clapped Haplo
af fectionately on the shoulder. "Excellent. | have another task for you. Now
that Death's Gate is opened and our enenies the Sartan are aware of us, we
must nove swiftly, nmore swiftly than | had intended. Wthin a short time, |

| eave for Abarrach, there to study the art of necronmancy ..."

He paused, cast a sharp gl ance at Hapl o. The younger Patryn's expression did
not alter; he made no opposition to this plan. Xar continued.

"We do not have sufficient nunbers of Patryns to forman armnmy, as | had hoped.
But, if we have armes of the dead to fight for us, then we do not need to
waste our people. It is inmperative, therefore, that I go to Abarrach

i nperative that I go now, for I amw se"—dry enphasis on the word—"enough to
know that | must study |long and hard before | can naster the art of raising

t he dead.

"But this trip poses a problem | nust go to Abarrach but, at the sane tine,
it is inperative that Bane returns to Arianus, the Realmof Air. Let ne
explain. It involves the great nachine of Arianus. The nmachi ne the nmensch
call, somewhat fancifully, the Kicksey-w nsey.

"I'n your report, Haplo, you stated you found information left by the Sartan
whi ch indicated that they built the Kicksey-winsey in order to bring the
floating islands of Arianus into alignnent."

Hapl o nodded. "Not only bring the islands into line, Lord, but then shoot a
geyser of water up to those that are now dry and barren."

"Whoever rules the nmachine, rules the water. And whoever rules the water,
rul es those who nust drink it or perish."

"Yes, Lord."
"Review for ne the political situation as it was when you left Arianus.”

Xar remai ned standing. This summary was obviously nmeant to be brief, and was
probably for Haplo's benefit nore than the lord' s own. Xar had read Haplo's
report many times, knew it from nenory. Haplo, however, had visited three
other worlds since he'd been to Arianus. He spoke hesitantly, trying to
refresh his nenory.

"The dwarves—known on Arianus as CGegs—tive in the lower isles, down in the
Mael strom They are the ones who run the machine, or rather they serve it, for
the machine runs itself. The elves discovered that the machi ne could supply
water for their enpire, located in the Md Real mof Arianus. Neither the
humans nor the elves, who live in the Md Realm are able to collect water in
any amount, due to the porous nature of the continents.

"The elves traveled into the lower realns in their magi cal dragonships, took
the water fromthe dwarves, paid themin worthless trinkets and refuse left
over fromthe elven kingdons. A dwarf named Li nbeck discovered the el ven

expl oitation of the dwarven people. He is nower he was when | |eft —eading
the rebellion against the elven enpire by, as you say, cutting off their water
suppl i es.



"The el ves have other problens, as well. An exiled prince is |eading his own
rebel I i on against the tyrannical regine currently in power. The humans, |ed by
a strong king and queen, are thenmselves uniting and fighting agai nst the elven
rule.”

"Awrld in chaos," said Xar, with satisfaction

"Yes, Lord," responded Haplo, face flushing, wondering if this was, perhaps, a
subtl e rebuke for words spoken earlier, a renmi nder that the Patryns wanted
worl ds in chaos.

"The child Bane nmust go back to Arianus," Xar repeated. "It is vital that we
take control of the Kicksey-w nsey before the Sartan can return and claimit.
Bane and | have undertaken a | engthy study of the machine. He will put the

Ki cksey-wi nsey into operation, start the process to realign the islands. This
will, no doubt, further disrupt the lives of the nensch, causing terror

panic. In the mdst of the turmoil, I will enter Arianus with ny |egions,
restore order. | will be | ooked upon as a savior."

Xar shrugged. "Conquering Arianus—the first world to fall to my might—will be
easy."

Hapl o started to ask a question, paused, checked hinself. He stared moorfily
into the flickering enbers

"What is it, my son?" Xar urged gently. "Speak freely. You have doubts. Wat
are they?"

"The serpents, Lord. Wat about the serpents?”

Xar pursed his lips. H s eyes narrowed alarmngly. His long, thin, strong
hands cl asped behind his back, maintaining the calmng circle of his being. He
had rarely been so angry.

"The serpents will do what | tell themto do. As will you, Haplo. As wll all
ny subjects.”

He had not raised his voice, nor altered its gentle nodul ations. But the
unseen observer in the back room shivered and scrunched together on his stool
t hankful that he wasn't the one shriveling in the heat of the old man's ire.

Hapl o knew he had di spleased his lord. He recalled a time of punishment. H's
hand went instinctively to the name-rune tattooed over his heart—the root and
source of all his magical power, the starting of the circle.

Xar | eaned forward, suddenly, laid his hand over Haplo's, laid his gnarled old
hand over Hapl o's heart.

The Patryn flinched, drew in a quick breath, but otherw se held still. The
unseen observer ground his teeth. Mich as he was gl eefully enjoying Haplo's
downfall, the observer was also bitterly jeal ous of Haplo' s obvious closeness
to his lord—a cl oseness the observer could never hope to share.

"Forgive ne, Father," Haplo said sinply, speaking with dignity, out of sincere

contrition, not out of fear. "I will not fail you. Wat is your conmand?"

"You will escort the child Bane to Arianus. Once there, you will assist himin
the operation of the Kicksey-winsey. You will do whatever else you need to do
in order to foment chaos and turnoil in the world. That should be easy. This

dwarven | eader, this Linbeck, likes and trusts you, doesn't he?"



"Yes, Lord." Haplo had not stirred beneath the lord' s touch on his heart. "And
when that is acconplished?"

"You will wait on Arianus for my instructions."
Hapl o nodded in silent acqui escence.

Xar held hima monent |onger, feeling Haplo's life beating beneath his
fingers, knowing he could end that life in a second, if he chose; know ng that
Hapl o knew it, as well.

Hapl o gave a great, shuddering sigh, bowed his head.

The lord pressed himclose. "My son. My poor troubled son. You bear ny touch
wi th such courage ..."

Haplo lifted his head. H s face was flushed, he spoke savagely. "Because, ny
lord, there is no pain you or anyone could inflict on me worse than the pain |
bear within nmyself."

Wenching free of the lord' s hold, Haplo wal ked abruptly fromthe room from
his lord s presence. The dog junped to its feet, hurried after him paws
pattering quietly across the floor. There came the sound of a door slamm ng
shut .

Xar stared after him not greatly pleased. "I grow tired of these doubts, this
whi ning. You will have one nore chance to prove yourself loyal..."

The observer left his stool, slid out into the room which was now dark with
shadows. The fire had al nost conpletely died.

"He didn't ask |eave to go, G andfather," noted the observer in a shrill
voi ce. "Way didn't you stop hin? | would have had hi m whi pped. "

Xar glanced about. He was not startled at the child s presence, or by the fact
that he'd been listening. Xar was even sonewhat anused at the vehemence in the
t one.

"Wl d you, Bane?" Xar asked, smiling at the boy fondly, reaching out a hand
to ruffle the fair hair. "Renenber sonething, child. Love breaks a heart.
Hatred strengthens it. | want Haplo broken, contrite, repentant."”

"But Hapl o doesn't |ove you, Gandfather," cried Bane, not conpletely
under st andi ng. He crowded close to the old man, [ooking up at himw th adoring
eyes. "I'"'mthe only one who |loves you. And I'Il prove it. | will!"

"WIl you, Bane?" Xar patted the boy approvingly, caressed himfondly.

A Patryn child woul d have never been encouraged to feel such affection, much
less pernmitted to reveal it. But Xar had taken a fancy to the human child.
Having lived a solitary life, the lord enjoyed the boy's conpany, enjoyed
teaching him Bane was bright, intelligent, and extraordinarily skilled in
magi c—for a mensch. Besides all this, the Lord of the Nexus found it rather
pl easant to be worshi ped.

"Are we going to study the Sartan runes toni ght, G andfather?" Bane asked
eagerly. "l |earned some new ones. | can make themwork. |I'1l show you..."

"No, child." Xar withdrew his hand fromthe boy's head, his body fromthe



child's clinging grasp. "I amweary. And there is study | nust undertake
before | journey to Abarrach. You run along and play."

The boy | ooked downcast. He kept silent, however, having | earned the hard

| esson that arguing with Xar was both futile and dangerous. Bane woul d
renmenmber the rest of his life the first time he'd thrown a fl oor-kicking,

breat h-hol ding tantrumin an effort to get his way. The pl oy had al ways wor ked
around other adults. It didn't work with the Lord of the Nexus.

The child's puni shment had been swift, hard, severe.

Bane had never respected any adult until that noment. Fromthen on, he
respected Xar, feared him and came to love himwi th all the passion of an

af fectionate nature granted himfromhis nother's side, darkened and corrupted
by his evil father.

Xar left for his library, a place Bane was not permitted to enter. The child
returned to his roomto draw again the elenentary Sartan rune-structure that
he had finally, after much exhaustive toil, managed to reproduce and make
functional. Once alone in his room Bane paused. An idea had cone to him

He exami ned the idea to nmake certain it had no flaw, for he was a shrewd child
and had |l earned well the lord' s | essons in proceeding on any venture
cautiously and with forethought.

The schenme appeared flawl ess. |If Bane was caught, he could al ways whine or cry
or charmhis way out. Such tricks didn't work with the nan he'd adopted as
G andf at her, but Bane had never known themto fail with other adults.

I ncl udi ng Hapl o.

Snatching up a dark cloak, throwing it over his thin shoul ders, Bane slipped
out of the lord s house, and nerged with the tw light shadows of the Nexus.

CHAPTER 6
THE NEXUS

TROUBLED, HAPLO LEFT H' S LORD S HOUSE AND WALKED W THOUT ANY very clear idea
where he was going. He wandered the forest paths; there were several
crisscrossing, leading to different parts of the Nexus. Mst of his nental
processes were given to reconstructing the conversation with his lord, trying
to find in it some hope that Xar had heeded his warning and would be on his
guard agai nst the serpents.

Hapl o wasn't very successful in finding hope. He couldn't blame his lord. The
serpents had seduced Haplo with their flattery, their attitude of abject
debaserment and fawning servility. They had obviously fooled the Lord of the
Nexus. Somehow, Haplo had to convince his lord that it was the serpents, not
the Sartan, who were the real danger

Most of his mind running on this worrisone topic, Haplo watched for any sign
of the serpent, thinking vaguely that he mght catch the creature in an
unguarded noment, force it to confess its true purpose to Xar. Haplo saw no
fal se Patryn, however. Probably just as well, he admitted to hinself norosely.
The creatures were cunning, highly intelligent. Little chance one would permt
itself to be coerced.

Hapl o wal ked and consi dered. He abandoned the forest and headed across twlit
meadows for the city of the Nexus.



Now t hat Hapl o had seen other Sartan cities, he knew the Nexus for one of
theirs.

A towering, pillared, crystal spiral balanced on a donme formed of marble
arches in the city's center. The center spire was framed by four other spires,
matching the first. On a |l evel beneath stood eight nore gigantic spires. Large
mar bl e st eppes flowed between the spires. Here, on the steppes, were built
houses and shops, schools and |libraries—those things the Sartan consi dered
necessary to civilized living.

Hapl o had seen this identical city standing on the world of Pryan. He had seen
one very simlar on Chelestra. Studying it froma distance, |ooking at the
city with the eyes of one who has net its siblings and sees a disconcerting
fam |y resenbl ance, Hapl o thought he could at |ast understand why his lord did
not choose to live within the nmarble walls.

"It is just another prison, ny son," Xar had told him "A prison different
fromthe Labyrinth and, in some ways, far nore dangerous. Here, in their
twilight world, they hoped we would grow soft as the air, becone as gray as

t he shadows. They planned for us to fall victimto luxury and easy living. Qur
shar p- edged bl ade would turn to rust in their jeweled scabbard.”

"Then our people should not live in the city," Haplo had said. "W should nove
fromthese buildings, dwell in the forest." He had been young and full of
anger then.

Xar had shrugged. "And let all these fine structures go to waste? No. The
Sartan underestimate us, to think we would be so easily seduced. W will turn
their plan against them In these surroundings that they provide, our people
will rest and recover fromtheir terrible ordeal and we will grow strong,
stronger than ever, and ready to fight."

The Patryns—the few hundred who had escaped the Labyrinth—+ived in the city,
adapted it to their own use. Many found it difficult, at first—omng froma
primtive, harsh environnent—to feel settled and confortabl e inside four
wal I s. But Patryns are practical, stoic, adaptable. Magical energy once spent
fighting to survive was now bei ng channeled into nore constructive uses: the
art of warfare, the study of controlling weaker m nds, the building up of
suppl i es and equi pment necessary to carrying a war into vastly differing
wor | ds.

Hapl o entered the city, walked its streets, which glimered |ike pearl in the
hal f-1ight. He had al ways before experienced a pride and fierce exultation
when he travel ed through the Nexus. The Patryns are not |like the Sartan. The
Patryns do not gather on street corners to exchange hi gh-m nded ideals or
conpar e phil osophies or indulge in pleasant camaraderie. Gimand dour, stern
and resolute, occupied on inmportant business that is one's own concern and no
other's, Patryns pass each other in the street swiftly, silently, with
sonmetinmes a nod of recognition

Yet there is a sense of conmunity about them a sense of familial closeness.
There is trust, conplete and absol ute.

O at least there had been. Now he | ooked around uneasily, wal ked the streets
warily, with caution. He caught hinself staring hard at each of his fell ow
Patryns, eyeing them suspiciously. He'd seen the serpents as gigantic snakes
on Arianus. He'd seen one as one of his own people. It was obvious to himnow
that the creatures could take on any formthey chose.



Hs fell ow Patryns began to notice Haplo's odd behavior, cast hi mdark
puzzl ed glances that instinctively shifted to the defensive if his suspicious
stares appeared about to invade personal boundari es.

It seened to Haplo that there were a |l ot of strangers in the Nexus, nore than
he'd renmenbered. He didn't recognize half the faces he saw. Those he thought
he shoul d know were altered, changed.

Hapl o' s skin began to glow faintly, the sigla itched and burned. He rubbed his
hand, glared furtively at everyone passing by him The dog, pattering al ong
happily, noticed the change in its master and was instantly on guard itself.

One worman, wearing long, flow ng sleeves that covered her arms and wists,
passed by too closely, or so Haplo thought.

"What are you doi ng?" He reached out, grabbed her armroughly, shoved the
fabric up to see the sigla beneath it.

"What the hell do you think you' re doing?" The worman glared at him broke his
grip on her armwith a practiced, easy twist of her wist. "Wiat's wong with
you?"

O her Patryns halted in their pursuit of private affairs, banded instantly and
instinctively together against the possible threat.

Haplo felt foolish. The woman was, indeed, a Patryn.
"Tin sorry,"” he said, lifting enpty hands, bare and unprotected pal ns facing
out, the sign of harm ess intent, a sign that he would not use his magic.
"Hush, dog. |I—+ thought naybe ..."

He couldn't tell them what he'd thought, couldn't tell themwhat he'd feared.
They woul dn't believe him any nore than Xar had believed him

"Labyrinth sickness,"” said another, older woman in flat, practical tones.
"I'I'l take care of him"

The ot hers nodded. Her diagnosis was likely correct. They had seen this type
of reaction often, especially to those newly cone fromthe Labyrinth. A

m ndl ess terror takes possession of the victim sends himracing into the
streets, imagining he is back in that dread pl ace.

The wonman reached to take Haplo's two hands in her own, to share the circle of
their beings, restore his confused and wanderi ng senses.

The dog glanced up at its master questioningly. Should | allow this? O not?
Hapl o caught hinself staring fixedly at the sigla on the wonan's hands and
arms. Did they nake sense? WAs there order, neaning, purpose in then? O was
she a serpent?

He backed away a step, shoved his hands in his pockets.

"No," he munbl ed. "Thank you, but I'mall right. I'm.. I'"'msorry," he
repeated again, to the first woman, who was regarding himwi th cool pity.

Hunchi ng his shoul ders, keeping his hands in his pockets, Haplo strode away
rapidly, hoping to |l ose hinself in the winding streets. The dog, confused,
fell into step behind him its unhappy gaze fixed on its master



Al one and unseen, Haplo | eaned against a building and tried to stop his body's
trenbl i ng.

"What is wong with ne? | don't trust anyone—hot even my own people, ny own

ki nd! The serpents' doing! They' ve put this fear in nme. Every tine | | ook at
anyone fromnow on, I'll wonder: Is he an eneny? |Is she one of then? | won't
be able to trust anyone anynore! And soon, everyone in all the worlds will be

forced to live like this! Xar, nmy lord," he cried in agony, "why can't you
see?"

"I have to make hi munderstand!" Haplo nuttered feverishly. "I have to nake ny
peopl e under stand. How? How can | convince them of sonething |I'mnot certain
under stand? How can | convi nce mysel f?"

He wal ked and wal ked, not knowi ng where, not caring. And then he found hinself

standing outside the city, on a barren plain. Awall, covered with Sartan
runes of warding, blocked his way. Strong enough to kill, these sigla
prohi bi ted anyone coming near the wall on either side. There was only one
passageway through the wall. This was the Final Gate.

The Gate led out of ... or into ... the Labyrinth.

Hapl o stood before the Gate, without any very clear idea why he was here, why
he'd cone. He stared at it, expenencing the mngled sensations of horror and
fear and dread that always assail ed hi m whenever he ventured near this place.

The I and around himwas silent, and he inmagi ned he could hear the voices of
t hose trapped inside, pleading for help, shouting in defiance, screaning
curses with their dying breaths on those who had | ocked themin this place.

Haplo felt wetched, as he always did whenever he came here. He wanted to go
in and help, wanted to join the fight, wanted to ease the dying with prom ses
of vengeance. But his nmenories, his fear were strong hands hol ding him
keepi ng hi m back

Yet he'd come here for a reason, and certainly not to stand staring at the
Gate

The dog pawed at his |l eg and whined, seened to be trying to tell him
sormet hi ng.

"Hush, boy," Hapl o ordered, shoving the dog away.

The dog becane nore frantic. Haplo | ooked around, saw nothing, no one. He
ignored the animal, stared at the Gate, feeling increasingly frustrated. He'd
cone here for a reason, but he hadn't the slightest idea what that reason was.

"I know what it's like," someone comm serated, a voice boom ng right behind
him "1 know just how you feel."

Hapl o had been quite alone. At the sudden utterance, spoken directly in his
ear, he sprang back, instantly on the defensive, runes tingling, this tine
with a wel come sensation of protection.

He faced nothing nore alarming than a very old man with a | ong scraggly beard,
dressed in nouse-col ored robes and wearing an extrenely di sreputabl e-1 ooki ng
poi nted hat. Haplo couldn't speak for astonishment, but his silence didn't

bot her the old man, who carried on with his conversation

"Know exactly how you feel. Felt that way nyself. | recall once wal ki ng al ong,



t hi nki ng of sonething extremely inportant. It was, let ne see, ah, yes! The
theory of relativity. 'E equals nt squared.' By Ceorge, |'ve got it! | said to
nmysel f. | saw the Whole Picture, and then, the next nmoment, baml it was gone.
No reason. Just gone."

The ol d man | ooked aggri eved. "Then sone w seacre naned Einstein clainmed he'd
thought of it first! Hunpf! 1 always wote things down on ny shirtsleeves
after that. Didn't work either, though. Best ideas... pressed, folded, and
starched."” He heaved a sigh

Hapl o recovered hinmsel f. "Zifnab," he said in disgust, but he didn't relax his
def ensi ve posture. The serpents could take any form Though this was not, on
second thought, exactly the form he woul d have chosen

"Zifnab, did you say? Wiere is he?" the old man denanded, extrenely irate.
Beard bristling, he whirled around. "This time I'Il 'nab' you!" he shouted
t hreateni ngly, shaking his fist at nothing. "Follow ng ne again, are you,
you—=

"Cut the crazy act, old man," Haplo said. Putting a firmhand on a thin and
fragile-feeling shoulder, he twisted the wizard around to face him stared
intently into the old nan's eyes.

They were bl eary, rheuny, and bl oodshot. But they did not glint red. The old
man may not be a serpent, Haplo said to hinself, but he certainly isn't what
he passes hinself off as, either

"Still claimto be human?" Hapl o snorted.
"And what makes you think |I'mnot?" Zifnab demanded, highly insulted.
"Subhurman, perhaps,"” runbled a deep voi ce.

The dog growl ed. Haplo recalled the old man's dragon. A true dragon. Perhaps
not as dangerous as the serpents, but dangerous enough. The Patryn gl anced

qui ckly at his hands, saw the sigla on his skin begin to glow a faint blue. He
searched for the dragon, but could see nothing clearly. The tops of the wall
and the Final Gate itself were shrouded in pink-tinged gray mst.

"Shut up, you obese frog," shouted Zi fnab. He was tal king, apparently, to the
dragon, but he eyed Haplo uneasily. "Not human, eh?" Zifhab suddenly put his
wi zened fingers to the corners of his eyelids, pulled his eyes into a slant.
"El f 2"

The dog cocked its head to one side. It appeared to find this highly
di verting.

"No?" Zifhab was deflated. He thought a nmonent, brightened. "Dwnarf with an
overactive thyroid!"

"dd man— Hapl o began inpatiently.

"Wait! Don't tell me! I'Il figure it out. Am 1 bigger than a bread box? Yes?
No? Well, make up your mind." Zifnab appeared a bit confused. Leaning cl ose,
he whi spered loudly, "I say, you wouldn't happen to know what a bread box is,

woul d you? O the approximate size?"
"You're Sartan," stated Haplo.

"Ch, yes. I'mcertain." Zifnab nodded. "Quite certain. Wat |'mcertain of,



can't remenber at the nmoment, but |I'mdefinitely certai n—=
"Not 'certain'! Sartan!"”

"Sorry, dear boy. Thought you came from Texas. They talk like that down there,
you know. So you think I'm Sartan, eh? Well, | nust say, |'mextrenely
flattered, but |I—=

"M ght | suggest that you tell himthe truth, sir?" booned the dragon
Zi mab blinked, glanced around. "Did you hear sonething?"
"It mght be to his advantage, sir. He knows now, anyway."

Zifnab stroked his long, white beard, regarded Haplo with eyes that were
suddenly sharp and cunning. "So you think | should tell himthe truth, eh?"

"What you can remenber of it, sir," the dragon remarked gl oomly

"Remenber?" Zifnab bristled. "I renmenber any nunber of things. And you'll be
sorry when | do, lizard lips. Now, let's see. Berlin: 1948. Tanis Hal f-El ven
was taking a shower, when—'

"Excuse me, but we haven't got all day, sir." The dragon sounded stern. "The
nmessage we received was quite specific. Grave danger! Cone imedi ately!

Zi fnab was downcast. "Yes, | s'pose you're right. The truth. Very well. You' ve
wung it out of ne. Banboo sticks beneath the fingernails and all that. |"—he
drew a deep breath, paused dramatically, then flung the words forth—=1 am
Sartan. "

H s battered pointed hat toppled off, fell to the ground. The dog wal ked over,
sniffed at it, gave a violent sneeze. Zifnab, mffed, snatched the hat away.

"What do you mean?" he demanded of the dog. "Sneezing on ny hat! Look at this!
Dog snot =

"And?" prodded Haplo, glaring at the old man.

"—and dog gernms and | don't know what el se—=

"You're Sartan and what else? Hell, | knew you were Sartan. | guessed that on
Pryan. And now you've proved it. You would have to be, in order to travel

t hrough Death's Gate. Why are you here?"

"Why am | here?" Zifnab repeated vaguely, glancing up at the sky. "Wy am |
her e?"

No help fromthe dragon

The old man fol ded his arns, placed one hand on his chin. "Wy am| here? Wy
are any of us here? According to the phil osopher Voltaire, we are—=

"Dam it!" Hapl o expl oded. He grabbed hold of the old man's arm "Conme with
me. You can tell the Lord of the Nexus all about Voltaire—

"Nexus!" Zifnab recoiled in alarm C asping his heart, he staggered backward.
"What do you nmean—Nexus? W're on Chelestra!"

"No, you're not," Haplo said grimy. "You' re in the Nexus. And ny |ord—=



"You!" Zifnab shook his fist at the heavens. "You sorry excuse for an omi bus!
You' ve brought us to the wong place!"

"No, | did not," retorted the dragon, indignant. "You said we were to stop
here first, then proceed to Chelestra.”

"I said that, did I?" Zifriab | ooked extrenely nervous.
"Yes, sir, you did."

"I didn't happen to say why | wanted to cone here, did I? Didn't happen to
suggest that it was a great place for barbecued chaodyn carapace? Anything of
that sort?"

The dragon signed. "I believe you mentioned, sir, that you wanted to speak to
this gentleman.”

"Whi ch gentl enan?"

"The one to whomyou are currently speaking."
"Aha! That gentleman," Zifnab cried triunphantly. He reached out, wung
Hapl o' s hand. "Well, ny boy, nice seeing you again. Sorry to run, but we
really must be going. @ ad you got your dog back. Gve ny regards to Broadway.
Remenber me to Harold Square. Nice chap, Harold Square. Used to work in a del
on Fifth. Now, where's ny hat—=

"I'n your hand, sir," observed the dragon with |ong-suffering patience. "You
have just turned it inside out."

"No, this isn't mne. Positive. Mist be yours."
hat to Haplo. "M ne was nuch newer.

Zifnab attenpted to hand the
Better condition. This one's all covered with hair tonic. Don't try to switch
hats on ne, sonny!"

"You're going to Chel estra?" Hapl o asked, casually accepting the hat. "\Wat
for?"

"What for? Sent for!" Zifhab stated inportantly. "Urgent call. Al Sartan
Grave danger! Come inmmediately! | wasn't doing anything el se at the time, and
so—I| say," he said, eyeing Haplo anxiously. "Isn't that ny hat you're
hol di ng?"

Hapl o had turned the hat right side out again, was keeping it just out of the
old man's reach. "Who sent the nmessage?"

"It wasn't signed." Zifhab kept his gaze on the hat.

"Who sent the message?" Hapl o began revol ving the hat round and round.
Zifnab stretched out a trenmbling hand. "M nd you don't crush the brim..."
Hapl o drew t he hat back.

Zifnab gul ped. "Samhill. That was it. As in 'What the Samhill are you doing
with my hat?' "

"Samhill... You mean 'Samah'! Gathering his forces. Wat's Samah intend to



do, old man?"

Hapl o | owered the hat until it was about level with the dog's nose. The
animal, sniffing at it cautiously this time, began to nibble at the already
shapel ess point.

Zi fnab gave a sharp cry. "Ah! Ch, dear! |-+ believe he said something... No,
don't drool on it, there's a good doggi e! Sonething about... Abarrach
Necromancy. That's... that's all | know, I'mafraid.” The old man cl asped his
hands, cast Haplo a pl eading glance. "May | have ny hat now?"

"Abarrach... Necromancy. So Samah's going to Abarrach to |l earn the forbidden
art. That world could get rather crowded. My lord will be quite interested in
this news. | think you' d better conme—

"I think not."

The dragon's voice had altered, rolled on the air like thunder. The sigla on
Hapl o's skin flared bright. The dog leapt to its feet, teeth bared, | ooking
all around for the unseen threat.

"G ve the doddering old fool his hat," commanded the dragon. "He's told you
all he knows anyway. This lord of yours wouldn't get anything else out of him
You don't want to fight me, Haplo," the dragon added, tone stern and seri ous.
"I would be forced to kill you... and that would be a pity."

"Yes," agreed Zifnab, taking advantage of Hapl o's preoccupation with the
dragon to make a deft grab. The wi zard retrieved his hat, began to sidle
backward, heading in the direction of the dragon's voice. "It would be a pity.
Who would find Alfred in the Labyrinth? Wio would rescue your son?"

Hapl o stared. "Wat did you say? Wait!" He |lunged out after the old nan.

Zi fnab shrieked, clutched his hat protectively to his chest. "No, you can't
have it! Get away!"

"Dam your hat! My son ... Wiat do you nean? Are you saying | have a son?"
Zi fnab regarded Haplo warily, suspecting designs on the hat.

"Answer him fool," snapped the dragon. "It's what you came to tell himin the
first place!"

"I did?" The old man cast a deprecating gl ance upward, then, blushing, said,
"Ch, yes. Quite."

"A son," Haplo repeated. "You're certain?"

"No, |'m Sartan. Hah! Caught you!" Zifnab cackled. "Wll, yes, you have a son
dear boy. Congratul ations." He reached out, shook Hapl o's hand again. "Unless,
of course, it's a daughter,"” the old man added, after giving the matter sone

t hought .

Hapl o waved that aside inpatiently. "A child. You're saying a child of mine
was bomand... that child is trapped in there." He pointed at the Final Gate.
"I'n the Labyrinth."

"I"'mafraid so," said Zifnab, voice softening. He was suddenly serious, grave.
"The wonman, the one you loved... She didn't tell you?"



"No." Haplo had little idea what he was saying, to whom he was saying it. "She
didn't. But |I guess |I always knew.... Speaking of know ng, how the hell do you
know, old man?"

"Ah, he's got you there," said the dragon. "Explain that, if you can!"

Zi fnab appeared rather flustered. "Well, you see, | once... That is to say, |
ran into a chap, who knew a chap, who'd once net..."

"What am | doi ng?" Hapl o demanded of hinself. He wondered if he were going
mad. "How woul d you know anything? It's a trick. That's it. Atrick to force
me into going back into the Labyrinth—=

"Ch, dear, no! No, ny boy," said Zifhab earnestly. "I"'mtrying to keep you out
of it."

"By telling ne that a child of mne is trapped inside?"

"I"mnot saying you shouldn't go back, Haplo. |I'm saying that you shouldn't go
back now. It isn't tine. You have nuch to do before then. And, above all, you
shoul dn't go back al one.™

The old man's eyes narrowed. "That is, after all, what you were thinking about
when we found you here, wasn't it? You were going to enter the Labyrinth,
search for Al fred?"

Hapl o frowned, nmade no response. The dog, at the sound of Alfred s nane,
wagged its tail and | ooked up hopefully.

"You were going to find Alfred and take himto Abarrach with you," Z fhab
continued in a soft voice. "Wy? Because there, on Abarrach, in the so-called
Chanmber of the Damed, there's where you'll find the answers. You can't get
into the chanmber on your own. The Sartan have it well guarded. And Alfred's
the only Sartan who woul d dare di sobey the orders of the Council and unl ock
the runes of warding. That's what you were thinking, wasn't it, Haplo?"

Hapl o shrugged. He was staring noodily at the Final Gate. "What if it was?"
"It isn't tine, yet. You nust get the machine working. Then the citadels will
begin to shine. The durnai wll awaken. Wen all that happens—f all that
happens—the Labyrinth will start to change. Better for you. Better for them"
Zifiiab gave the Gate an om nous nod.

Haplo glared at him "Do you ever make sense?"

Zifiiab | ooked al arnmed, shook his head. "I try not to. Gves me gas. But now
you've interrupted. Wat else was | going to say?"

"He is not to go alone,"” intoned the dragon
"Ah, yes. You're not to go alone, ny boy," said Ziftiab brightly, as if he'd
just thought of it hinself. "Not into the Labyrinth, not into the Vortex.

Certainly not into Abarrach."

The dog barked, deeply wounded.

"Ch, | beg your pardon," said Zifnab. Reaching out, he gave the aninmal a timd
pat. "Sincere apologies and all that. | know you'll be with him but that
won't be enough, I'mafraid. | was thinking nore in terms of a group. Comando

squads. The Dirty Dozen. Kelly's Heroes. The Seven Samurai. Debbi e Does



Dal | as. That sort of thing. Well, perhaps not Debbie Wnderful girl, Debbie,
but =

"Sir," said the dragon, exasperated, "need | rem nd you that we are in the
Nexus. Not exactly the place I'd choose to indulge in prepubescent fantasies."

"Ah, yes. Perhaps you're right." Zifnab clutched his hat, glanced about
nervously. "Place has changed a ot since | was here last. You Patryns have
done wonders. | don't suppose |I'd have tinme to pop over and | ook at—

"No, sir," said the dragon firmy

"O maybe—

"Nor that either, sir."

"I suppose not." Zifnab sighed, pulled the shapel ess and battered hat over his

eyes. "Next time. Good-bye, dear boy." G oping about blindly, the old man
sol emnly shook hands with the dog, apparently mstaking it for Haplo. "Best of

luck. 1'I'l leave you with the advice Gandal f gave Frodo Baggi ns. 'Wen you go,
go as M Underhill. Wirthless bit of advice, if you ask me. As a w zard,
Gandal f was highly overrated. Still, it must have neant sonething, else why
woul d they have bothered to wite it down. | say, you should really consider

clipping your nails—=

"CGet himout of here," Haplo advised the dragon. "My lord could be al ong any
nmonent . "

"Yes, sir. | believe that woul d be the best idea."
An enornous green-scal ed head swooped out of the clouds.

Haplo's sigla flared, he backed up until he stood against the Final Gate. The
dragon ignored the Patryn, however. Huge fangs, protruding fromlower and
upper jaws, caught hold of the wi zard by the back of his mpbuse-col ored robes
and, none too gently, heaved the old nan off his feet.

"Hey, let go of me, you twisted toad!" Zifhab shouted, flailing about wildly
in mdair. He began to wheeze and cough. "Ugh! Your breath is enough to
flatten Godzilla. Been in the cat's tuna again, haven't you? | say, put me
down! "
"Yes, sir," the dragon said through clenched teeth. He was hol ding the w zard
about twenty feet off the ground. "If that's really what you want, sir."

Zifhab lifted the brimof his hat, peered out from underneath. Shuddering, he
pul | ed the hat back over his eyes.

"No, |'ve changed ny mnd. Take me ... where is it Samah said we were to neet
hi nP"

"Chel estra, sir.

"Yes, that's the ticket. Hope it isn't one-way. To Chelestra, there's a good
fellow"

"Yes, sir. Wth all dispatch, sir.

The dragon, carrying the wi zard, who | ooked, fromthis distance, very nuch
like a linp nouse, disappeared into the clouds.



Hapl o waited tensely to be certain the dragon was gone. Slowy, the blue Iight
of the sigla faded. The dog rel axed, sat down to scratch.

Haplo turned to face the Final Gate. He could see, through the iron bars, the
| ands of the Labyrinth. Barren plains, without a tree, shrub, bush, or any
type of cover, stretched fromthe Gate to dark and distant woods.

The I ast crossing, the nost deadly crossing. Fromthose woods, you can see the
Gate, see freedom It seens so close.

You start to run. You dash into the open, naked, exposed. The Labyrinth all ows
you to get hal fway across, halfway to freedom then sends its foul |egions
after you. Chaodyn, wol fen, dragons. The grasses thenselves rise up and trip
you, Vines entangle you. And that was getting out.

It was far worse, going back in.

Hapl o knew, he'd watched his lord battle it every time he entered the Gate.
The Labyrinth hated those who had escaped its coils, wanted nothing nore than
to drag its former prisoner back behind the wall, punish himfor his tenmerity.

"Who am | kiddi ng?" Haplo asked the dog. "The old nan's right. Alone, 1'd
never nmake it alive to the first line of trees. | wonder what the old man
meant about the Vortex? | seemto recall hearing my |ord nmention sonething
about that once. Supposedly the very center of the Labyrinth. And Alfred's
there? It'd be just Iike AlIfred to get hinself sent to the very center of the
Labyrinth!"

Hapl o kicked at a pile of broken stone, rubble. Once, |ong ago, the Patryns
had attenpted to tear down the wall. The lord had stopped them rem nded them
that though the wall kept themout, it also kept the evil in.

Perhaps it's the evil in us, she'd said, before she left him

"A son," said Haplo, staring through the Gate. "Al one, maybe. Like | was.
Maybe he saw his mother die, like | did. He'd be what-six, seven, now. If he's
still alive."

Picking up a large, jagged-edged chunk of rock, Haplo threw it into the Gate.
He threw it as hard as he could, wenching his arm nearly dislocating his
shoul der. Pain flashed through his body, felt good. At |east better than the
bitter aching in his heart.

He watched to see where the stone | anded—a far distance inside. He had only to
walk in the Gate, walk as far as the stone. Surely, he had that much courage.
Surely, he could do that rmuch for his son...

Hapl o turned, abruptly wal ked away. The dog, caught flat-footed by his
master's sudden nove, was forced to run to catch up

Hapl o berated hinself for a coward, but the accusation was hal f hearted. He
knew his own worth, knew that his decision wasn't based on fear but on |ogic.
The ol d man had been right.

"Cetting nyself killed won't hel p anyone. Not the child, not his nother—f
she's still alive—not ny people. Not Alfred.

"I will ask ny lord to come with me," Haplo said, wal king faster, his
excitement, determnation nounting. "And ny lord will come. He'll be eager to,



when | tell himwhat the old man said. Together, we'll go deep into the

Labyrinth, deeper than he's ever gone. W'll find this Vortex, if it exists.
We'll find Alfred and... whoever else. Then we'll go to Abarrach. 1'll take ny
lord to the Chanber of the Dammed and he will learn for hinsel f—=

"Hul | o, Haplo. Wen did you get back?"
Hapl o's heart |urched. He | ooked down.
"Ch, Bane," he nuttered.

"I"'mglad to see you, too," said Bane, with a sly smle that Haplo ignored.

He was back in the Nexus, he'd entered the city without even knowing it.

After his greeting, Bane raced of f. Hapl o watched himgo. Running through the
streets of the Nexus, Bane dodged the Patryns, who regarded himwi th patient
tol erance. Children were rare and preci ous bei ngs—the continuation of the
race. Haplo was not sorry to see the boy | eave. He needed to be alone with his
t hought s.

He recal |l ed vaguely that he was supposed to take Bane back to Arianus, start
t he machi ne wor ki ng.

Start the nachi ne worKki ng.

Wll, that could wait. Wait until he canme back out of the Labyrinth..

You nust get the machi ne working. Then the citadels will begin to shine. The
durnai will awaken. \Wen all that happens —f all that happens—the Labyrinth
will start to change. Better for you. Better for them

"Ch, what do you know, old man?" Haplo nuttered. "Just another crazy
Sartan..."

CHAPTER 7
THE NEXUS

BANE HAD STUDI ED HAPLO CLOSELY FOR SEVERAL MOMENTS AFTER HI' S greeting, noted
that the nan was paying nore attention to inward nusngs than outward

i nfl uences. Excellent, the child thought and dashed on ahead. It doesn't
matter if Haplo sees ne now. Probably wouldn't have mattered if he'd noticed
me wat ching himearlier. Adults have a tendency to overl ook the presence of a
child, to treat a child as if it were a dunb animal and coul d not possibly
under st and what was goi ng on, what was being said. Bane had discovered this
tendency early in his short life, had fi used it often to his own advantage.

But Bane had | earned to be careful around Haplo. Although Bane despi sed the
man, as he despised nearly every | adult, the child had been forced to concede
Hapl o grudgi ng respect. He wasn't as stupid as nost adults. Therefore, Bane
had taken extra precautions. But now the need for caution was ended, the need
for haste urgent.

Bane ran through the forest, nearly knocking over a Patryn, |ounging along the
path, who gazed after the child with eyes that glinted red in the twlight.
Reaching the lord' s house, Bane hurl ed open the door and dashed into the
study. The lord was not there.

For an instant, Bane panicked. Xar had left for Abarrach already! Then he



paused a nonent to catch his breath, consider

No, that couldn't be possible. The |ord had not given Bane final instructions,
nor sai d good-bye. Bane breathed easier and, his head clear, he knew where he
woul d find his adopted "grandfather."

Proceedi ng through the | arge house, Bane wal ked out a door at the back,
energed onto a broad expanse of snmooth green | awn. A ship, covered with runes,
stood in the lawn's center. Haplo would have recogni zed the shi p—+t was
simlar in alnost every detail to the one he'd flown through Death's Gate to
Arianus. Linbeck, the Geg on Arianus, would have recogni zed the ship, for it
was simlar to the vessel he had discovered wecked on one of the isles of
Drevlin in Arianus.*

*Dragon Wng, vol. i of The Death Gate Cycle. Haplo flew the ship to Arianus.
Havi ng underestimated the magi cal power of Death's Gate, Haplo had not
prepared his ship properly, with the result that it crash-landed. The Geg,

Li mbeck, discovered the downed ship, rescued Haplo and the dog.

The ship was perfectly round and had been wought of metal and of magic. The
outside hull was covered with sigla that wapped the ship's interior in a
sphere of protective power. The ship's hatch stood open, bright light streaned
out. Bane saw a figure noving wthin.

"Grandfather!" the child shouted, and ran toward the ship.

The Lord of the Nexus paused in whatever it was he was doi ng, glanced out the
hatch. Bane couldn't see the lord' s face, silhouetted against the bright
light, but the child knew by the rigidity of the stance and the slight
hunchi ng of the shoulders that Xar was irritated at the interruption

"I will be in presently, child," Xar told him going back to his duties,
di sappearing into the depths of the ship. "Return to your |essons—

"Grandfather! | followed Haplo!" The child gasped for breath. "He was going to
enter the Labyrinth, only he net a Sartan who tal ked hi mout of it."

Silence within the ship, all movenent had ceased. Bane hung onto the doors of
the hatch, sucking in great quantities of breath, excitenment and | ack of
oxygen conbi ning to make himlight-headed. Xar came back, a figure of darkness
agai nst the bright interior light.

"What are you tal king about, child?" Xar's voice was gentle, soft. "Cal mdown.
Don't get yourself so worked up."

The lord's hand, callused, hard, stroked Bane's golden curls, danmp with sweat.

"I was... afraid you would leave... without hearing ..." Bane gul ped air.
"No, no, child. I ammaking | ast-m nute adjustnments, seeing to the placenent
of the steering stone. Cone, what is this about Haplo?" Xar's voice was mld
but the eyes were hard and chill

Bane wasn't frightened by the cold. The ice was meant to burn anot her.

"I followed Haplo, just to see where he was going. | told you he didn't |ove
you, G andfather. He wandered around the forest a long tine, |ooking for
someone. He kept talking to that dog of his about serpents. Then he went into
the city. He alnmpbst got into a fight." Bane's eyes were round, awed.



"Hapl 0?" The | ord sounded di sbeli eving.

"You can ask anyone. Everyone saw." Bane was not above slight exaggeration. "A
worman said he had some sort of sickness. She offered to help him but he
shoved her away and stal ked off. | saw his face. It wasn't nice."

"Labyrinth sickness," Xar said, his expression softened. "It happens to us
all =+

Bane understood that he'd made a mistake in nmentioning the sickness, given his
enenmy a way out. The child hastened to shut off that escape route.

"Haplo went to the Final Gate. | didn't Iike that, G andfather. What reason
did he have to go there? You told himhe was to take me to Arianus. He should
have been back at his ship, getting it ready to go. Shouldn't he?"

Xar's eyes narrowed, but he shrugged. "He has tinme. The Final Gate draws many
back to it. You would not understand, child—=

"He was going to go inside, G andfather!" Bane insisted. "I know And that
woul d have been defying you, wouldn't it? You don't want himto go inside, do
you? You want himto take me to Arianus."

"How do you know he was goi ng inside, child?" Xar asked, voice soft, tone
danger ous.

"Because the Sartan told himhe was. And Haplo didn't say he wasn't!" Bane
said triunphantly.

"What Sartan? A Sartan in the Nexus?" Xar al nost |aughed. "You nust have been
dreaming. O naking this up

Are you naking this up, Bane?" The lord said the last sternly, stared at Bane
intently.

"I"'mtelling you the truth. G andfather," Bane averred solemly. "A Sartan
appeared out of nowhere. He was an old nan with gray robes and an ol d,
st upi d- I ooki ng hat —=

"Was his nanme Alfred?" Xar interrupted, frowning.

"Ch, no! | know Al fred, renmenber, G andfather? This wasn't him Haplo called
this man 'Zifnab.' He said that Haplo was going into the Labyrinth to | ook for
Al fred and Hapl o agreed. At |east he didn't disagree. Then the old nan told
Hapl o that going into the Labyrinth alone was a m stake, that Hapl o woul d
never reach Alfred alive. And Haplo said he had to reach Alfred alive, because
he was going to take Alfred to the Chamber of the Dammed on Abarrach and prove
you wrong, G andfather."

"Prove ne wong," Xar repeated.

"That's what Haplo said." Bane did not allow hinself to be inconveni enced by
the truth. "He was going to prove you wong."

Xar shook his head slowy. "You rmust have been nistaken, child. If Haplo had
di scovered a Sartan in the Nexus, he would have brought the eneny to ne."

"I woul d have brought the old man to you, G andfather,"” said Bane. "Haplo
could have, but he didn't." No nention of the dragon. "He warned the Sartan to
| eave quickly, because you night be coning."



Xar's breath hissed through clenched teeth, the gnarled hand that had been
stroking Bane's curls jerked spasnodically, accidentally pulling the child's
hair. Bane winced fromthe pain, inwardly reveled in it. He guessed that Xar
was hurting far worse than Bane hinmself and that Hapl o would be the one to
suffer for it.

Xar suddenly grasped hold of Bane's hair, jerked his head back, forced the

bl ue eyes to neet Xar's black ones. The lord held the child in his daunting
gaze |l ong, searching, penetrating to the bottom of Bane's soul —Aot a very far
dr op.

Bane | ooked back unblinking, unflinching in Xar's rough grip. Xar knew Bane
for what he was—a skilled and cunning |iar—and Bane knew Xar knew. The child
had fl oated enough truth on the surface to conceal the lies beneath. And, with
that uncanny insight into adults gained fromlong and | onely hours when he had
nothing to do except study them Bane guessed that Xar would be too hurt by
Hapl o' s betrayal to probe deeper

"I told you, G andfather," Bane said earnestly, "Haplo doesn't love you. I'm
the only one."

The hand hol di ng Bane went suddenly nervel ess. Xar rel eased the boy. The lord
stared out into the twilight, his pain raw and visible in the ravaged face, in
t he sudden saggi ng of the shoul ders, the |inpness of the hand.

Bane had not expected this, was displeased, jealous of Haplo's ability to
cause such pain.

Love breaks the heart.
Bane flung his arnms around Xar's |egs, hugged hi mcl ose.

"I hate him Gandfather! | hate himfor hurting you. He shoul d be puni shed,
shoul dn't he, G andfather? You punished me, the time | lied to you. And
Hapl o' s done worse than that. You told nme about the tine you punished him
before he went to Chelestra, how you could have killed him but you didn't,
because you wanted himto learn fromhis punishment. You nust do that again,
G andfather. Punish himlike that again."

Annoyed, Xar started to try to free hinself from Bane's clinging grasp, then
stopped. Sighing, the lord again fondled the boy's hair, stared out into the
twilight. "I told you about that time, Bane, because | wanted you to
understand the reason for your punishnent and for his. | do not inflict pain
wantonly. W learn frompain, that's why our bodies feel it. But sone,
apparently, choose to ignore the |esson.”

"And so you'll punish himagain?" Bane peered upward.

"The tine for punishment is past, child."

Though Bane had been waiting for a year to hear those words, spoken in that
tone, he couldn't hel p but shudder

"You're going to kill hin" Bane whi spered, overawed.
"No, child," said the Lord of the Nexus, twisting the golden curls. "You are."

Hapl o arrived back at the lord s house. Entering, he crossed the living area,
heading for Xar's library.



"He's gone," said Bane, seated cross-legged on the floor, his elbows on his
knees, his chin on his hands. He was studying Sartan runes.

"CGone." Haplo stopped, stared at Bane, frowning, then |ooked back at the
doorway leading to the library. "Are you sure?"

"See for yoursel f." Bane shrugged.

Haplo did. He walked into the library, glanced around, then returned. "Were
did Lord Xar go? To the Labyrinth?"

Bane held out a hand. "Here, dog. Here, boy."
The dog pattered over, sniffed warily at the Sartan book of runes.

"CGrandfather went to that worl d—+the one nade of stone. The one where the dead
bodi es wal k." Bane | ooked up, blue eyes large and glittering. "WII| you tel

me about that worl d? G andfather said you m ght—

"Abarrach?" Haplo asked in disbelief. "He's gone already. Wthout—= The Patryn
stal ked out of the room "Dog, stay," he ordered as the animal started to
fol | ow.

Bane heard the man bangi ng doors in the back part of the dwelling. Haplo was
going outside to look for Xar's ship. Bane grinned, wiggled in delight, then
qui ckly sobered, continued to pretend to study his runes. The child cast a
surreptitious glance beneath his long | ashes at the dog, who had fl opped down
on its belly and was watching himwith friendly interest.

"You'd like to be ny dog, wouldn't you?" Bane asked softly. "We'd play
together all day and 1'll give you a nane—

Hapl o returned, walking slowy. "I can't believe he left. Wthout saying
anything to me."

Bane | ooked at the runes, heard Xar's voi ce.

It is clear to me that Haplo has betrayed nme. He is in | eague with ny enenies.
I think it best that | do not neet himagain, face to face. | amnot certain |
could control my anger

"Grandfather had to leave in a hurry," said Bane. "Sonething cane up. New
i nformation."

"What new i nf ormati on?"

Was it wi shful thinking on Bane's part, or did Haplo | ook guilt-ridden
uneasy? Bane buried his chin in his hands again, to keep his grin from
show ng.

"I don't know," he munbl ed, shrugging again. "lIt's grown-up stuff. | didn't
pay any attention."

I rmust allow Haplo to Iive awhile longer. An unfortunate necessity, but | need
himand so do you, child. Don't argue with me. Haplo is the only one anmpbng our
peopl e who has been to Arianus. This Geg, Linmbeck, who is in control of the
great machi ne, knows Haplo and trusts him You will need the dwarves' trust,
Bane, if you are to gain control of them the Kicksey-w nsey, and, eventually,
the worl d.



"G andf at her said he gave you your orders already. You' re supposed to take ne
to Arianus—

"I know," Haplo interrupted inpatiently. "I know. "

Bane risked a glance. The man was not |ooking at the child, not paying himany
attention. Haplo, dark, brooding, was staring at nothing.

Bane felt a twinge of alarm What if Haplo refused to go? Wiat if he'd made up
his mind to enter the Labyrinth, search for Al fred? Xar had said Haplo

woul dn't, that Hapl o woul d obey his conmand. But Xar hinmself had proclai ned
Haplo a traitor.

Bane didn't want to |l ose him Haplo was his. The child decided to take action
on his own. Junping to his feet, eager and excited, Bane canme over to stand in
front of Haploo.

"I"'mready to go. Anytine you say. Wn't it be fun? To see Linbeck again. And
t he Ki cksey-wi nsey. | know how to make it work. |'ve studied the Sartan runes.
It will be glorious!" Bane waved his arnms with cal cul ated chil di sh abandon

"G andf ather says that the effects of the nmachine will be felt on all the

worl ds, now that Death's Gate is open. He says that every structure the Sartan
built will likely come alive. He says that he'll feel the effects, even as far
away as Abarrach. "

Bane wat ched Haplo closely, tried to guess what the man was thinking. It was
difficult, practically inmpossible. The nan's face was inpassive,
expressionl ess; he mght not have been |istening. But he had been. Bane knew.

Hapl o hears everything, says little. That is what makes hi m good. That is what
makes hi m danger ous.

And Bane had seen the man's eyelids flicker, ever so slightly, when the child
mentioned Abarrach. Was it the idea of the Kicksey-w nsey affecting sonething
on Abarrach that had caught the man's interest? O was it the rem nder that,
even on Abarrach, Xar woul d be aware of what his servant was —er was

not —doi ng? Xar woul d know when the Ki cksey-winsey canme to life. And if it
didn't, he would start to wonder what had gone w ong.

Bane flung his arnms around Haplo's waist. "G andfather said to give you his
enbrace. He said to tell you he trusted you, relied on you conpletely. He
knows you won't fail him O ne."

Hapl o put his hands on Bane's arns, pulled the boy | oose as the man ni ght have
pul | ed |1 cose a | eech

"Quch, you're hurting nme," Bane whi nmper ed.

"Listen, kid," said Haplo grimy, not relaxing his hold. "Let's get one thing

straight. | know you. Remenber? | know you for the schem ng, conniving,
mani pul ative little bastard that you are. I'lIl obey ny lord s conmand. |'1]
take you to Arianus. |I'll see to it that you have a chance to do whatever it

is you need to do to that damm machine. But don't think you' re going to blind
me with the light fromyour hal o, kid, because |'ve seen that hal o, close-up."

"You don't like me," said Bane, crying a little. "No one likes ne, except
G andfather. No one ever did like nme."

Hapl o grunted, straightened. "Just so we understand each other. And another



thing. 1'min charge. What | say goes. Got that?"
"I like you, Haplo," said Bane, with a snivel.

The dog, feeling tenderhearted, came over and licked the child' s face. Bane
threw his arm around the ani mal's neck.

['"lI'l keep you, he prom sed the dog silently. When Haplo's dead, you'll be ny
dog. It will be fun.

"At least he likes nme," Bane said al oud, pouting. "Don't you, boy?"
The dog wagged its tail.

"The damm dog |ikes everyone," Haplo nuttered. "Even Sartan. Now go to your
room pack up your things. I'll wait here until you' re ready."

"Can the dog conme with nme?"

"If it wants. Go on, now. Hurry up. The sooner we get there, the sooner |'l|
be back."

Bane |l eft the roomw th a show of quiet obedience. It was fun, playacting; fun
to fool Haplo. Fun to pretend to obey a man whose life you hold in your snall
hands. Bane hugged to hinself a conversation—al nost the | ast conversati on—he'd
had with Xar.

When your task is conpl eted, Bane, when the Kicksey-winsey is in operation and
you have taken control of Ananus, Haplo will then becone expendable. You wll
see to it that he is failed | believe you knew an assassin on Arianus

Hugh the Hand, Grandfather. But he's not alive anynore. My father killed him

There will be other assassins for hire. One thing is nost inportant. One thing
you must promise me to do. You nust keep Hapl o's corpse preserved until ny
arrival.

You 're going to resurrect Haplo, G andfather? Make himserve you after he's
dead, like they do with the dead nmen on Abarrach?

Yes, child. Only then will | be able to trust him... Love breaks the heart.

"Come on, boy!" Bane cried, suddenly. "Race you!"
He and the dog dashed nadly for the child' s bedroom

CHAPTER 8
WOMBE, DREVLIN LON REALM

THE TRI P THROUGH DEATH S GATE WAS UNEVENTFUL. HAPLO CHARMED Bane to sl eep

al nrost i medi ately after they departed the Nexus. It had occurred to Haplo
that the passage into Death's Gate had becone so sinple a skilled nmensch

wi zard might attenpt it. Bane was observant, intelligent, and the son of a
skilled wi zard. Hapl o had a sudden vision of Bane flitting fromone world to
another.... Nope. Nap tine.

They had no difficulty reaching Arianus, Wrld of Air. The inages of the
various worlds flashed past Haplo; he found the floating isles of Arianus wth
ease. But before he concentrated on it, he spent a few nonments watching the



other worlds drift before him shining in rai nbow hues |ike soap bubbl es,
bef ore bursting and being replaced by the next. Al of them were places he
recogni zed except one. And that one—the nost beautiful, the nost intriguing.

Hapl o stared at the vision as long as he could, which was only a matter of
fleeting seconds. He had intended to ask Xar about it, but the lord had |eft
bef ore Hapl o had a chance to discuss it.

Was there a fifth world?

Hapl o rejected that notion. No mention of a fifth world had ever been nade in
any of the ancient Sartan witings.

The ol d worl d.

Hapl o t hought this nuch nore probable. The flashing i mage he saw of it
accorded with descriptions of the old world. But the old world no | onger
existed; a world torn apart by nagic. Perhaps this was nothing nore than a
poi gnant menory, kept around to rem nd the Sartan of what had once been

But, if that were so, why should it be presented as an option? Hapl o wat ched
the possibilities sparkle before his eyes again and again. A ways in the sane
order: the strange world of blue sky and bright sun, nmoon, and stars,

boundl ess ocean and broad vistas; then the Labyrinth, dark and tangled; then
the tw light Nexus, then the four elemental worlds.

I f Hapl o had not had Bane with him he would have been tenpted to explore, to
select the image in his mnd and see what happened. He gl anced down at the
child, slunbering peacefully, his armaround the dog; both of them sharing a
cot Haplo had dragged onto the bridge in order to keep an eye on the kid.

The dog, sensing its master's gaze, opened its eyes, blinked lazily, yawned
wi dely, and, seeing no action was inmmnent, gave a contented sigh and crowded
closer to the child, nearly pushing Bane off the cot. Bane nuttered somnething
in his deep, sonething about Xar, and suddenly clutched the dog's for wth

pi nchi ng hands.

The dog gave a pained yelp, reared its head, and | ooked at the child with a
benused expression, wondering what it had done to deserve such rough
treatment, uncertain howto extricate itself. The dog | ooked up at Hapl o,
aski ng for help.

Hapl o, smling, uncurled the sleeping child s fingers fromthe dog's fur
petted the dog's head in apol ogy. The dog gave Bane a distrustful glance,
junped off the cot, and curled up safely on the deck at Haplo's feet.

Hapl o | ooked back at the visions, concentrated on Arianus, put the others out
of his mnd

The first tinme Haplo had traveled to Arianus had nearly been his |ast.
Unprepared for both the nagical forces of Death's Gate and the viol ent
physical forces existent in the, Realmof Air, he had been forced to
crash-land his ship on what he had later |earned were a senes of snall
floating isles known as the Steps of Terrel Fen.

He was prepared, now, for the terrible effects of the ferocious stormthat
raged perpetually in the Lower Real ns. The protective sigla that had only
glowed faintly during their passage through Death's Gate flared a vibrant blue
when the first blast of wind snote the vessel. Lightning was al nost conti nual
brilliant, blinding. Thunder crashed around them the wi nd buffeted them Hai



battered the wooden shell, rain | ashed agai nst the wi ndow, fornming a solid
sheet of water, making it inmpossible to see.

Hapl o brought the ship to a standstill, kept it floating in mdair. Having
spent time on Drevlin—the principal isle of the Lower Real m-he had | earned
that these storms swept through in cycles. He had only to wait for this one to
pass; then would come a period of relative cal mbefore the next one. During
that calm he would find a place to | and, make contact with the dwarves.

Hapl o consi dered keepi ng Bane asl eep, decided to allow the boy to wake up. He
m ght as well make hinself useful. A quick brush of Haplo's hand w ped away
the rune he'd traced on the child' s forehead.

Bane sat up, blinked dazedly around for a noment, then glared at the Patryn
accusingly.

"You put me to sleep."

Hapl o saw no need to verify, comment on, or apologize for his action. Keeping
wat ch as best he could out the rain-smeared wi ndow, he flicked a glance at the
boy.

"Go through the ship, see if there are any |leaks or cracks in the hull."

Bane flushed angrily at the Patryn's offhand, commandi ng tone. Hapl o wat ched
the crimson wave spread fromthe fair neck to the cheeks. The bl ue eyes
flashed in rebellion. Xar had not spoiled the child, who had been in the
lord's care over a year now. The |lord had done much to inprove Bane's tenper,
but the boy had been raised a prince in a royal household and was accustoned
to giving orders, not taking them

Especially not from Hapl o.

"I'f you've done your magic right, there shouldn't be any cracks," said Bane
petul antly.

W mght as well get settled now who's boss, Haplo thought. He shifted his
gaze back to the wi ndow, watching for the first signs that the storm was about
to subsi de.

"I did ny magic right. But you ve worked with the runes. You know how delicate
the balance is. One tiny sliver could start a crack that would end up breaki ng
apart the entire ship. Best to nake sure, to stop it now before it gets

wi der. "

A moment' s sil ence, which Haplo assunmed was spent in internal struggle.

"Can | take the dog with ne?" Bane asked in sullen tones. Haplo waved a hand.
"Sure."

The child seenmed to cheer up. "Can | feed hima sausage?"

The dog, at the sound of its favorite word, was on its feet, tongue |lolling,
tail waggi ng.

"Only one," said Haplo. "I"mnot sure howlong this Stormis going to last. W
may need to eat the sausages ourselves."

"You can always conjure up nore," said Bane happily. "C non, dog."



The two cl attered away, heading for the ship's stern. Haplo watched the rain
slide down the wi ndowpane, H thought back to when he'd first brought the boy
to the Nexus..

..."The kid's nane is Bane, Lord," said Haplo. "I know, " he added, seeing
Xar's frown, "it's a strange name for a human child, but, once you know his
hi story, the nane nakes sense. You'll find an account of himthere, Lord, in
nmy journal."

Xar fingered the docunment but did not open it. Haplo remained standing in
respectful silence, waiting for his lord to apeak. The lord's next question
was not entirely unexpected. "I asked you to bring ne a disciple fromthis
worl d, Haplo. Arianus is, as you describe it, a world in chaos: elves,

dwarves, humans all fighting each other, the elves fighting anong thensel ves.
A serious shortage of water, due to the failure of the Sartan to align the
floating islands and nmake their fantastic machi ne operational. Wen | begin ny
conquest, | will need a lieutenant, preferably one of the nensch, to to
Arianus and gain control over the people in my nane Awhile |I am busy

el sewhere. And for this purpose you bring ne a ten-year-old human chil d?"

The chil d under discussion was asleep in a back bedroomin Xar's dwelling.
Hapl o had left the dog with him to give its master notice if Bane woke. Haplo
did not flinch beneath his Lord' s stern gaze. Xar was not doubting his mnion
the Lord was puzzl ed, perplexed—a feeling Haplo could well understand. He'd
been prepared for the question, he was prepared with the answer.

"Bane is no ordinary nmensch child, Lord. As you will note in the journal *-=
*Hapl o, Ananus, World of Air, vol. | of Death Gal e Journal
"I will read the journal later, at ny leisure. | would be nmuch interested to

hear your report on the child now "

Hapl o bowed in conpliance, sat down in the chair Xar indicated with a wave of
hi s hand.

"The boy is the son of two humans known anong their people as

nmyst eri archs—power ful w zards, by nensch standards, at |east. The father
called hinself Sinistrad, the nmother's name is Iridal. These mysteriarchs with
their great skill in magic considered the rest of the human race barbaric
boors. The mystenarchs left the fighting and chaos in the Md Real ns, travel ed
up to the High Real ms. Here they discovered a | and of beauty that,
unfortunately for them turned out to be a death trap

"The Hi gh Real ms had been created by the rune-magic of the Sartan. The

nmyst enarchs had no nore idea how to read Sartan nagi c than a toddler can read
a treatise on netaphysics. Their crops withered in the fields, water was
scarce, the rarefied air was difficult to breathe. Their people began to die
out. The nysteriarchs knew they had to flee this place, return to the Md

Real ms. But, |ike nost humans, they feared their own kind. They were afraid to
admt their weakness. And so they determ ned that when they went back, it
woul d be as conquerors, not as supplicants.

"The boy's father, Sinistrad, devised a remarkable plan. The human king of the
M d Real ns, one Stephen, and his wife, Anne, had given birth to an heir to the
throne. At about that same time, Sinistrad's own wife, Iridal, gave birth to
their son. Sinistrad switched the babies, taking his own child down to the Md
Real ms and bringi ng Stephen's son back to the Upper Realns. It was Sinistrad's
intent to use Bane—as heir to the throne—+o gain control of the Md Real ns.



"OfF course, everyone in the Md Real ns knew t he babi es had been switched, but
Sinistrad had cleverly cast a charmupon his son that made everyone who | ooked
on the child dote on him Wen Bane was a year old, Sinistrad came to Stephen
and informed the king of his plan. King Stephen was powerless to fight the
mysteriarch. In their hearts, Stephen and Anne | oathed and feared the
changel i ng—that was why they naned hi m Bane—but the enchantment around hi m was
so strong that they could do nothing thenmselves to get rid of him Finally, in
desperation, they hired an assassin to take Bane away and kill him

"As it turned out, Lord,"—Hapl o grinned—Bane al nbst assassinated the
assassin."

"I ndeed?" Xar appeared inpressed.

"Yes, you'll find the details there." Haplo indicated the journal. "Bane wore
an anulet, given to himby Sinistrad, that transmtted the wi zard' s commands
to the boy, transnitted whatever the boy heard back to Sinistrad. Thus the
nmysteriarchs spied on the humans, knew every nove King Stephen rmade. Not that
Bane needed much guidance in intrigue. Fromwhat |'ve seen of the kid, he
could have taught his father a thing or two.

"Bane's quick-witted, intelligent. He's a clairvoyant, and skilled in magic,
for a human, though he's untrained. It was Bane who figured out how the

Ki cksey-wi nsey works, what it's intended to do. That's his diagram|'ve
included in there, Lord. And he's anbitious. Wen it becane clear to Bane that
his father did not intend for themto rule the Md Realns as a father and son
team Bane determined to get rid of Sinistrad.

"Bane's pl ot succeeded, though not quite as he'd planned it. The boy's life
was saved, ironically enough, by the man who'd been hired to kill him A
waste, that," Hapl o added thoughtfully. "Hugh the Hand was an interesting
human, a skilled and able fighter. He was exactly what you were seeking in a
di sciple, Lord. | had planned bringing himto you, but, unfortunately, he died
battling the wi zard. A waste, as | said."

The Lord of the Nexus was only half listening. Opening the journal, he'd
di scovered the di agram of the Kicksey-wi nsey. He studied it carefully.

"The child did this?" he asked.
"Yes, Lord."
"You're certain."

"I was spying on them when Bane showed this to his father. Sinistrad was as
i npressed as you are."

"Remar kable. And the child is charming, w nning, conmely. The enchantnment his
father cast over himwould have no effect on us, certainly, but does it stil
wor k upon the nensch?"

"Alfred, the Sartan, was of the opinion that the enchantment had been

di spel l ed. But"—Hapl o shrugged—Hugh the Hand was under this boy's
spel | —ahet her by nmagic or nmerely pity for an unloved child who had been

not hing but a pawn all his life. Bane is clever and knows how to use his youth
and his beauty to nmanipul ate others."

"What of the child s nmother? What did you say her name was, |ridal?"

"She could be trouble. Wen we left, she was searching for her son in conmpany



with the Sartan, Alfred."
"She wants the boy for her own purposes, | presune.”

"No, | think she wants himfor hinmself. She never went along with her
husband's plan, not really. Sinistrad had sonme sort of terrible hold over her.
She was afraid of him And, with his demi se, the courage of the other
nmysteriarchs coll apsed. There was talk when | left that they were abandoni ng
the Hi gh Real ns, planning to move down anong the ot her humans."

"The not her coul d be di sposed of ?"
"Easily, Lord."

Xar snoot hed the pages of the journal with his gnarled fingers, but he wasn't
| ooking at it any |onger, nor paying attention to it.

"Alittle child shall lead them' An old nensch saying, Hapto. You have acted
wi sely, ny son. | might go so far as to say that your choice was inspired
Those nensch who woul d feel threatened by an adult conming to lead themw || be
conpl etely disarmed by this innocent-seemni ng child. The boy has the typica
human faults, of course. He is hotheaded, |acks patience and discipline. But

with the proper tutelage, | believe he can be nolded into something quite
extraordi nary for a nensch. | begin, already, to see the vague outline of ny
pl an."

"I amglad to have pl eased you, Lord," said Haplo.
"Yes," murnmured the Lord of the Nexus, "a little child shall lead them.."

The storm abated. Hapl o took advantage of the relative calmto fly over the
isle of Drevlin, searching for a place to land. He had come to know this area
quite well. He'd spent considerable time here on his last visit, preparing his
elven ship for its return through Death's Gate.

The continent of Drevlin was flat and featurel ess, a hunk of what the nmensch
called "coralite" floating in the Mael strom One could judge | andmarKks,
however, by the Kicksey-w nsey, the gigantic nmachi ne whose wheel s and engi nes
and gears and pulleys and arns and cl aws spread out over Drevlin's surface,
del ved deep into the island's interior

Hapl o was searching for the Liftal ofts, nine huge mechanical arms nmade of gold
and steel that thrust up into the swirling stormclouds. These Liftalofts were
the nost inmportant part of the Kicksey-w nsey, at |east as far as the mensch
on Arianus were concerned, for it was the Liftalofts that provided water to
the dry real ns above. The Liftalofts were located in the city of Wnbe, and it
was in Wonbe that Hapl o hoped to find Linbeck

Hapl o had no idea how the political situation m ght have changed during his
absence, but when he'd last |left Arianus, Linbeck had made Wonbe his power
base. It was necessary that Haplo find the | eader of the dwarves, and he

j udged that Wonbe woul d be as good a place to start searching as any.

The nine arnms, each with an outstretched gol den hand, were easy to spot from
the air. The storm had di ed down, though nore cl ouds were massing on the

hori zon. Lightning reflected off the netal, the frozen hands were sil houetted
agai nst the clouds. Haplo | anded on a patch of enpty ground, bringing the ship
down in the shadow of an apparently abandoned portion of the machine. At |east
he assuned it was abandoned, no Iight shone fromit, no gears were grinding,
no wheels turning, no "lectricity," as the Gegs ternmed it, was rivaling the



lightning with its blue-yell ow voltage.

Once safely on the ground, Haplo noticed that there were no |ights anywhere.
Puzzl ed, he peered out the rain-streaked wi ndow. As he recalled, the

Ki cksey-wi nsey turned the stormridden darkness of Drevlin into artificial
perpetual day. dinmergl anps shone everywhere, 'lectric zingers sent jagged
bolts sparking into the air.

Now, the city and its surroundings were lit only by the light of the sun
which, by the tine it had been filtered down through the clouds of the
Mael strom was | eaden and sullen and nore depressing than darkness.

Hapl o stood staring out the window, recalling his last visit here, trying to
renenber if there had been lights on this part of the Kicksey-w nsey, or if he
was, in fact, thinking about another portion of the great machine.

"Maybe that was in Het," he nuttered, then shook his head. "No, it was here. |
definitely renenber—=

A thunp and a warning bark jolted himout of his reverie.

Hapl o wal ked back to the ship's stern. Bane was standi ng besi de the hatch
hol di ng a sausage just out of the dog' s reach.

"You can have this," he was prom sing the dog, "but only if you quit barking.
Let me get this open. Al right? Good dog."

Bane shoved the sausage in a pocket, turned to the hatch, and began to funble
with the sliding latch that would, ordinarily, have opened the door.

The latch remained stuck firmy in place. Bane glared at it, beat on it with
his small fists. The dog kept its eyes fixed intently on the sausage.

"CGoi ng sonewhere, Your Hi ghness?" Hapl o asked, |eaning casualty agai nst one of
t he bul kheads. He had decided, in the interests of portraying Bane as rightful
heir to the Vol karan throne, to use the title due to a human prince. He
supposed he might as well get used to it now, before they appeared in public.
O course, he'd have to blunt the ironic edge.

Bane gl anced reproachfully at the dog, gave the recalcitrant |latch one final
futile push with his hands, then | ooked up coolly at Hapl o.

"I want to go outside. It's hot and stuffy in here. And it snells of dog," he
added scornful ly.

The animal, hearing its name and thinking it was being referred to in a
friendly manner—perhaps in regard to the sausage—wagged its tail and |icked
its chops.

"You used magic on it, didn't you,"
| at ch anot her push

Bane continued accusingly, giving the

"The sane magic |'ve used throughout the ship, Your H ghness. | had to. It
woul dn't do to let one part remain unprotected, just as it wouldn't do to ride
to battle with a gaping hole in your armor. Besides, | don't think you want to

go outside just yet. There's another stormcom ng. You renmenber the storms on
Drevlin, don't you?"

"I remenber. | can see when a storms coming, same as you. And | wouldn't have
stayed out that long. | wasn't going that far."



"\Where were you goi ng, Your Hi ghness?"
"Nowhere. Just for a wal k." Bane shrugged.
"Not thinking of trying to contact the dwarves on your own, eh?"

"OfF course not, Haplo," Bane said, eyes round. "Gandfather said | was to stay
with you. And | al ways obey G andfather."

Hapl o noticed the enphasis on the last word, sniled grimy. "Good. Renenber,
I'"mhere for your protection, as much as anything. It's not very safe on this
worl d. Not even if you are a prince. There are those who would kill you just
for that alone."

"I know," said Bane, |ooking subdued, somewhat ashamed. "The el ves al npst
killed me last time | was here. | guess | didn't think about that. |I'msorry,
Hapl o." C ear blue eyes gazed upward. "It was very wi se of G andfather to give
you to me for a guard. You al ways obey G andfather, too, don't you, Haplo?"

The question caught Haplo by surprise. He glanced swiftly at Bane, wondering
what —+f anyt hing—the child neant by it. For an instant, Haplo thought he saw a
glitter of cunning, sly and nalevolent, in the wi de blue eyes. But Bane stared
at himguilelessly, a child asking a childish question

Hapl o turned away. "l1'm going back up front, to keep watch."

The dog whi ned, | ooked pathetically at the sausage, still in Bane's pocket.
"You didn't ask me about the |eaks,"” Bane rem nded Hapl o.

"Well, were there any?"

"No. You work the magic pretty good. Not as good as G andfather, but pretty
good. "

"Thank you, Your Highness," Haplo said, bowed, and wal ked off.

Bane took the sausage out of his pocket, smacked the dog lightly and playfully
on the nose with it. "That's for giving nme away," he said, in mld reproof.

The dog sl avered, regarded the sausage hungrily.

"Still, | guess it was for the best." Bane frowned. "Haplo's right. I'd
forgotten about those dam bastard elves. 1'd like to neet the one who threw
me off the ship that time. 1'd tell Haplo to throw that elf into the

Mael strom And |1'd watch himfall, all the way down. ['Il bet you could hear
himscreama long, long tine. Yes, Gandfather was right. | see that now.
Haplo will be useful to me, until | can find soneone el se.

"Here you go." Bane handed over the sausage. The dog snapped it up, swall owed
it in a gulp. Bane petted the silky head fondly. "And then you'll be mne. You
and ne and Grandfather. We'll all live together and we won't | et anyone hurt

G andf at her anynore ever. WIIl we, boy?"

Bane |l aid his cheek on the dog's head, cuddl ed the warm body.

"Wl we?"

CHAPTER 9



WOVBE
LOW REALM ARl ANUS
THE GREAT KI CKSEY- W NSEY HAD STOPPED.

Nobody on Drevlin knew what to do. Nothing like this had ever happened before
in all the history of the Gegs.

As long as the CGegs could remenber—-and because they were dwarves, that was a
long tine i ndeed—+he wondrous machi ne had been at work. It worked and it

wor ked. Feverishly, serenely, frantically, obtusely—+t worked. Even when parts
of the Kicksey-wi nsey broke down, it worked; other parts worked to repair
those that didn't. No one was ever quite certain what work the Kicksey-w nsey
did, but all knew, or at |east suspected, that it worked well-But now it had
st opped.

The 'lectriczingers no | onger zinged, they hummed—em nously, some thought. The
whirly-wheel s neither whirled nor wheel ed. They held perfectly still, except
for a slight quivering. The flashrafts halted, disrupting transportation

t hroughout the Low Real m The netal hands of the fiashraft that grabbed the
overhead cable and—with the help of the 'lectriczingers—pulled the flashraft
al ong were stilled. Palns open, the netal hands reached futilely out to
heaven.

The whistle-toots were silent, except for a sigh that escaped them now and
then. The bl ack arrows inside the glass boxes—arrows that must never be
allowed to point to red—had

sagged clear down to the bottom half of the boxes and now poi nted at not hing.

When it first quit, there had been i nmedi ate consternation. Every Geg man,
worman, and chil d—even those of f duty, even those involved in the guerrilla
action against the Wl ves—had left his or her post and run to stare at the
great —ow i nactive —aachi ne. There were sone who thought that it would start
agai n. The assenbl ed Gegs had waited hopefully... and waited and waited.
Scrift-change had cone and gone. The marvel ous nachi ne had continued to do
not hi ng.

And it was still doing it.

VWhi ch neant that the Gegs did nothing. Wrse still, it appeared as if they
were going to be forced to do nothing without heat and without light. Due to
the constant, ferocious storns of the Mel stromthat sweep continually across
their isles, the Gegs lived underground. The Ki cksey-w nsey had al ways

provi ded heat fromthe bubble-boils and |ight fromthe glimerglanps. The
bubbl e-boi | s had stopped bubbling al nrost at once. The gl anps had continued to
burn for some time follow ng the shutdown of the machine, but now their flames
were fading. Lights all over Drevlin were flickering, going out.

And all around, a terrible silence.
The Gegs lived in a world of noise. The first sound a baby heard was the
conforting whunp, bang, slam of the Kicksey-wi nsey at work. Now it was no

| onger working and it was silent. The Gegs were terrified of the silence.

"It's died!" was the wail that went up simultaneously froma thousand Geg
throats, across the isle of Drevlin.

"No, it hasn't died," stated Linbeck Bolttightner, peering grimy at one



portion of the Kicksey-w nsey through his new spectacles. "It's been
nmur dered. "

"Murdered?" Jarre repeated in an awed whi sper. "Wio would do such a thing?"
But she knew, before she asked.

Li mbeck Bolttightner took off his spectacles and wi ped themcarefiilly on a

cl ean white handkerchief, a habit he'd forned recently. Then he put his
spect acl es back on, stared at the machine by the light of a torch (made froma
rol | ed-up sheaf of paper containing one of his speeches). He'd lit it by
holding it to the sputtering flanme of the fast-fading glimer-glanp.

"The el ves."

"Ch, Linbeck, no," cried Jarre. "You can't be right. Wy, if the

Ki cksey-wi nsey's stopped working, then it's stopped produci ng water, and the
Wl ves—el ves—eed that water for their people. They' Il die without it. They
need t he machine just as nmuch as we do. Why would they shut it down?"

"Perhaps they've stockpiled water," said Linbeck coldly. "They're in contro
up there, you know. They have armies ringed round the Liftalofts. | see their
pl an. They're going to shut the nmachi ne down, starve us, freeze us out."

Li mbeck shifted his gaze to Jarre, who i mediately | ooked away.
"Jarre!" he snapped. "You're doing it again."

Jarre flushed, tried very hard to | ook at Linbeck, but she didn't |ike | ooking
at hi mwhen he wore his spectacles. They were new, of an original design
and—so he cl ai med—nproved his sight i measurably. But, due to sone
peculiarity in the glass, the spectacles had the effect of making his eyes
appear small and hard.

Just like his heart, Jarre thought to herself sadly, trying her best to | ook
Li mbeck in the face and failing m serably. Gving up, she fixed her gaze on

t he handkerchief that was a glaring patch of white poking out through the dark
mass of |ong, tangled beard.

The torch burned | ow. Linmbeck gestured to one of his bodyguards, who
i medi ately grabbed anot her speech, rolled it up, and lit it before the | ast
one could go out.

"I always said your speeches were inflammatory." Jarre attenpted a small joke.

Li mbeck frowned. "This is no time for levity. | don't like your attitude,
Jarre. | begin to think that you are weakening, mnmy dear. Losing your nerve—

"You're right!" Jarre said suddenly, talking to the handkerchief, finding it

easier to talk to the handkerchief than to its owner. "I am /|l osing ny nerve.
I''m afrai d—=
"I can't abide cowards," remarked Linbeck. "If you' re so scared of the elves

that you can no longer function in your position of WJPP Party Sectrary—

"I't's not the elves, Linbeck!" Jarre clasped her hands tightly together to
keep them from yanki ng off his spectacles and stonmping all over them "It's
us! I'mafraid of us! I'mafraid of you and... and you"-she pointed at one of
t he Geg bodyguards, who appeared highly flattered and proud of hinsel f—and
you and you! And me. |I'mafraid of nyself! \Wat have we become, Linmbeck? Wat
have we becone?"



"I don't know what you nean, ny dear." Linmbeck's voice was hard and sharp as
hi s new spectacl es, which he took off once again and started to clean

"We used to be peace-loving. Never in the history of the Gegs did we ever kil
anyone—

"Not 'CGegs'!" said Linbeck sternly.

Jarre ignored him "Now we live for killing! Some of the young people, that's
all they think about now Killing Wlves—

"Elves, my dear," Linbeck corrected her. "lI've told you. The term'welves' is
a slave word, taught to us by our 'masters.' And we're not Gegs, we're
dwarves. The word ' CGegs' is derogatory, used to keep us in our place."

He put the spectacl es back on, glared at her. The torchlight shining from
beneath him (the dwarf holding the torch was unusually short) sent the shadows
cast by the spectacl es swoopi ng upward, giving Linmbeck a remarkably sinister
appearance. Jarre couldn't help | ooking at himnow, stared at himwth a
terrible fascination.

"Do you want to go back to being a slave, Jarre?" Linbeck asked her. "Should
we give in and crawm to the elves and grovel at their feet and kiss their
little skinny behinds and tell themwe're sorry, we'll be good little Gegs
fromnow on? |Is that what you want ?"

"No, of course not." Jarre sighed, wiped away a tear that was creepi ng down
her cheek. "But we could talk to them Negotiate. |I think the Wl —elves—are as
sick of this fighting as we are.™

"You're damm right, they're sick of it," said Linbeck, with satisfaction
"They know they can't win."

"And neither can we! We can't overthrow the whole Tribus enpire! W can't take
to the skies and fly up to Aristagon and do battle."

"And they can't overthrow us either! W can live for generations down here in
our tunnels and they' Il never find us—

"Cenerations!" Jarre shouted. "lIs that what you want, Linbeck? War that wl|l
| ast generations! Children who will grow up never knowi ng anythi ng but hiding
and runni ng and fear?"

"At least they' |l be free," Linbeck said, hooking his spectacles back over his
ears.

"No, they won't. So long as you're afraid, you're never free," Jarre answered
softly.

Li mbeck didn't respond. He was silent.

The silence was terrible. Jarre hated the silence. It was sad and mournful and
heavy and rem nded her of something, soneplace, soneone. Al fred. A fred and

t he mausol eum The secret tunnels beneath the statue of the Manger, the rows
of crystal coffins with the bodies of the beautiful young dead people. It had
been silent down there, too, and Jarre had been afraid of the silence.

Don't stop! she'd told Alfred.



Stop what? Al fred had been rather obtuse.
Talking! It's the quiet! I can't stand listening to it!

And Al fred had conforted her. These are ny friends.... Nobody here can harm
you. Not anynore. Not that they would have anyway—at |east, not intentionally.

And then Alfred had said sonething that Jarre had renmenbered, had been saying
to herself a lot lately.

But how nuch wong have we done unintentionally, neaning the best.

"Meani ng the best," she repeated, talking to fill the dreadful silence.

"You' ve changed, Jarre," Linbeck told her sternly.
"So have you," she countered.

And after that, there wasn't nuch to say, and they stood there, in Linbeck's
house, listening to the silence. The bodyguard shuffled his feet and tried to
| ook as if he'd gone deaf and hadn't heard a word.

The argument was taking place in Linbeck's living quarters—his current
dwelling in Wnbe, not his old house in Het. It was a very fine apartnment by
Geg standards, suited to be the dwelling place of the Hi gh Froman,* which is
what Li nmbeck now was. Adnmittedly, the apartnent was not as fine as the hol ding
tank where the previous Hi gh Froman, Darral Longshoreman, used to live. But

t he hol di ng tank had been too near the surface—and consequently too near the
el ves, who had taken over the surface of Drevlin.

*Rul er of the Gegs of Drevlin of the Low Real mof Arianus.

Li mbeck, along with the rest of his people, had been forced to delve far
beneat h the surface, seek shelter down below. This had been no hardship for

t he dwarves.* The great Kicksey-wi nsey was constantly delving and drilling and
boring. Hardly a cycle passed w thout a new tunnel being di scovered somewhere
in Wonbe or Het or Lek or Herat or any of the other Geg towns on Drevlin.

Whi ch was fortunate, because the Kicksey-wi nsey, for no apparent reason that
anyone could see, would often bury, crush, fill up, or otherw se destroy
previously existing tunnels. The dwarves took this phil osophically, burrow ng
out of collapsed tunnels and trudging oft to seek new ones.

*Haplo, in this and future accounts, uses the term "dwarves" as opposed to
"Cegs," as he used in the account of his first trip to Arianus. Haplo doesn't
give a reason for this change, but it is probable that he agreed with Linbeck
that "Geg" was a deneaning term Haplo includes a notation in this manuscript
defining the word "Geg" as a short version of the elven word "gega'rega," a
slang termfor an insect.

O course, now that the Kicksey-w nsey had stopped working, there would be no
nore col |l apses, no nore new tunnels either. No nore light, sound, heat. Jarre
shivered, w shed she hadn't thought about heat. The torch was starting to
fizzle and die. Swiftly, Linbeck rolled up another speech

Li mbeck' s living quarters were | ocated far bel ow the surface, one of the

| owest points on Drevlin, directly beneath the large buil ding known as the
Factree. A series of steep, narrow stairs led down froma hallway to another
hal | way, which led to the hallway in front of Linbeck's apartnment.

The steps, the hall, the apartnent were not carved out of the coralite, as



were nost of the other tunnels made by the Kicksey-wi nsey. The steps were made
of smooth stone, the hall had smooth walls, the floor was snmpooth, as was the
ceiling. Linbeck's apartnment even had a door, a real door, with witing on it.
None of the dwarves could read the witing and accepted Linbeck's
pronouncenent —+hat BO LER ROOM nmeant H GH FROVAN-wi t hout question

Inside the apartnent, things were a bit cranped, due to the presence of a

| arge and extrenely inposing-looking part of the Kicksey-w nsey. The gigantic
contraption, with its innunerable pipes and tanks, no | onger worked and had
not worked for a long, long time, just as the Factree itself had not worked
for as long as the dwarves coul d renmenber. The Ki cksey-w nsey had noved on
leaving this part of itself behind.

Jarre, not wanting to | ook at Linmbeck in the spectacles, fixed her gaze on the
contraption, and she sighed.

"The ol d Li nmbeck woul d have taken the thing apart by now," she said to
hersel f, whispering, to fill up the silence. "He would have spent all his tine
hamrering this and unscrewing that and all the time asking why, why, why. Wy
is it here? Wiy did it work? Way did it stop?

"You never ask 'why' anynore, do you, Linbeck?" Jarre said al oud.

"Why what ?" Li nbeck nuttered, preoccupied.

Jarre sighed again. Linbeck either didn't hear her, or ignored her

"W've got to go to the surface,"” he said. "W've got to find out how the
el ves managed to shut down the Kicksey-w nsey—

The sound of footsteps, shuffling and sl ow+those nade by a group trying to
descend a steep staircase in pitch darkness, punctuated by an occasional crash
and nuffl ed curse—nterrupted him

"What's that?" asked Jarre, al arned.

"Elves!" said Linbeck, |ooking fierce.

He scowl ed at the bodyguard, who was al so | ooking al arned, but—at the sight of
his leader's frown—altered his expression to | ook fierce, as well.

Shouts of "Froman! H gh Froman!" filtered through the cl osed door

"Qur people," said Linbeck, annoyed. "They want nme to tell them what to do,
suppose. "

"You are the Hi gh Froman," Jarre reminded himw th sone asperity.

"Yes, well, I'Il tell themwhat to do," Linbeck snapped. "Fight. Fight and
keep on fighting. The el ves have made a m stake, shutting down the

Ki cksey-wi nsey. Sone of our people weren't too keen on bl oodshed before, but
now they will be! The elves will rue the day—

"Froman!" Several voices how ed at once. "Were are you?"

"They can't see," said Jarre.

Taki ng the torch from Li nbeck, she flung open the door, trotted out into the
hal | way.



"Lof ?" she called, recognizing one of the dwarves. "Wat is it? What's w ong?"

Li mbeck came to stand next to her. "G eetings, Fellow Warrior in the Battle to
End Tyranny."

The dwarves, shaken fromtheir perilous trip down the stairs in the darkness,
| ooked startled. Lof glanced around nervously, searching for such a
f ear sone- soundi ng per sonage

"He neans you," said Jarre curtly.

"He does?" Lof was inpressed, so inpressed that he forgot nonentarily why he'd
cone.

"You were calling nme," said Linmbeck. "What do you want? If it's about the
Ki cksey-wi nsey stopping work, |'m preparing a statenment—=

"No, no! A ship, Yonor," answered several at once. "A ship!"

"A ship has | anded Qutside." Lof waved a hand vaguely upward. "Yonor," he
added bel atedly and somewhat sullenly. He had never |iked Linmbeck

"An el f ship?" Linbeck asked eagerly. "Crashed? Is it still there? Can you see
any el ves noving about? Prisoners,"” he said in an aside to Jarre. "It's what
we' ve been waiting for. W can interrogate them and then use them for

host ages—

"No," said Lof, after sone thought.

"No what ?" demanded Linbeck, irritated

"No, Yonor."

"I mean, what do you nean, by saying no."

Lof considered. "No the ship hasn't crashed and no it's not a Wl f ship and no
| didn't see anyone."

"How do you know it's not a Wel—elf ship? OF course, it has to be an elf ship.
What ot her kind of ship could it be?"

" 'Tisn't," stated Lof. "I should know a Wlf ship when | see one. | was on
one once." He glanced at Jarre, hoping she'd be inpressed. Jarre was the main
reason Lof didn't |ike Linbeck. "Leastwise, | was close to one, the tine we

attacked the ship at the Liftalofts. This ship doesn't have wi ngs, for one
thing. And it didn't fall out of the skies, like the Welf ships do. This one

sort of floated down gently, like it meant it. And," he added, eyes still on
Jarre, having saved the best for last, "it's all covered with pictures."
"Pictures..." Jarre glanced at Linbeck uneasily. His eyes, behind his gl asses,

had a hard, bright gleam "Are you sure, Lof? It's dark Qutside and there mnust
have been a storm-=-

"'Course |"msure." Lof wasn't to be denied his nmonent of glory. "I was
standing in the Wuzel -wunp, on watch, and the next thing | know this ship
that looks like a ... like a... well, like him" Lof pointed at his exalted

| eader. "Kind of round in the mddle and sawed off at both ends."

Fortunately, Linbeck had renoved his spectacles and was thoughtfully polishing
t hem again, and so m ssed the comparison



"Anyway, " Lof continued, swelling with inportance, noting that everyone,

i ncluding the H gh Froman, was hanging on every word, "the ship sailed right
smack out of the clouds and plunked itself down and sat there. And it's al
covered with pictures, | could see "emin the lightning."

"And the ship wasn't danaged?" Linbeck asked, replacing his spectacles.

"Not a bit of it. Not even when the hail stones the size of you, Yonor, cane
smash down onto it. Not even when the wind was tossing pieces of the
Ki cksey-wi nsey up into the air. The ship just sat there, snug as could be."

"Maybe it's dead," said Jarre, trying hard not to sound hopef ul
"I saw a light inside and soneone noving around. It's not dead.”

"It isn't dead," said Linmbeck. "It's Haplo. It has to be. A ship with
pictures, just like the ship | found on the Terrel Fen. He's cone back!"

Jarre wal ked over to Lof, grabbed hold of his beard, sniffed at him and
wri nkl ed her nose. "Like | thought. He's had his head in the ale barrel. Don't
pay any attention to him Linbeck."

G ving the astounded Lof a shove that sent himrolling backward into his
fellows, Jarre took hold of Linbeck's armand attenpted to turn him around,
drag hi mback inside his quarters.

Once his feet were planted, Linmbeck, like all dwarves, was not easily noved.
(Jarre had caught Lof off guard.) Linmbeck shook Jarre | oose, brushing her off
his armas if she were a bit of lint.

"Did any of the elves sight the ship, Lof?" Linbeck asked. "Mke any attenpt
to contact it or see who was inside?"

Li mbeck was forced to repeat his questions several times. The puzzled Lof,
reestablished on his feet by his conrades, was staring in hurt bew | dernent at
Jarre.

"What' d | do?" he denanded.

"Li mbeck, please— Jarre begged, tugging again on Linbeck's arm

"My dear, leave me be," said Linbeck, staring at her through the glittering
spectacles. His tone was stern, even harsh

Jarre slowy dropped her hands. "Haplo did this to you," she said softly.
"Haplo did this to all of us."

"Yes, we owe hima great deal." Linbeck turned away from her. "Now, Lof. Were
there any elves around? If so, Haplo m ght be in danger—

"No Wel ves, Yonor." Lof shook his head. "I haven't seen a Wl f since the
machi ne stopped running. |I—Quch!"

Jarre had kicked himhard in the shins.
"What'd you go and do that for?" Lof roared.

Jarre made no response, marched on past himand the rest of the dwarves



wi t hout a gl ance at any of them

Returning to the BO LER ROOM she whi pped around, pointed a quivering finger
at Linbeck. "He'll be the ruin of us! You'll see!"

She sl ammed t he door shut.

The dwarves stood perfectly still, afraid to nove. Jarre had taken the torch
with her.

Li mbeck frowned, shook his head, shrugged, and continued the sentence that had
been so violently interrupted. "Haplo might be in danger. W don't want the
elves to capture him"

"Anyone got a light?" ventured one of Lof's conpanions.
Li mbeck ignored this question as uninportant. "We'll have to go rescue him"

"Go Qutside?" The dwarves were aghast.

"I"ve been Qutside," Linbeck rem nded themtersely.

"Good. You go CQutside and get him We'Ill watch,"” said Lof.

"Not without light we won't," rmnuttered anot her
Li mbeck glared angrily at his conpatriots, but the glare was rather
i neffective since no one could see it.

Lof, who had apparently been giving the matter thought, piped up. "Isn't this
t he Hapl o who's a god—

"There are no gods," Linbeck snapped.
"Well, then, Yonor"—tof was not to be deterred—the Haplo who battled that
wi zard you' re al ways tal ki ng about ?"

"Sinistrad. Yes, that's Haplo. Now you see—

"Then he won't need rescuing!" Lof concluded in triunph. "He can rescue
hi msel f 1"

"Anyone who can fight a wizard can fight elves," said another, speaking wth
the firmconviction of one who had never seen an elf up close. "They're not so
t ough. "

Li mbeck checked an inmpulse to strangle his Fellow Warriors in the Battle to
End Tyranny. He took off his spectacles, polished themon the large white
cloth. He was quite fond of his new spectacles. He could see through themw th
remarkable clarity. Unfortunateiy, the lenses were so thick that they slid
down his nose, unless held on by strong wire bows wapped tightly about his
ears. The bows pinched himpainfully, the strong | enses made his eyeballs
ache, the nosepiece dug into his flesh, but he could see quite well.

At tinmes like this, however, he wondered why he bot hered. Somehow or ot her
the revolution, like a runaway flashraft, had veered off the track and been
derail ed. Linbeck had tried backing it up, had tried turning it around, but
not hi ng had worked. Now, at |ast, he saw a glimrer of hope. He wasn't
derailed, after all. Merely sitting on a siding. And what he'd first
considered a terrible disaster—the dem se of the Kicksey-w nsey—ri ght well



work to get the revolution going again. He put his spectacles back on
"The reason we don't have any light is because—=
"Jarre took the torch?" inserted Lof hel pfully.

"No!" Linmbeck sucked in a deep breath, clenched his hands to fists to keep his
fingers fromLof's throat. "The el ves shut down the Kicksey-w nsey."

Sil ence. Then, "Are you sure?" Lof sounded dubi ous.

"\What ot her expl anation could there be? The elves have shut it down. They plan
to starve us, freeze us out. Maybe use their magic to come on us in the dark
and kill us all. Are we going to just sit here and take it or are we going to
fight?"

"Fight!" shouted the dwarves, anger runbling through the darkness |ike the
storns that swept the |and above.

"That's why we need Haplo. Are you with nme?"
"Yes, Yonor!" cried the Fell ow Warri ors.

Thei r ent husi asm was consi derably danpened when two of themstarted to nmarch
of f and ended up nose-first against a wall

"How can we fight what we can't see?" Lof grunbled.

"W can see," said Linbeck, undaunted. "Haplo told me that once | ong ago
dwarves like us lived all their lives underground, in dark places. And so they
|l earned to see in the dark. W' ve been dependent on light. Now that the |ight
is gone, we'll have to do |like our ancestors and learn to see and fight and
live in darkness. Gegs couldn't nmanage. Gegs couldn't do it. But dwarves can
Now'—ti nmbeck drew a deep breath—"everyone forward. Follow ne."

He advanced a step and another and another. He didn't run into anything. And
he realized that he could see! Not very clearly; he couldn't have read one of
his speeches, for exanple. But it seened as if the walls had absorbed sone of
the Iight that had been shining on the dwarves for as long as they could
renmenber and that |ight, out of gratitude, was giving sone of itself back

Li mbeck could see the walls and the floor and the ceiling shining faintly. He
could see the silhouettes of his Fellow Warriors stand out bl ack against the
[ight. Mwving on, he could see the break in the walls made by the staircase,
could see the stairs running upward, a pattern of darkness and faint, eerie
light.

Behind him he heard the other dwarves gasp in awe, knew that he wasn't al one.
They could see, too. H s heart swelled with pride for his people.

"Things will change now," he said to hinself, marching up the stairs, hearing
the bold footsteps marching right behind. The revol uti on was back on track
and, if not exactly rushing along, at least it was rolling.

He coul d al nbst have thanked the el ves.

Jarre wi ped away a few tears, stood with her back planted agai nst the door
waiting for Linbeck to knock, neekly request the torch. She'd give it to him
she deci ded, and give hima piece of her mind as well- Listening to the

voi ces, she heard

what sounded |i ke Linbeck, |aunching into a speech. She sighed gustily, tapped



her foot on the floor.

The torch had nearly burned out. Jarre grabbed another sheaf of speeches, set
t hem abl aze. She heard "Fight!" in a loud roar, then a thud agai nst the wall.
Jarre | aughed, but her | augh was bitter. She put her hand on the doorknob

Then, inexplicably, she heard the sound of marching feet, felt the heavy
vi brations of many pairs of thick dwarven boots clunping down the hall.

"Let them bang their fool heads on the wall a couple of tines," she nuttered.

"They' Il be back."

But there was only silence.

Jarre opened the door a crack, peeped out.

The hal | way was enpty.

"Li mbeck?" Jarre cried, flinging the door wi de. "Lof? Anyone?"

No response. Far away, she heard the sound of boots thumnping determ nedly up
the stairs. Bits of Linbeck's speech, turned to glow ng ash, drifted down from
the torch, fell on the floor at her feet.

CHAPTER 10
WOMBE, DREVLIN LON REALM

HAPLO OFTEN USED THE DOG TO LI STEN JN ON THE CONVERSATI ONS of others, hearing
their voices through the animal's ears. It never occurred to him however, to
listen to conversations anyone m ght be having with his dog. The ani mal had
been ordered to keep an eye on the boy, alert Haplo to any nmisdeed—as in the
case of the attenpt to open the hatch. Beyond that, Haplo didn't care what
Bane said or thought.

Though he had to admit that Bane's innocent-seening question about obedience
to the Lord of the Nexus had disturbed him There had been a ti ne—and Hapl o
knew it wel |l —when he woul d have answered such a question inmediately, w thout
reservation, with a clear conscience.

Not now. Not anynore.

It was useless to tell himself that he'd never actually gone so far as to

di sobey his lord. True obedience is in the heart, as well as the mind. And in
his heart, Haplo had rebell ed. Evasions and half-truths were not as bad as
outright refusals and lies, but they were not as good as open honesty, either
For a long tinme now, ever since Abarrach, Haplo had not been honest with his
[ ord. The know edge had once nade himfeel guilty, unconfortable.

"But now," Haplo said to hinmself, staring out the windowinto the rapidly
intensifying storm "I begin to wonder. Has ny lord been honest with ne?"

The storm broke over the ship. The vessel rocked on its nmoorings in the

vi ol ent wi nd, but otherw se held fast, secure. The constantly fl ashi ng
lightning lit the | andscape brighter during the height of the stormthan the
sun did during the calm Haplo put his questions about his lord out of his

m nd. That was not his problem at |east not now The Kicksey-w nsey was. He
wal ked from w ndow to w ndow, studying what he could see of the great nachine.

Bane and the dog wandered onto the bridge. The dog snelled strongly of



sausage. Bane was obviously bored and out of sorts.

Hapl o i gnored them both. He was certain now that his menory was not playing
himfal se. Sonething was definitely wong....

"What are you | ooking at?" Bane demanded, yawni ng, plunking hinmself down on a
bench. "There's nothing out there except—

A jagged bolt of lightning struck the ground near the ship, sending rock
fragments exploding into the air. Heart-stopping thunder crashed around them
The dog cowered down against the floor. Haplo instinctively fell back fromthe
wi ndow, though he was in his place again an instant |later, staring out
intently.

Bane ducked his head, covered it with his arms. "I hate this place!" he
yelled. "I—Wat was that? Did you see that?"

The child junped to his feet, pointing. "The rocks! The rocks noved!"
"Yeah, | sawit," Haplo said, glad to have confirmation. He'd been wondering
if the lightning had affected his vision.

Anot her near strike. The dog began to whi nper. Hapl o and Bane pressed their
faces close to the glass, stared out into the storm

Several coralite boul ders were behaving in a npst extraordi nary manner. They
had detached thensel ves fromthe ground, seemingly, and were trundling across
it at a great rate, heading straight—there could be no m staking that nowfor
Hapl o' s shi p.

"They're coming to us!" Bane said in awe.

"Dwarves, " Hapl o guessed, but why dwarves should risk com ng Qutside,
particularly Qutside during a storm was difficult to fathom

The boul ders were beginning to circle the ship, searching for a way to enter
Hapl o ran back to the hatch, Bane and the dog at his heels. He hesitated a
nmonent, reluctant to break the rune-magic's protective seal. But if the nobile
rocks were really dwarves, they were in danger of being struck by |ightning
every second they were out in the storm

Desperation drove themto this, Haplo decided. Sonething, he guessed, to do
with the change in the Kicksey-wi nsey. He placed his hand on a sigil drawn in
the center of the hatch, began tracing it backward. Imrediately, its gl ow ng
blue fire started to fade and darken. Other sigla touching it began to darken
as well. Haplo waited until those runes on the hatch had dwi ndl ed to al npst
not hi ng, then he threw the bolt and flung the door w de.

A bl ast of wind nearly knocked hi mdown. Rain drenched himinstantly.

"Cet back!" he shouted, flinging an armup to protect his face from sl ashi ng
hai | st ones.

Bane had al ready scranbl ed backward, out of the way, nearly falling over the
dog in the process. The two huddl ed a safe distance fromthe open door

Hapl o braced hinsel f, peered out into the storm "Hurry!" he cried, though he
doubted if anyone coul d hear hi mabove the boom of the thunder. He waved his
armto attract attention



The blue glow that illum nated the inside of the vessel was still shining
brightly, but Haplo could see it starting to grow dim The circle of
protecti on was broken. Before |long, the sigla guarding the entire ship would
weaken.

"Hurry!" he shouted again, this tine renenbering to speak dwarven.

The | ead boul der, coning around the ship a second tine, saw the blue Iight
shining fromthe open hatchway and headed straight for it. The other two
boul ders, catching sight of their |eader, scurried after. The | ead boul der
sl ammed agai nst the side of the hull, went through a few nonments' wld
gyrating, then the rock was suddenly flung upward and over and the
bespectacl ed face of Linmbeck, panting and flushed, energed.

The ship had been built to sail in water, not through the air, and the hatch
therefore, was | ocated sone distance off the ground. Hapl o had added a rope
| adder for his own convenience, and he tossed this out to Linbeck

The dwarf, nearly flattened against the hull by the wi nd, began to cl anmber up
gl anci ng down worriedly at two other boul ders, which had crashed into the
ship's side. One dwarf managed to extricate hinself fromhis protective shell
but the other was apparently having difficulty. A piteous wail rose above the
roar of the wind and the crashing thunder

Li mbeck, | ooking extrenely irritated, checked an inpatient exclamation and
started back down, noving slowy and ponderously, to rescue his fellow
warrior.

Hapl o gl anced around swiftly; the blue gl ow was growi ng di rmer every nomnent.
"CGet up here!" he called to Linbeck. "I'Il take care of it!"

Li mbeck couldn't hear the words, but he caught the neaning. He began to clinb
again. Haplo junped lightly to the ground. The sigla on his body flared bl ue
and red, protecting himfromthe cutting hail stones and-he hoped fervently—
fromthe |ightning.

Hal f blinded by the rain in his face, he studied the contraption in which the
dwarf was trapped. Another dwarf had his hands under the bottom of the thing
and was obviously, fromthe puffing and grunting, attenpting to raise it.
Hapl o added hi s strengt h—enhanced by his magic—+o the dwarfs. He heaved the
boul der up into the air with such force that the dwarf lost his grip and fel
flat on his face in a puddle.

Haplo jerked the Geg to his feet, to keep him from drowni ng, and caught hold
of the trapped dwarf, who was staring about dazedly, awestruck by his sudden
deliverance. Haplo hustled the two up the | adder, cursing the slowness of the
t hi ck-1 egged dwarves. Fortunately, an extrenely close lightning strike
inmpelled all of themto faster action. Thunder runbling around them they
scal ed the |l adder in record tine, tunbled headfirst inside the ship.

Hapl o brought up the rear, shut the hatch, and sealed it, swiftly redraw ng
the sigla. The blue gl ow began to brighten. He breathed easier.

Bane, with nore thoughtful ness than Hapl o woul d have credited the boy with,
arrived with blankets, which he distributed to the dripping dwarves. Qut of
breath fromexertion and fright and anazenent at seeing Hapl o's skin shining
bl ue, none was able to talk. They wung water fromtheir beards, sucked in
deep breaths, and stared at the Patryn in considerabl e astoni shnent. Hapl o
wi ped water fromhis face, shook his head when Bane of fered a bl anket to him



"Li mbeck, good to see you again," Haplo said, with a quiet, friendly snle
The warnmt h of the sigla was rapidly causing the rain water on his body to
evapor at e.

"Haplo..." said Linbeck, somewhat dubiously. H's spectacles were covered with
wat er. Taking themoff, he started to dry themon his white handkerchief, only
to pull a sodden nmass out of his pocket. He stared at the sopping wet
handker chi ef in di smay.

"Here," said Bane helpfully, offering his shirttail, which he tugged out of
| eat her breeches.

Li mbeck accepted the assistance, carefully cleaned his spectacl es on Bane's
shirt. Putting themon, he took a long |look at the child, then at Hapl o, then
at the child again.

It was odd, but Haplo could have sworn that Linbeck was seeing themboth for
the first tine.

"Hapl o," said Linmbeck gravely. He glanced again at Bane, hesitated, seened
uncertain how to address the boy who had been presented to the Geg as first a
god, then a human prince, then the son of an extrenely powerful human w zard.

"You renenber Bane," said Haplo easily. "Crown prince and heir to the throne
of the Vol karan Isles."

Li mbeck nodded, an expression of extrene cunning and shrewdness on his face.
The great machi ne outside may have been at a standstill, but wheels were
turning inside the dwarfs head. Hi s thoughts were so obvious on his face that
Hapl o coul d have spoken them al oud.

So this is the story, is it? and Howw Il this affect nme?

Hapl o, accustoned to the vague, inpractical, idealistic dwarf he'd |eft

behi nd, was surprised at this change in Linbeck, wondered what it portended,
didn't particularly like it. Any type of change, even change for the good, was
di sruptive. Haplo saw in these first few nmonents of their neeting that he was
going to have to deal with a conpletely new and different Linmbeck

"Your Highness," said Linbeck, having apparently, by the crafty smile on his
face, come to the conclusion that this situation would suit himfine.

"Li mbeck is H gh Froman, Your Hi ghness," said Haplo, hoping Bane woul d take
the hint and treat Linmbeck with the respect he deserved.

"Hi gh Froman Linbeck," said Bane, in a tone of cool politeness used by one
royal ruler to an equal. "I ampleased to see you once again. And who are
t hese ot her Gegs you have brought with you?"

"Not Gegs" said Linbeck sharply, his face darkening. " 'Geg' is a slave word.
An insult! Deneaning!" He slamed his clenched hand into his fist.

Taken aback by the dwarfs vehenence, Bane | ooked swiftly to Haplo for an
expl anati on. Haplo hinmself was startled, but, remenbering some of his
conversations with Linbeck in the past, thought he understood what was goi ng
on. Indeed, Haplo night even be held partially accountable.

"You must understand, Your H ghness, that Linbeck and his people are dwarves—a
proper and ancient termfor their race, just as you and your people are known



as humans. The term' Gegs' —

"—was given to us by the elves," said Linbeck, tugging at his spectacles,
which were starting to steam over due to the noisture rising fromhis beard.
"Pardon me, Your Highness, but mght |I—Ah, thank you."

He wi ped his spectacles again on Bane's proffered shirt-tail.

"I"'msorry | snapped at you, Your Highness," Linbeck said coolly, placing the
spectacl es around his ears and staring at Bane through them "You, of course,
had no way of knowi ng that this word has now beconme a deadly insult to us
dwarves. Hasn't it?"

He | ooked to his fellows for support. But Lof was gaping at Hapl o, whose bl ue
gl ow was just beginning to fade. The other dwarf was staring nervously at the
dog.

"Lof," Linbeck snapped. "Did you hear what | just said?"

Lof junped, |ooked extrenely guilty, nudged his comnpani on

Their | eader's voice was stern. "I was saying that the term'Geg' is an insult
to us."

Both dwarves instantly attenpted to appear nortally offended and deeply
wounded, though it was quite obvious that they didn't have slightest idea what
was goi ng on.

Li mbeck frowned, seenmed to start to say sonething, then sighed and fel
silent.

"May | talk to you? Al one?" he asked Hapl o suddenly.
"Sure," said Haplo, shrugging.
Bane flushed, opened his nouth- Haplo forestalled himw th a | ook

Li mbeck eyed the boy. "You' re the one who canme up with a diagramon the
Ki cksey-wi nsey. You figured out how it worked, didn't you, Your Hi ghness?"

"Yes, | did," said Bane, with a becom ng nodesty.

Li mbeck took off his spectacles, reached absently for the handkerchief.
Pulling it out, he rediscovered the sodden nmass. He shoved the spectacl es back
on his nose. "You cone along, too, then," he said.

Turning to his conpatriots, he issued orders. "You stay here, keep watch. Let
me know when the stormstarts to lift."

The two nodded sol emly, noved to stand by the wi ndow.
"It's the elves I"'mworried about," Linbeck explained to Hapl o. They were
wal ki ng toward the front of the ship and Haplo's living quarters. "They'l
spot your ship and conme out to investigate. W'll need to be getting back to
the tunnels before the stormends."

"El ves?" Hapl o repeated in astoni shnment. "Down here? On Drevlin?"

"Yes," said Linbeck. "That's one of the things | need to talk to you about."
He settled hinself on a stool in Haplo's cabin, a stool that had once bel onged



to the dwarves on Chel estra.

Hapl o al nost said something to that effect, checked hinself. Linbeck wasn't
worried about dwarves on other worlds. He was having trouble enough with this
one, apparently.

"When | becane H gh Fronman, the first thing | ordered done was to shut the
Liftal ofts down. The elves canme for their water shipment... and didn't get
any. They decided to fight, figured they'd scare us with their bright stee
and magi c.

" "Run, Cegs,' they yelled at us, 'run away before we step on you like the
bugs you are!'’

"They played right into my hands," Linbeck said, renoving his spectacles and
twirling them about by the ear bow "Quite a few dwarves didn't agree with ne
that we should fight. Especially the clarks. They didn't want to upset things,
wanted our lives to go on as before. But when they heard the elves call us
"bugs' and speak to us as if we truly had no nore brains or feelings than

i nsects, even the nost peace-loving graybeard was ready to gnaw on elf ears.

"W surrounded the elves and their ship. There were hundreds, maybe a thousand
dwarves there that day." Linmbeck | ooked back with a dreany, w stfu

expression, and Haplo saw, for the first time since he'd met the dwarf, a hint
of the idealistic Linmbeck of old acquaintance.

"The el ves were mad, frustrated, but there was nothing they could do. W
out nunbered them and they were forced to surrender to us. They offered us
noney.

"We didn't want their noney*-—what was that to us? And we didn't want any nore
of their castoffs and garbage."

*Due to the severe water shortage in the Md Realns, water is an extrenely
val uabl e conmodity. Both human and el ven nonetary systens are based on water.
In human | ands, 1 bar is equivalent to 1 barrel of water and may be exchanged
for such at the king's treasury or on any of the royal waterfarns scattered

t hr oughout the Vol karan and Uyl andi an i sl es.

"What did you want?" Hapl o asked, curious.

"Acity," said Linbeck with pride. H s eyes shone. He appeared to have
forgotten about the spectacles that dangled |oosely fromhis hand. "A city up
there, in the Md Real ns. Above the storm A city where our children could
feel sunshine on their faces and see trees and play Qutside. And el ven
dragonshi ps to take us there."

"Wul d your people like that? Wuldn't they miss... er... this?" Haplo waved
vaguely at the lightning-blasted | andscape, the shining skeletal arns of the
Ki cksey-w nsey.

"We don't have nuch choice,"” said Linbeck. "There are far too many of us
crowded down here. CQur population is growi ng, but the tunnels are not. Once |
began studying the matter, | found out that the Kicksey-w nsey has been
destroying nore housing than it's been providing. And there are nmountain
ranges, up there, in the Md Realms. Qur people could tunnel and build. In
time, they'd learn to be happy there."

He sighed and fell silent, staring at the floor that he couldn't see w thout
hi s spectacl es.



"What happened? What did the el ves say?"

Li mbeck stirred restlessly, glanced up. "They lied to us. | suppose it was ny
fault. You know how | was then—rusting, naive."

Li mbeck put his spectacles back on, glared at Haplo as if daring himto argue.
He didn't.

"The el ves promi sed that they would agree to all our terms," Linbeck went on
"They woul d come back, they said, with ships ready to take our people to the
M d Real ns. They cane back, all right." H's voice was bitter

"Wth an arny."

"Yes. Fortunately, we were forewarned. Do you remenber that elf who brought
you from Hi gh Real n? Captain Bothar'el?"

Hapl o nodded.

"He's joined up with the rebel elves; | forget the name of their |eader
Anyway, Bothar'el came down here to warn us that the Tribus elves were setting
sail in force to crush our resistance. | don't nind telling you, ny friend,

that | was devast at ed.

"What could we do"—ti nmbeck thunmped hinself on the chest—against the mnight of
the elven enpire? W knew not hi ng about fighting. It was our nunbers al one
forced themto surrender the first time. W were just lucky they didn't attack
us then or about half the dwarves would have run off.

"No dwarf living had ever raised a weapon in anger against a fellow being. It
seened we didn't have a chance, we must surrender. But Bothar'el said no, we
must not surrender. He showed us the way.

"OF course"—tinmbeck's eyes glittered behind the thick glass with sudden, hard
cunni ng—this Bothar'el and that rebel |eader of his have their own reasons
for wanting us to fight. | soon figured that out. Instead of concentrating al
their forces on the rebel elves, the Tribus elves are forced to split their
arny, send half of it down here to fight us. The Tribus figured it would be a
short war, then they'd be back to fighting their own people and maybe the
humans, too. So, you see, ny friend, it paid Bothar'el and his rebels to help
us keep the Tribus army occupi ed.

"When the Tribus elves arrived in their huge dragonshi ps, we were nowhere to
be seen. They took over the Liftalofts—there was no help for that. Then they
tried to come down into the tunnels, but they soon found out that was a

m st ake.

"Up until then, nmost of my people didn't care whether or not the elves took
over. They had their jobs on the Kicksey-wi nsey and their famlies to care
for. The clarks, in fact"—

Li mbeck sneered—tried to make peace with the elves! The clarks sent out a
del egation to nmeet them The elves nmurdered them every one. Then we got

angry."

Hapl o, having seen dwarves fight on other worlds, could well inagine what
happened after that. Dwarves are fiercely bound to one another. \Wat happens
to one dwarf happens to all is the dwarven phil osophy.



"Those elves who were left alive fled," Linbeck continued, with a dour snile
"I thought at first that they mght |eave Drevlin altogether, but |I should
have known better. They nmade a stand around the Liftalofts. Some of ny people
wanted to continue fighting, but Bothar'el warned that this was just what the
el ves wanted us to do, to cone out in the open, where we'd be at the nercy of
their snips' w zards and their magi cal weapons. So we |et them have the
Liftalofts and the water. They've taken over the Factree, too. But they don't
cone down into the tunnels anynore."

"Il bet not," Hapl o agreed.

"And we've nade life difficult for themever since," continued Linbeck. "W
sabot aged so many of their dragonships that they don't dare | and them on
Drevlin. They have to transport their people down here through the Liftal ofts.
They're forced to keep a large arny down here, to protect their water supply,
and they have to replace their soldiers pretty often, though I think that has
nore to do with the Mael stromthan with us.

"The el ves hate the storm so Bothar'el told us. They hate being cooped up

i nside, and the constant noise of both the stormand the Kicksey-w nsey drives
some of them crazy. They have to keep sending in new nmen. They've brought in
sl aves—eaptured rebel elves, with their tongues cut out,* or any of our people
they can catch—+to operate their part of the Kicksey-w nsey.

*A magi cal song, sung by the rebel elves, has the effect of causing those

el ves who hear it to renenber |ong-forgotten values once honored by all elves.
Those who hear this song come to see the corruption of the Tribus enpire and
it causes themto renounce their allegiance, join the rebellion. Thus rebe

el ves, captured alive, have their tongues cut out or are otherw se sil enced.

"We attack themin small groups, harry them mnmake nui sances of oursel ves,
force themto keep a lot of elves down here, instead of the small, skeleton
force they planned. But now. .."

Li mbeck frowned, shook his head.
"But now you're at a standstill,” Haplo filled in. "You can't retake the
Liftalofts, the elves can't ferret you and your people out. Both sides are

dependent on the Kicksey-w nsey, so both rust keep it going."

"True enough," said Linmbeck, taking off his spectacles, rubbing the red marks,
where t he nosepi eces pinched. "That's how it's been.'

"Been?" said Hapto, noting the enmphasis on the word. "What's changed?"

"Everything," said Linbeck grimy. "The el ves have shut off the
Ki cksey-w nsey. "

CHAPTER 11

WOVBE, DREVLIN LON REALM

"SHUT IT OFF!'" BANE BLURTED. "THE WHOLE MACHI NE! "

"It's been seven cycles now," said Linbeck. "Look out there. You can see it.
Dark, silent. Nothing noves. Nothing works. We have no light, no heat." The
dwarf heaved a frustrated sigh. "W never knew, until now, how nuch the

Ki cksey-wi nsey did for us. Qur fault, of course, because no dwarf ever
wondered why it did anything at all



"Now t hat the punps have quit, nmany of the tunnels far bel ow the surface are
filling up with water. My peopl e had honmes down there. They' ve been forced to
| eave or drown. \What dwellings we had were already overcrowded

"There were special caves in Herot where we grew our food. Qi mmerglanps that
shone |like the sun gave us light for our crops. But when the Kicksey-w nsey
shut down, the glimnerglanps went out and now the |light's gone. The crops are
starting to wilt and will soon die.

"But aside fromall of that," said Linbeck, rubbing his tenples, "ny people
are terrified. They weren't afraid when the elves attacked them But now
they're scared silly. It's the quiet, you see.” He gazed about, blinking his
eyes. "They can't stand the quiet."

O course, it's nore than that, thought Haplo, and Linbeck knows it. For
centuries, the lives of the dwarves had revol ved around their great and

bel oved machi ne. They served it faithfully, devotedly, never bothering to ask
how or why. Now the master's heart has stopped beating and the servants have
no i dea what to do with themnsel ves.

"What do you mean, Hi gh Froman, when you say 'the elves shut it down' ? How?"
Bane wonder ed.

"I don't know! " Linbeck shrugged hel pl essly.
"But you're sure it was the elves?" Bane persisted.

"Pardon me, Your Highness, but what difference does it nake?" the dwarf asked
bitterly.

"It could make a big difference," said Bane. "If the elves shut down the
Ki cksey-wi nsey, it could be because they've discovered howto start it up."

Li mbeck' s expression darkened. He rumbled at his spectacles, ended up with one
side dangling fromone ear at a crazed angle. "That would mean they woul d
control our lives! This is intolerable! W must fight now"

Bane was wat ching Haplo fromout of the corners of the blue eyes, a faint
snmle on the sweetly curved |ips. The boy was pleased with hinmself, knew he
was one up on the Patryn in whatever ganme they were playing.

"Keep calm" Haplo cautioned the dwarf. "Let's think about this a mnute."

I f what Bane said was right, and Haplo was forced to adnmit that the kid made
sense, then the elves had very probably | earned how to operate the

Ki cksey-wi nsey, something no one el se had been able to do since the Sartan
nmyst eri ously abandoned their great machine centuries ago. And if the elves
knew how to work it, then they knew how to control it, control its actions,
control the alignment of the floating isles, control the water, control the
wor | d.

Whoever rul es the machine, rules the water. And whoever rules the water, rules
t hose who must drink it or perish

Xar's words. Xar expected to come to Arianus a savior, bringing order to a
world in chaos. Xar did not expect to arrive and find a world choked into
subm ssion by the iron fist of the Tribus elves, who would not easily |oosen
their grasp.

But 1'm as bad as Linbeck, Haplo told hinself. Getting worked up over what



m ght be nothing. The first thing | have to do is discover the truth. It's
possi bl e the damm nachi ne sinply broke; although the Kicksey-wi nsey was, as he
knew from Li mbeck' s past explanations, quite capable of repairing itself and
had done so all these nany years.

But there is one other possibility. And if I'"mright and that's the real
reason, then the elves nmust be as puzzled and worried over the shutdown of the
Ki cksey-wi nsey as the dwarves.

He turned to Linbeck, "I take it you nove about Qutside only during the times
when it's stormng, use the stormfor cover?"

Li mbeck nodded. He'd finally managed to adjust his spectacles. "And it won't
| ast nuch | onger," he said.

"We have to find out the truth about the machine. You don't want to conmit
your people to a bloody war that may be all for nothing. | need to get inside
the Factree. Can you manage it?"

Bane nodded eagerly. "That's where the central control must be | ocated."

Li mbeck frowned. "But there's nothing in the Factree, now. There hasn't been
for along tine."

"Not in the Factree. Underneath it," Hapl o anended. "Wen the Sartan—the
Mangers, as you call them+ived on Drevlin, they built a system of underground
roonms and tunnels that were hidden away, protected by their magic, so that no
one could ever find them The controls for the Kicksey-wi nsey aren't anywhere
on Drevlin's surface, are they?" He gl anced at Bane.

The child shook his head. "It wouldn't nmake sense for the Sartan to put them
out in the open. They would want to protect them keep themsafe. O course,
the controls could be | ocated anywhere on Drevlin, but it's |logical to assume
that they'd be in the Factree, which is where the Kicksey-w nsey was born-so
to speak. What is it?"

Li mbeck was | ooking extremely excited. "You're right! There are secret tunnels
down there! Tunnels protected by magic! Jarre saw them That... that other man
who was with you. Hi s Highness's servant. The one who kept falling over his
own feet—'

"Alfred," said Haplo with a quiet snile

"Yes, Alfred! He took Jarre down there! But"—tinbeck | ooked gl oonmy agai n—she
said all she saw were dead people.”

So that's where | was! Haplo said to hinself.* And he didn't particularly
relish the thought of going back

*During a journey through Death's Gate, on their way to Abarrach, Alfred and
Haplo fell into each other's consciousness, |lived each other's nmpst vivid and
pai nful nmenory. Fire Sea. vol. 3 of The Death Gate Cycle.

"There's nore down there than that,'

see, |—

he said, hoping he spoke the truth. "You

"Froman! Hi gh Froman!" Shouts, acconpanied by a bark, came fromthe front of
the ship. "The storm s ending!"

"W have to go." Linbeck stood up. "Do you want to come with us? It won't be



safe here on this ship, once the elves see it. Though they'll probably destroy

it. Either that, or their wizards will try to take it—=
"Don't worry," Haplo said, grinning. "I have magi cal powers nyself, remenber?
No one will get near this ship if |I don't want themto. W'Ill come with you. |

need to talk to Jarre."

Hapl o sent Bane off to gather up his bundle of clothes and, npbst inportant,
the diagramthe child had made of the Kicksey-w nsey. Hapl o buckled on a
rune-inscribed sword, thrust a simlarly inscribed dagger inside the top of
hi s boot .

He | ooked down at his hands, the blue tattoos vivid on his skin. Last tine
he'd cone to Arianus, he had conceal ed the tattoos—and the fact mat he was a
Pat ryn—beneat h bandages. No need to conceal his true identity now The tine
for that was past.

He joi ned Linmbeck and the other dwarves near the ship's hatch

The stormstill raged as fiercely as ever, as far as Haplo could determ ne

t hough he thought it barely possible that the hurricane had dwindled to a
torrential downpour. G ant hail stones continued poundi ng the ship's hull and
the Iightning blasted three holes in the coralite during the brief time Haplo
stood and wat ched. He could use his nmagic to instantly transport hinself and
Bane, but in order for the nagic to work, he had to be able to visualize
exactly where it was he wanted to go, and the only place on Drevlin he could
clearly renenmber was the Factree.

He had a sudden vision of appearing in a circle of blue flane smack in the
nm ddl e of the elven arny.

He studied, as best he could through the rain-snmeared wi ndow, the contraptions
the dwarves used to travel through the storm

"What are those things?"

"Carts fromthe Kicksey-w nsey," said Linbeck. He took off his spectacles,
smled a vague smile rem ni scent of the old Linbeck, "My idea. You probably
don't remenber, but we carried you in one when you were hurt, the tine the dig
cl aws brought us up. Now we've turned the carts upside down and put the wheels
on the top instead of the bottom and covered themover with coralite. You'l

fit inside one, Haplo," he added reassuringly, "though it will be tight and
not too confortable. I'lIl go with Lof. You can have m ne—=

"I wasn't worried about the fit," interrupted Haplo grimy. "I was thinking
about the lightning." His magic would protect him but not Bane or the
dwarves. "One bolt hits that netal and—

"Ch, no need to worry about that," said Linbeck, his chest swelling with
pride. He gestured with the spectacles. "Note the netal rods on top of each
cart. If lightning strikes, the rods carry the charge down the side of the

cart, through the wheels and into the ground. | call them'lectricity rods."' "
"They wor k?"
"Well," Linbeck conceded reluctantly, "they've never really been tested. But

the theory is sound. Soneday,
"1l see.”

he added, hopeful, "we'll get struck and then



The ot her dwarves | ooked extrenely alarnmed at this prospect. Apparently they
didn't share Linbeck's enthusiasmfor science. Neither did Haplo. He would
take Bane along in his cart, use his magic to cast a shell over the two of
them t hat woul d keep them both from harm

Hapl o opened the hatch. Rain blew inside. The wind how ed, thunder set the
ground vi brating beneath their feet. Bane, now able to view the full fury of
the storm was pal e and w de-eyed. Linbeck and the dwarves dashed out. Bane
hung back in the open hatchway.

"I"'mnot afraid," he said, though his lips quivered. "My father could nmake the
ightning stop.”

"Yeah, well, Daddy's not here. And |I'm not sure even Sinistrad would have had
much control over this storm"”

Hapl o caught hold of the boy around the waist, lifted himbodily, and ran to
the first cart, the dog boundi ng al ong behi nd.

Li mbeck and his fellow warriors had already reached theirs. The dwarves lifted
the contraptions, scooted underneath themw th remarkabl e speed. The carts
dropped down on top of them hiding the dwarves from view, protecting them
fromthe fierce storm

The sigla on Haplo's skin glowed bright blue, forned a protective shield
around himthat kept the rain and hail fromhitting him Wherever the Patryn's
armor other part of his body contacted Bane, the boy, too, was protected, but
Hapl o couldn't hold himclose and still get himinside the cart.

Hapl o funbled at the contraption in the darkness. The sides of the cart were
slippery, he couldn't get his fingers beneath the nmetal edge. Lightning lit
the sky, a hail stone struck Bane on the cheek. The boy clapped his hand over
the bl eeding cut, but didn't cry out. The dog barked back at the thunder, as
if it were a living threat the animal coul d chase away.

Finally, Haplo managed to raise the cart high enough to thrust Bane inside.
The dog slithered in with the boy.

"Stay put!" Haplo ordered, and ran back to his ship.

The dwarves were already trundling over the ground, heading toward safety.
Hapl o marked the direction they were taking, turned back to his business.

Swiftly, he traced a sigil on the ship's outer hull. It flared blue, other
sigla caught the nagical fire. Blue and red |ight spread in patterns over the
ship's hull. Haplo stood in the driving rain, watched carefully to make

certain the magic covered the ship completely. A soft blue light gleanmed from
it. Nodding in satisfaction, certain now that no one—elf, human, or
dwar f —eoul d harm his vessel, Haplo turned and ran back to the cart.

Lifting it up, he craw ed inside. Bane was huddled in the center, his arms
around the dog.

"Go on, get out," Haplo told the animal, who vanished.

Bane | ooked around in astonishnent, forgot his fear. "Wat happened to the
dog?" he cried shrilly.

"Shut up," Haplo grunted. Hunched al nost doubl e, he planted his back agai nst
the top of the cart. "Get underneath me," he told Bane.



The child wiggled his way awkwardly under Hapl o's out spread arns.
"When | craw, you craw ."

Moving clumsily, with many halts and starts, falling over each other, they
| unbered along. A hole cut into the side of the cart allowed Haplo to see
where they were going, and it was a lot farther off than he'd imagi ned. The
coralite, where it was hard, was slick fromthe water; in other places they
sank el bow deep in mud, floundered through puddl es.

Rai n beat down, hailstones clattered on top of the netal cart, making a
deaf eni ng racket. Qutside, he could hear the dog bark back at the thunder

"Lectricity rods," nuttered Haplo.
CHAPTER 12
WOVBE, DREVLI N LON REALM

“1'"M NOT GO NG TO TELL YOU ANYTH NG ABOQUT THE STATUE!" stated Jarre. "It wll
only cause nore trouble, I'msure of it!"

Li mbeck flushed in anger, glowered at her through his spectacles. He opened
his mouth to deliver a pronouncenent on Jarre, a pronouncenent that woul d have
not only ended their relationship but got his spectacles smashed in the
bargain. Haplo trod discreetly on the dwarfs foot. Linbeck understood,
subsided into a snoldering silence.

They were back in the BO LER ROOM Linbeck's apartnment, now lit by what Jarre
called a "glampern." Tired of burning Linbeck's speeches, and equally tired of
hearing that she could see in the dark, if only she put her mnd to it, she
had gone off, after Linbeck's departure, and appropriated the glanmpern froma
fellow warrior, stating it was for the Hi gh Froman's use. The fellow warri or
as it turned out, hadn't nuch use for the Hi gh Froman, but Jarre was stoutly
built and could add ruscle to her political clout.

She wal ked of f with the gl anpern—a castoff of the elves, left over fromthe
days when they paid for water with their refuse. The gl ampern, hanging on a
hook, served well enough, once one got used to the snoky flanme, the snell, and
the crack down the side that all owed sonme sort of obviously highly flamabl e
substance to drip out onto the floor

Jarre cast themall a defiant glance. Her face, in the glanpern light,
hardened into stubborn |lines. Hapl o guessed that Jarre's anger was a nask for
af fecti onate concern, concern for her people and for Linbeck. And nmaybe not in
that order.

Bane, catching Haplo's attention, raised an eyebrow

I can handle her, the child offered. If you'll give ne perm ssion

Hapl o shrugged in answer. It couldn't hurt. Besides being unusually intuitive,
Bane was clairvoyant. He coul d sonetimes see the innernost thoughts of

others... other mensch, that is. He couldn't worm his way inside Haplo.
Bane glided to Jarre, took hold of her hands. "I can see the crystal crypts,
Jarre. | can see themand | don't blanme you for being frightened of going back

there. It truly is very sad. But dear, dear Jarre, you nust tell us how to get
into the tunnels. Don't you want to find out if the elves have shut down the
Ki cksey-wi nsey?" he persisted in wheedling tones.



"And what will you do if they have?" Jarre demanded, snatchi ng her hands away.
"And how do you know what |'ve seen? You're just making it all up. O else
Li mbeck told you."

"No, I'mnot," Bane sniveled, his feelings hurt.

"See what you've done now?" Linmbeck asked, putting a conforting arm around the
boy.

Jarre flushed i n shane.

"I"'msorry," she munbled, twisting the skirt of her dress around her stubby
fingers, "I didn't nean to yell at you. But what will you do?" Raising her
head, she stared at Haplo, her eyes shimered with tears. "W can't fight the
el ves! So many woul d die! You know that. You know what woul d happen. W shoul d
just surrender, tell themwe were wong, it was all a nmistake! Then maybe
they'Il go away and | eave us al one and everything will be like it was before!"

She buried her face in her hands. The dog crept over, offered silent synpathy.

Li mbeck swelled up until Haplo thought the dwarf m ght explode. Gving hima
cautionary sign with an upraised finger, Haplo spoke quietly, firmy.

"It's too late for that, Jarre. Nothing can ever be like it was. The el ves
won't go away. Now that they have control of the water supply on Arianus, they
won't give it up. And sooner or later they' |l get tired of being harassed by
your guerrilla tactics. They'll send down a |large army and either enslave your
people or wipe themout. It's too late, Jarre. You' ve gone too far."

"I know." Jarre sighed, w ped her eyes with the corner of her skirt. "But it's
obvious to ne that the elves have taken over the nmachine. | don't know what
you think you can do," she added in dull, hopel ess tones.

"I can't explain now," said Haplo, "but there's a chance the elves may not
have shut down the Kicksey-w nsey. They may be nore worried about this than
you are. And if that's true, and if H's Hi ghness can start it up again, then
you can tell the elves to go take a flying leap into the Mael strom"”

"You nean, we'll have the Liftalofts back under our control ?" Jarre asked
dubi ousl y.

"Not only the Liftalotts," said Bane, smling through his tears, "but
everything! Al of Arianus! Al of it, all the people —elves and humans—ander
your rule."

Jarre | ooked nore al arned than pleased at this prospect, and even Linbeck
appear ed somewhat taken aback

"W don't really want them under our rule,"”
considering. "O do we?"

he began, then paused,

"OfF course we don't," Jarre said briskly. "Wiat would we do with a bunch of
humans and el ves on our hands? Al ways fighting anobng each ot her, never
satisfied.”

"But, mnmy dear..." Linbeck seened inclined to argue.

"Excuse me"—Haplo cut in swiftly—but we're a long way fromthat point yet, so
let's not worry about it."



Not to nmention the fact, the Patryn added silently, that Bane was |ying
through his small, pearl-white teeth. It would be the Lord of the Nexus who
ruled Arianus. O course, his lord should rule Arianus, that wasn't the point.
Hapl o disliked deceiving the dwarves, urging themto take risks by giving them
fal se hopes, mmking fal se proni ses.

"There's another point you haven't considered. If the elves didn't shut down

t he Kicksey-w nsey, they probably think that you dwarves did. Which neans that
they're probably nore worried about you than you are about them After all

wi th the machi ne not working, they haven't got water for their people.”

"Then they might be preparing to attack us right now " Linmbeck gl owered.

Hapl o nodded.

"You truly think the elves may not have taken control of it?" Jarre was
waveri ng.

"We'll never know until we see for ourselves."

"The truth, ny dear," said Linbeck in a softened tone. "It's what we believe
in"

"What we used to believe in," murnmured Jarre. "Very well." She sighed. "I'lI

tell you what | can about the statue of the Manger. But I'mafraid | don't
know nuch. It was all so confused, what with the fighting and the coppers
and—~

"Just tell us about the statue," suggested Haplo. "You and the other man who
was with us, the clumsy one, Alfred. You went inside the statue and down into
the tunnels bel ow. "

"Yes," said Jarre, subdued. "And it was sad. So sad. All the beautiful people
lying dead. And Alfred so sad. | don't like to think about it."

The dog, hearing Alfred' s nane, wagged its tail and whined. Haplo petted it,
counsel ing silence. The dog sighed and fl opped down, nose on paws.

"Don't think about it," Haplo said. "Tell us about the statue. Start fromthe
begi nni ng. "

"Well"Jarre's brow furrowed in thought, she chewed on her side whiskers—the

fight was going on. | was | ooking around for Linbeck and I saw hi m standi ng
next to the statue. The High Froman and the coppers were trying to drag him
off. I ran over to help him but by the tinme I got there, he was gone.

"I looked around and | saw that the statue had opened up!" Jarre spread her
hands wi de.

"What part of the statue?" Bane asked. "The body, the whole thing?"

"No, only the bottompart, the base, under the Manger's feet. That's where
saw his feet—=

"Alfred's feet." Haplo smled. "They'd be hard to miss."
Jarre nodded vigorously. "I saw feet sticking up out of a hole underneath the

statue. Stairs ran down into the hole and Alfred was |ying on his back on the
stairs with his feet in the air. At that nonent, | saw nore coppers com ng and



| knew that | better hide or they'd find nme. | popped into the hole and then |
was afraid they'd see Alfred's feet. So | dragged Al fred down the stairs with
ne.

"Then a strange thing happened." Jarre shook her head. "Wien | pulled Alfred

down into the hole, the statue started to slide shut. | was so frightened
couldn't do anything. It was all dark, down there, and quiet." Jarre shivered,
gl anced around. "Horribly quiet. Like it is now I... | began to scream™

"What happened t hen?"
"Alfred woke up. He'd fainted, | think—=
"Yes, he has a habit of that," Haplo said grinly.

"Anyway, | was terrified and | asked himif he could open the statue. He said
he couldn't. | said he must be able to, he'd opened it once, hadn't he? He
said no, he hadn't meant to. He'd fainted and fallen onto the statue and could
only suppose that it had opened by accident."

"Liar," muttered Haplo. "He knew how to open it. You didn't see himdo it?"

Jarre shook her head.
"You didn't see himanywhere near it? During the fight, for exanple?"

"I couldn't have. 1'd gone over to where our people were hiding in the tunnels
and told themto come up and attack. By the time | came back, the fighting had
started and | couldn't see anything."

"But | saw him" said Linbeck suddenly. "I remenber now That other nman, the
assassi n—

"Hugh the Hand?"

"Yes. | was standing with Alfred. Hugh ran toward us, crying out that the
coppers were conming. Alfred | ooked sick and Hugh shouted at himnot to faint
but Alfred did anyway. He fell right across the statue's feet!™

"And it opened!" Bane shouted excitedly.

"No." Linmbeck scratched his head. "No, | don't think so. I'mafraid things get
rather nuddl ed after that. But | renmenber seeing himlying there and wondering
if he was hurt. | think I would have noticed if the statue had been open."

Not |ikely, Haplo thought, considering the dwarfs poor eyesight.

The Patryn attenpted to put hinself into AlIfred s overlarge shoes, tried to
re-create in his mnd what nmight have happened. The Sartan, fearful as al ways
of using his magi cal power and revealing hinself, is caught up in the mdst of
battle. He faints —his normal reaction to violent situations—falls over the
statue's feet. Wien he wakes, battle swirls around him He nust escape.

He opens the statue, intending to enter and vani sh, but sonething el se
frightens himand he ends up fainting and falls inside... either that or he
was hit on the head. The statue stays open, and Jarre stunbles across it.

Yes, that's probably what occurred, reasoned Haplo, for all the good it does
us. Except for the fact that Alfred was groggy and not thinking clearly when
he opened the statue. A good sign. The device must not be too difficult to



open. If it is guarded by Sartan magic, the rune-structure must not be too
conplex. The tricky part will be finding it... and evading the elves |ong
enough to open it.

Hapl o gradual | y becanme aware that everyone had stopped tal king, was staring at
hi m expectantly. He wondered what he'd m ssed.

"What ?" he asked.
"What happens once we get down into the tunnel s?" asked Jarre practically.
"We | ook for the controls for the Kicksey-w nsey," answered Hapl o.

Jarre shook her head. "I don't renenber seeing anything that |ooked like it
bel onged to the Kicksey-w nsey." Her voice softened. "I just remenber all the
beauti ful people... dead."

"Yeah, well, the controls have to be down there sonewhere," said Haplo firny,
wondering just who he was trying to convince. "H s H ghness will find them
And once we're down there, we'll be safe enough. You said yourself the statue
cl osed behind you. What we need is sonme sort of diversion, to get the elves
out of the Factree |ong enough for us to get in. Can your people supply it?"

"One of the elven dragonships is anchored at the Liftalofts," Linbeck
suggested. "Perhaps we could attack it..."

"No attacking!"

Jarre and Li nbeck |l aunched into a discussion that al npbst instantly turned into
an argunent. Haplo sat back, let themthrash it out, glad to have changed the
subject. He didn't care what the dwarves did, as long as they did it. The dog,
lying on its side, was either dream ng of chasing or of being chased. Its feet
twitched, its flanks heaved.

Bane, watching the sleeping dog, stifled a yawn, tried to | ook as though he
wasn't in the least bit sleepy hinself. He dozed off and nearly fell over on
hi s nose, Hapl o shook him

"Go to bed, Your Highness. W won't do anything until norning."

Bane nodded, too tired to argue. Staggering to his feet, bleary-eyed, he
stunbl ed over to Linbeck's bed, fell on it, and was al nost instantly asleep

Hapl o, watching himidly, felt a sharp, strange pain in his heart. Asleep, his
eyelids closed over the glitter of adult cunning and guile, Bane |ooked |ike
any other ten-year-old child. H s sleep was deep and untroubled. It was for
others, older and wiser, to look after his well -being.

"So mght a child of mne be sleeping, right this nonent," said Haplo to
hi nsel f, the pain al nost nore than he could bear. "Sleeping where? In sone
Squatters' hut, left behind in safety—as safe as one can be in the

Labyri nth—by his nmother before she noved on. O is he with his nother
provided she's still alive. Provided the child's still alive.

"He's alive. | know he is. Just as | knew he'd been born. 1've always known. |
knew when she left me. And | didn't do anything. | didn't do a dam thi ng,
except try to get nyself killed so | wouldn't have to think about it anynore.

"But 1'll go back. I'Il cone for you, kid. The old man's right, maybe. It
isn'"t time yet. And | can't do it alone." He reached out, stroked back one of



Bane's wet curls. "Just hold on a little longer. Just a little longer..."

Bane huddled up in a ball on the bed. It was cold down in the tunnels, wthout
the heat fromthe Kicksey-w nsey. Haplo rose to his feet. Picking up Linbeck's
bl anket, the Patryn placed it over the boy's thin shoul ders, tucked it around
hi m

Returning to his chair, listening to Linbeck and Jarre arguing, Haplo drew his
sword fromits scabbard and began to retrace the sigla inscribed on the hilt.
He needed sonething el se to think about.

And sonet hing occurred to himas he laid the sword carefully on the table
before him

I"mnot in Arianus because ny lord sent me. |I'mnot here because | want to
conquer the world.

I"'mhere to make the world safe for that child. My child, trapped in the
Labyri nt h.

But that's why Xar's doing this, Haplo realized. He's doing this for his
children. All his children, trapped in the Labyrinth.

Conforted, feeling at last reconciled with hinmself and his |lord, Hapl o spoke
the runes, watched the sigla on his blade catch fire, outshining the dwarfs

gl anmper n.

CHAPTER 13
WOMBE, DREVLI N
LOWV REALM

"ACTUALLY, TH S NEED FOR A DI VERSI ON COULDN' T COVE AT A BETTER tine," stated
Li mbeck, peering at Hapfo through the spectacles. "I've devel oped a new weapon
and |'ve been wanting to test it."

"Humpf!" Jarre sniffed. "Wapons," she mnuttered.

Li mbeck ignored her. The argument over plans for the diversion had been | ong
and bitter and occasionally dangerous to bystanders, Haplo having narrowy
m ssed being struck by a thrown soup pan. The dog had w sely retreated under
t he bed. Bane slept through the entire discussion

And Hapl o noted that, though Jarre had no compunction about hurling kitchen
utensils, she was careful to keep themclear of the H gh Froman and august

| eader of WJPP. She seenmed nervous and uneasy around Linmbeck, watched hi m out
of the corner of her eye with an odd nmixture of frustration and anxiety.

In the early days of the revolution, she had been accustoned to snacking

Li mbeck on both cheeks or tugging playfully, if painfully, at his beard to
bring himback to reality. Not any | onger. Now she appeared reluctant to cone
near him Haplo saw her hands twitch, nmore than once, during the argunent, and
guessed that she would have |iked nothing better than to give her |eader's

si de whi skers a good tweak. But her hands al ways ended up tw sting her own
skirts instead, or mangling the forks.

"I designed this weapon nysel f," said Linbeck proudly. Rummagi ng under a pile
of speeches, he produced it, held it to the flickering |ight of the glanpern
"I call it a flinger."



Hapl o woul d have called it a toy. The humans in the Md Real ms woul d have
called it a slingshot. The Patryn said nothing di sparagi ng about it, however,
but duly admired it and asked how it worked.

Li mbeck denonstrated. "Wen the Kicksey-wi nsey made new parts for itself, it
used to turn out quite a lot of these things." He held up a particularly

wi cked-1 ooki ng, sharp chunk of metal. "W used to throw theminto the
helter-nelter, but it occurred to ne that one of these, flung at the w ngs of
the el ves' dragonships, would tear a hole in the skin. | |learned frommy own
experi ence that an object cannot travel through the air with holes inits
wings.* Fill it full of enough holes, and it seens to ne |ogical that the
dragonships will not be able to fly."

*Undoubtedly a reference to a previous adventure, when Linbeck was made to
"wal k the Steps of Terrel Fen"—a form of execution. Feathered wings are
strapped to the arnms of the accused and he is pushed off the floating isle of
Drevlin into the Mael strom Dragon Wng, vol. | of The Death Gate Cycle.

Haplo had to adnit that it seened logical to him too. He regarded the weapon
with nore respect. "This would do a fair bit of damage to someone's skin," he
said, picking up the razor-sharp netal chunk gingerly. "Elf skin included."

"Yes, | thought of that, too," remarked Linbeck with satisfaction

An om nous cl anging cane from behind him Jarre was banging an iron skillet in
a threatening manner agai nst the cold stove. Linbeck turned around, stared at
her through his spectacles. Jarre dropped the skillet on the floor with a bang
t hat caused the dog to scoot as far back beneath the bed as possible. Head

hi gh, Jarre stal ked toward the door

"\Where are you goi ng?" Linbeck demanded

"For a wal k," she said haughtily.

"You'll need the glanpern,” he advised.

"No, | won't," she nmunbl ed, one hand wi pi ng her eyes and nose.

"W need you to cone with us, Jarre," Haplo said. "You' re the only one who's
been down in the tunnels.”

"I can't help you," she said, her voice choked. She kept her back turned. "I
didn't do anything. I don't know how we got down there or how we got back out.
| just went where that man Alfred told me to go."

"This is inportant, Jarre," Haplo said quietly. "It could nean peace. An end
to the fighting."

She gl anced at hi m over one shoul der, through a mass of hair and side
whi skers. Then, tight-Iipped, she said, "I'll be back," and wal ked out,
sl ammi ng the door shut behind her.

"I"'msorry for that, Haplo," said Linbeck, cheeks flushed in anger. "I don't
understand her anynore. In the early days of the revolution, she was the npst
mlitant anong us." He took off his spectacles, rubbed his eyes. H's voice
softened. "She was the one who attacked the Kicksey-w nsey! Got ne arrested
and nearly killed." He smiled wistfully, gazing back into the past with his
fuzzy vision. "She was the one who wanted change. Now, when change is here,



she... she throws soup pans!"

The concerns of the dwarves are not nine, Haplo remnm nded hinself. Stay out of
it. | need themto take ne to the machine, that's all

"I don't think she likes the killing," he said, hoping to nollify Linbeck, end
t he di sruption.

"I don't like the killing," Linmbeck snapped. He put his spectacles back on
"But it's themor us. W didn't start it. They did."

True enough, Haplo thought, and put the matter aside. After all, what did he
care? When Xar cane, the chaos, the killing would end. Peace would cone to
Arianus. Linbeck continued planning the diversion. The dog, after making
certain Jarre was gone, cane out from under the bed.

Hapl o snatched a few hours' sleep hinself, woke to find a contingent of
dwarves mlling about in the hallway outside the BOLER ROOM Each dwarf was
armed with his or her own flinger and nmetal chunks, carried in strong canvas
bags. Hapl o washed his hands and face (which reeked of gl anpern oil), watched,
and |istened. Mst of the dwarves had becone quite adept at using the
flingers, to judge fromwhat he saw of their crude target practice taking

pl ace in the corridor.

O course, it was one thing to shoot at a drawing of an elf scrawl ed on the
wal |, quite another to shoot at a live elf who is shooting back at you.

"W don't want anyone to get hurt," Jarre told the dwarves. She had returned
and had, with her characteristic briskness, taken control. "So keep under
cover, stay near the doors and entrances to the Liftalofts, and be ready to
run if the elves conme after you. Qur objective is to distract them keep them
busy. "

"Shooting holes in their dragonship should do that!" Lof said, grinning.

"Shooting holes in themwould do it better," added Linbeck, and there was a
general cheer.

"Yes, and then they'll shoot holes in you and where will you be?" Jarre said
crossly, casting Linbeck a bitter glance.

The dwarf, not at all perturbed, nodded and smiled, his snle seenming grimand
cold, topped by the glittering spectacles.

"Remenber this, Fellow Warriors," he said, "if we nanage to bring the ship
down, we will have scored a major victory. The elves will no | onger be able to
nmoor their dragonships on Drevlin, they will be reluctant to even fly near it.

Whi ch neans that they may think twi ce about keeping troops stationed down
here. This could be our first step toward driving themoff."

The dwarves cheered agai n.
Haplo left to ascertain that his own ship was safe.

He returned, satisfied. The runes he'd activated not only protected his ship,
but also created a certain amount of canmouflage, causing it to blend in with
obj ects and shadows around it. Haplo could not nake his ship invisible—+that
was not within the spectrum of probable possibilities and, as such, could not
be contrived by his magic. But he could make it extrenely difficult to see,
and it was. An elf would have to literally walk into it to know it was there,



and that in itself was not possible, since the sigla created an energy field
around the ship that would repel all attenpts to get near it.

He returned to find the dwarves marching off to attack the Liftalofts and the
el ven ship that was noored there, floating in the air, attached to the arms by
cabl es. Hapl o, Bane, Linbeck, Jarre, and the dog headed off in the opposite
direction, to the tunnels that ran beneath the Factree.

Hapl o had traveled this route once before, the last tine they'd sneaked into
the Factree. He could not have renenbered the way, however, and was glad to
have a guide. Tine and wonders witnessed on other worlds had blurred the
wonder of the Kicksey-wi nsey. His awe returned at the sight of it, however;
awe tinged now with a sense of unease and disquiet, as if he were in the
presence of a corpse. He renenbered the great machi ne pounding with life:
Mectric zingers zapping, whirly-wheels whirling, iron hands smashing and

nmol ding, dig claws digging. Al still now Al silent.

The tunnel s I ed him past the machine, beneath it, over it, around it, through
it. And the thought came to himsuddenly that he'd been wong. The
Ki cksey-wi nsey wasn't a corpse. The machi ne was not dead.

"It's waiting," said Bane.

"Yes," said Haplo. "I think you're right."
The boy edged nearer, |ooking at himthrough narrowed eyes. "Tell me what you
know about the Kicksey-w nsey."

"I don't know anything."
"But you said there was another explanation—

"I said there could be. That's all." He shrugged. "Call it a guess, a hunch.”

"You won't tell ne.
"We'll see if my guess is right when we get there, Your Hi ghness."

"Grandfather put nme in charge of the machine!" Bane rem nded him scow ing.
"You're only here to protect ne."

"And | intend to do just that, Your Highness," Haplo replied.

Bane darted hima sullen, sidelong glance, but said nothing. He knew it would
be usel ess to argue. Eventually, however, the boy either forgot his grievance
or decided it wasn't suited to his dignity to be caught sul ki ng. Leaving

Hapl o's side, Bane ran up to walk with Linbeck. Haplo sent the dog along, to
keep an ear on both of them

As it was, the dog heard nothing interesting. In fact, it heard very little at
all. The sight of the Kicksey-w nsey notionless and qui et had a depressing
effect on all of them Linbeck stared at it through his spectacles, his face
grimand hard. Jarre regarded the nmachi ne she had once attacked with fond
sadness. Coming to a part she had worked on, she would sidle close and give it
a conforting pat, as though it were a sick child.

They passed nunerous dwarves standi ng about in enforced idl eness, |ooking
hel pl ess and frightened and forlorn. Mst had been coming to their work every
day since the machine quit running, though there was now no work to do.



At first they'd been confident that this was all a m stake, a fluke, a slipped
cog of nonunental proportions. The dwarves sat or stood about in the darkness,
it by whatever source of |light they could manufacture, and watched the

Ki cksey-wi nsey expectantly, waiting for it to roar to |ife again. Wen their
shift ended, the dwarves went home and anot her shift took their place. But by
now, hope was beginning to dim

"Go home, " Linbeck kept telling themas they wal ked al ong. "Go to your homnes
and wait. You're only wasting light."

Sone of the dwarves left. Sone of the dwarves stayed. Some |left, then cane
back. Ot hers stayed, then left.

"We can't go on like this," said Linbeck

"Yes, you're right," said Jarre, for once agreeing with him " Sonethi ng
terrible will happen.”

"A judgnent!" called out a deep and ragged voice fromthe too-qui et darkness.
"A judgnent, that's what it is! You ve brought the wath of the gods upon us,
Li mbeck Bolttightner! | say we go to the Wl ves and surrender. Tell the gods
we're sorry. Maybe they'll turn the Kicksey-w nsey back on."

"Yes," nuttered other voices, safely hidden by the shadows. "W want
everyt hing back the way it was."

"There, what did | tell you?" Linbeck demanded of Jarre. "This kind of talk is
spreadi ng. "

"They surely can't believe the elves are gods?" Jarre protested, glancing
behi nd her to the whispering shadows, her face drawn in concern. "W've seen
themdie!"

"They don't," Linmbeck answered gloomly. "But they'll be ready enough to swear
they do if it neans heat and light and the Kicksey-w nsey working once again."

"Death to the Hi gh Froman!" canme the whispers.
"Gve himto the Wlves!"
"Here's a bolt for you to tighten, Bolttightner."

Sonet hi ng whi zzed out of the darkness—a bolt, big around as Bane's hand. The
chunk of nmetal didn't come any where near its target, clunked harmessly into
the wall behind them The dwarves were still in awe of their |eader, who had,
for a brief tine, given themdignity and hope. But that wouldn't |ast |ong.
Hunger and darkness, cold and silence bred fear

Li mbeck didn't say anything. He didn't flinch or duck. H's lips pressed
together grimy, he kept wal king. Jarre, face pale with worry, posted herself
at his side and flashed defiant gl ances at every dwarf they passed. Bane

ski pped hastily back to wal k near Hapl o.

The Patryn felt a prickling of his skin, glanced down, saw the sigla tattooed
on his arnms start to glow a faint blue—a reaction to danger

Qdd, he thought. Hi s body's nagic wouldn't react that way in response to sone
frightened dwarves, a few muttered threats, and a thrown pi ece of hardware.
Sonet hi ng or soneone truly nmenaci ng was out there, a threat to him to them
all.



The dog grow ed, its lip curled.

"What's wrong?" asked Bane, alarmed. He had lived anong Patryns | ong enough to
know t he warni ng signs.

"I don't know, Your Hi ghness," said Haplo. "But the sooner we get that nachine
started again, the better. So just keep wal king."

They entered the tunnels, which, as Haplo renenbered fromhis |ast journey,

bi sected, dissected, and intersected the ground underneath the Kicksey-w nsey.
No dwarves |urked down here. These tunnels were customarily enpty, since they
| ed nowhere anyone had any reason to go. The Factree had not been used in
eons, except as a neeting place, and that had ended when the elves took it
over and turned it into a barracks.

Away fromthe whispers and the sight of the corpselike machi ne, everyone

rel axed visibly. Everyone except Haplo. The runes on his skin glowed only
faintly, but they still glowed. Danger was still present, though he coul dn't
i magi ne where or how. The dog, too, was uneasy and woul d occasional ly erupt
with a loud and startling "whuff" that nmade everyone junp.

"Can't you get himto stop doing that?" conpl ai ned Bane. "I al nost wet ny
pants."

Hapl o pl aced a gentle hand on the dog's head. The animal quieted, but it
wasn't happy and neither was Hapl o.

El ves? Haplo couldn't recall a tinme his body had ever reacted to a danger from
nmensch, but then—as he recall ed—+the Tri bus el ves were a cruel and vicious |ot.

"Wy, |ook!" exclainmed Jarre, pointing. "Look at that! | never saw that
before, did you, Linbeck?"

She pointed to a mark on the wall, a mark that was gl owi ng bright red.

"No," he admitted, renmpving his spectacles to stare at it. H's voice was
tinged with the same childlike wonder and curiosity that had brought himto
first question the whys of Wl ves and the Kicksey-w nsey. "I wonder what it
is?"

"l know what it is," cried Bane. "It's a Sartan rune."

"Shush!" Hapl o warned, catching hold of the boy's hand and squeezing it
tightly.

"A what?" Linbeck peered round at them Eyes wi de, he had forgotten, in his
curiosity, the reason for their being down here, or their need for haste.

"The Mangers made marks like that. 1'Il explain later," said Haplo, herding
everyone on.

Jarre kept wal ki ng, but she wasn't watchi ng where she was goi ng. She was
staring back at the rune. "I saw sonme of those funny gl owi ng draw ngs when
that man and | were down in the place with the dead people. But those |I saw
shone blue, not red."

And why were these sigla gleamng red? Hapl o wondered. Sartan runes were |ike
Patryn runes in many ways. Red was a warni ng.



"The light's fading," said Jarre, still |ooking back. She stunbled over her
feet.

"The sigil's broken," Bane told Haplo. "It can't do anythi ng anynor e—what ever
it was that it was supposed to do."

Yes, Haplo knew it was broken. He could see that for hinself. Large portions
of the wall had been covered over, either by the Kicksey-w nsey or by the
dwarves. The Sartan sigla on the walls were obscured, some missing entirely,
ot hers—+ti ke this one—eracked and now rendered powerl ess. \Whatever it was they
had been supposed to do—alert, halt, bar entry—they had | ost the power to do.

"Maybe it's you," Bane said, |ooking up at himw th an inpish grin. "Mybe the
runes don't like you."

Maybe, thought Haplo. But the last time | came down here, no runes gl owed red.
They conti nued wal ki ng.

"This is it," stated Jarre, stopping beneath a | adder, shining her glanmpern
upwar d.

Hapl o gl anced around. Yes, he knew where he was now. He renmenbered. He was
directly beneath the Factree. A |l adder |ed upward, and, at the top of the

| adder, a piece of the tunnel's ceiling slid aside, permtting access to the
Factree itself. Haplo studied the |adder, |ooked back at Linmbeck

"Do you have any idea what's up there now? | don't want to cone out in the
m ddl e of an elven dining hall during breakfast."

Li mbeck shook his head. "None of our people have been in the Factree since the
elves took it over."

"I'"ll go look," Bane offered, eager for adventure.

"No, Your Highness." Haplo was firm "You stay down here. Dog, keep an eye on
him"

"I"ll go." Linbeck gazed around vaguely. "\Were's the | adder?"
"Put your spectacles on!" Jarre scol ded.

Li mbeck flushed, reached into a pocket, discovered the spectacles. He pulled
them over his ears.

"Everyone stay put. I'lIl go and take a | ook," said Haplo, who already had his
foot on the first rung. "Wen's that diversion of yours supposed to start?"

"Shoul d be anytime now, " Linmbeck answered, peering nearsightedly up into the
shadows.

"Do you... do you want the gl anmpern?" Jane asked hesitantly. She was obvi ously
i npressed with Hapl o's blue-gl owi ng skin, a sight she'd never seen

"No," Hapl o answered shortly. Hi s body was giving off |ight enough. He didn't
need to encunber hinself with the gl anpern. He began to clinb.

He had gone about hal fway when he heard a scuffle at the bottom and Bane's
voice rise in a yelp. Haplo glanced down. Apparently, the boy had been about
to follow The dog had its teeth clanped firmy in the seat of Hi s Hi ghness's



pants.

"Shhh!" Hapl o hissed, glaring down at them

He continued his clinb, came to the nmetal plate. As he recalled fromthe | ast
time he'd done this, the plate slid aside easily and—what was nore

i nportant—quietly. Now, if sone elf just hadn't set a bed on top of it...

Hapl o placed his fingers on the plate, gave it a cautious shove.

It noved. A crack of light shone down on him He halted, waited, ears
st raini ng.

Not hi ng

He noved the plate again, about as far as the length of his first finger. He
hal t ed again, keeping perfectly still, perfectly silent.

Up above, he could hear voices: light, delicate voices of elves. But they

sounded as if they were coming froma distance, none near, none directly
over head. Hapl o gl anced down at the sigla on his skin. The blue gl ow had not
intensified, but neither had it gone away. He decided to risk a |ook

Haplo slid the plate aside, peeped warily up over the edge. It took his eyes
some time to becone accustoned to the bright light. The fact that the elves
had light at all was disquieting. Perhaps he'd been wong, perhaps they had
| earned how to operate the Kicksey-wi nsey and had cut off |ight and heat to
t he dwar ves.

Furt her investigation revealed the truth. The el ves—known for their magica
nmechani cs—had rigged up their own lighting system The glimergl anps bel ongi ng
to the Kicksey-w nsey, which had once lit the Factree, were dark and col d.

And no light at all shone on this end of the Factree. This end was enpty,
deserted. The elves were bivouacked at the far end, near the entrance. Haplo
was at eye level with neat rows of cots, stacked around the walls. Elves were
novi ng about, sweeping the floor, checking their weapons. Some were asleep
Several surrounded a cooking pot, fromwhich cane a fragrant odor and a cl oud
of steam One group squatted on the floor, playing at some type of gane to
judge by their talk of' 'bets'' and exclamations of either triunph or disgust.
No one was at all interested in Haplo's part of the Factree. The lighting
systemdidn't even extend this far

Directly across fromwhere he stood, he could see the statue of the Manger—the
robed and hooded figure of a Sartan holding a single, staring eyeball in one
hand. Hapl o took a nmonent to exami ne the eyeball, was glad to see it was dark
and |lifeless as the nachi ne.

The eyeball, once activated, reveal ed the secret of the Kicksey-w nsey to any
who | ooked at its nmoving pictures.* Either the elves hadn't discovered the
eyebal | 's secret, or, if they had, they'd discounted it, as had the dwarves
all these years. Perhaps, like the dwarves, the elves used this enpty portion
of the huge building only for meetings. O perhaps they didn't use it at all.

*Li nmbeck di scovered that the eyeball was, in actuality, a magic |antern. Bane,

wat chi ng the noving pictures exhibited in the eyeball, figured out what the
Ki cksey-wi nsey was supposed to do—bring the various floating continents of Md
and H gh Realnms into alignnent, supply themw th water. Dragon Wng, vol. i of

The Death Gate Cycle.



Haplo slid the plate back all but a crack, descended the | adder

"It's all right," he told Linbeck. "The elves are all in the front of the
Factree. But either your diversion hasn't started or else they don't give a
dam—=

He paused. A trunpet call sounded faintly from above. Then canme the sound of
shouts, weapons rattling, beds scraping, voices raised in either irritation or
sati sfaction, depending on whether the soldiers found this a wel cone break in
their dull routine or a nuisance.

Haplo swiftly clinbed back up the | adder again, peered out the opening.

The el ves were strapping on swords, grabbing bows and quivers of arrows, and
running to the call, their officers shouting curses and urging themto hurry.

The diversion had started. He wasn't certain how nuch time they had, how | ong
t he dwarves coul d harass the elves. Probably not |ong.

"Come on!" he said, notioning. "Quickly! It's all right, boy. Let himgo."
Bane was the first up, clinmbing like a squirrel. Linbeck foll owed nore slowy.
Jarre came after him She had forgotten, in the heat of soup-pan tossing, to
change her skirt for trousers, and was having difficulty managi ng the | adder

The dog stood at the bottom regarding themw th interest.

"Now " said Hapl o, keeping watch, waiting until the last elf had left the
Factree. "Run for it!"

He shoved the plate aside, pulled hinmself up onto the floor

Tur ni ng, he gave Bane a hand, haul ed the boy up beside him Bane's face was
flushed, his eyes shone with excitement.

"I"ll go look at the statue—=

"Vait."

Hapl o cast a swift glance around, wondering why he hesitated. The el ves had
gone. He and the others were alone in the Factree. Unless, of course, the

el ves had been forewarned of their comng and were lying in wait. But that was
arisk they had to take, and not nuch of a risk at that. Haplo's magic could
deal efficiently with any anmbush. But his skin tingled, shone a faint,

di sturbi ng bl ue.

"Go ahead," he said, angry at himself. "Dog, go with him"

Bane dashed of f, acconpani ed by the dog.

Li mbeck poked his head up out of the hole. He stared at the animal, ganboling
at Bane's side, and the dwarfs eyes wi dened. "I could have sworn..."'

He stared back down the | adder. "The dog was down there ..."

"Hurry up!" Haplo grunted. The sooner they left this place, the happier he'd
be. He dragged Linbeck over the top, reached out a hand to help Jarre.

Hearing a startled shout and an excited bark, Haplo turned swiftly, nearly
yanking Jarre's armout of its socket.



Bane, lying prone across the statue's feet, was pointing dow. "I've found
it!" The dog, standing spraddl e-legged at the top, gazed into the hole with
deep suspicion, not |iking whatever was down there.

Bef ore Hapl o could stop him Bane slid down into the hole |like an eel and
di sappear ed.

The statue of the Manger began to revol ve upon its base, sliding shut.
"Go after him" shouted Hapl o.

The dog junped into the slowy closing gap. The |last Haplo saw was the tip of
atail.

"Li mbeck, stop it fromclosing!" Haplo all but dropped Jarre and started for
the statue at a run. But Linbeck was ahead of him

The stout dwarf |unmbered across the Factree floor, short, thick |egs punping
furiously. Reaching the statue, he hurled hinself bodily into the slowy
narrowi ng gap and wedged hinself firmy between the base and floor. Gving the
statue a push, he shoved it back open, then bent to examne it.

"Ah, so that's how it works," he said, pushing his spectacles back up his
nose. He reached out a hand to check his theory by fiddling with a catch he'd
di scover ed.

Hapl o planted his foot gently but firmly on the dwarfs fingers.
"Don't do that. It might close again and maybe this time we couldn't stop it."

"Hapl 0?" Bane's voice floated up out of the hole. "It's awfully dark down
here. Could you hand ne the gl ampern?"

"Your Hi ghness night have waited for the rest of us," Haplo remarked grimy.

No answer.

"Keep still. Don't nove," Haplo told the boy. "We'll be down in a mnute
Where's Jarre?"

"Here," she said in a snall voice, conmng to stand by the statue. Her face was
pale. "Alfred said we couldn't get back out this way."

"Alfred said that?"

"Well, not in so many words. He didn't want ne to be afraid. But that had to
be the reason why we went into the tunnels. | mean, if we could have escaped
by com ng up through the statue, we would have, wouldn't we?"

"Wth Al fred, who knows?" Haplo muttered. "But you're probably right. This
nmust cl ose whenever anyone goes down. Wi ch means we have to find some way to
prop this thing open."

"I's that wise?" Linbeck asked anxi ously, |ooking up at themfromhis position
half in and half out of the hole. "Wat if the elves come back and find it
open?"

"I'f they do, they do," Haplo said, though he didn't consider it likely. The
el ves seened to avoid this area. "I don't want to end up trapped down there."



"The blue lights led us out," said Jarre softly, alnmpst to herself. "Blue
lights that | ooked Iike that." She pointed at Hapl o's gl owi ng skin.

Hapl o said nothing, stalked off in search of sonmething to use as a wedge.
Returning with a I ength of stout pipe, he notioned Jarre and Linbeck into the
hole, followed after them As soon as he had passed across the base's

t hreshol d, the statue began to slide shut, slowy, quietly. Haplo thrust the
pi pe into the opening. The statue closed on it, held it fast. He shoved on it
experinmentally, felt the statue give

"There. The elves shouldn't notice that. And we can open it when we return
Al right, let's get a | ook at where we are.”

Jarre held up the glanpern and Iight flooded their surroundi ngs.

A narrow stone staircase spiraled down into darkness bel ow. A darkness that
was, as Jarre had said, unbelievably quiet. The silence |lay over the place
i ke thick dust, seened not to have been disturbed in centuries.

Jarre gul ped, her hand hol ding the glanpern trenbl ed, caused the light to
wobbl e. Li mbeck took out his handkerchief, but used it to nop his forehead,
not to clean his spectacles. Bane, huddl ed at the bottomof the stairs, his
back pressed flat against the wall, |ooked subdued and awed.

Hapl o scratched the burning sigla on the back of his hand and firny
suppressed the urge to | eave. He had hoped to evade, by com ng down here,

what ever unseen danger threatened them But the runes on his body continued to
gl ow bl ue, neither brighter nor dinmer than when he'd been standing in the
Factree. Wich made no sense, for how could the threat be both above and

bel ow?

"There! Those things make the lights," said Jarre, pointing.

Looki ng down, Haplo saw a row of Sartan runes running al ong the base of the
wall. He recalled, in Abarrach, seeing the sane series of runes, recalled
Al fred using them as guides out of the tunnels of the Chanber of the Dammed.

Bane crouched down to study them Sniling to hinself, pleased with his
cl everness, he put his finger on one and spoke the rune.

At first, nothing happened. Hapl o could understand the Sartan | anguage,
although it jarred through himlike the screeching of rats. "You've
m spronounced it."

Bane glowered up at him not liking to be corrected. But the boy repeated the
rune again, taking tine to formthe unfanmiliar and difficult sounds with care.

The sigil flared into light, shared that light with its neighbor. One at a
time, the sigla each caught fire. The base of the wall, down the stairs, began
to gl ow bl ue.

"Follow it," said Hapl o unnecessarily, for Bane and Linmbeck and the dog were
al ready cl anberi ng down the steps.

Only Jarre lingered behind, face pale and sol etm, her hands kneadi ng and
twisting a tiny fold of her skirt.

"It's so sad," she said

"I know," Haplo replied quietly.



CHAPTER 14
WOMBE, DREVLIN LONV  REALM
LI MBECK CAME TO A HALT AT THE FOOT OF THE STAIRS. "NOW what ?"

A veritabl e honeyconb of tunnels branched off fromthe one in which they were
standing, lit by the blue runes on the floor. The sigla advanced no farther
alnost as if waiting for instructions.

"Whi ch way do we go?"

The dwarf spoke in a whisper, they alt spoke in whispers, though there was no
reason why they shouldn't have tal ked out |oud. The silence | oonmed over them
strict and stern, prohibiting speech. Even whispering made them feel uneasy,

guilty.

"The tine we were here, the blue lights led us to the mausol eum " said Jarre.
"I don't want to go back there again."

Nei t her did Haplo. "Do you renmenber where that was?"

Jarre, holding fast to Haplo's hand, as she had once held fast to Alfred's,
shut her eyes and thought. "I think it was the third one to the right." She
poi nt ed.

At that instant, the sigla flared and branched off in that direction. Jarre
gasped and crowded cl oser to Hapl o, hanging on to himw th both hands.

"Ww " Bane whistled softly.

"Thoughts," said Haplo, recalling sonething Alfred had told hi mwhen they were
running for their lives through the tunnels in Abarrach. "Thoughts can affect
the runes. Think of where we want to go and the magic will lead us there."

"But how can we think of it when we don't know what it is?" Bane argued.

Hapl o rubbed his itching, burning hand against his trouser |leg, forced hinself
to remain patient, calm "You and my lord nmust have tal ked about how the

machi ne's central control would work, Your Hi ghness. Wat do you think it's

i ke?"

Bane paused to consider the matter. "I showed Grandfather the pictures |I'd
made of the Kicksey-wi nsey. He noticed how all the machine's parts | ook Iike
parts of our own bodies or the bodies of animals. The gold hands and arnms of
the Liftalofts, the whistles made in the shape of mouths, the claws |ike bird
feet that dig up the coralite. And so the controls nust be—=

"A brain!" guessed Linbeck eagerly.

"No." Bane was smug- "That's what Grandfather said, but | said that if the
machi ne had a brain it would know what to do, which it obviously doesn't,
since it's not doing it. Aligning the islands, | nean. If it had a brain, it
would do that on its own. It's working, but w thout purpose. What | think
we're looking for is the heart."

"And what did Grandfather say to that?" Hapl o was skepti cal

"He agreed with nme," Bane replied, loftily superior



"We're supposed to think about hearts?" Linbeck asked.
"It's worth a shot." Haplo frowned, scratched his hand. "At least it's better
than standi ng around here. W can't afford to waste any nore tine."

He set his mind to thinking about a heart, a gigantic heart, a heart punping
life to a body that has no mind to direct it. The nore he considered it, the
nore the notion nmade sense, though he would never admit as much to Bane. And
it fit inwith the Patryn's own theory, too.

"The lights are going out!" Jarre clutched Hapl o's hand, fingers digging into
hi s skin.

"Concentrate!" he snapped.

The sigla that had lit the hallway to the right flickered, dimred, and died.
They all waited, breathlessly, thinking about hearts, all now acutely

consci ous of the beating of their own hearts, which sounded loud in their
ears.

Light glimrered to their left. Haplo held his breath, willing the runes to
cone to life. The sigla burned stronger, brighter, lighting their way in a
direction opposite that of the mausol eum

Bane shouted in triunmph. H's shout bounded back to him but the voice didn't
sound human anymore. It sounded holl ow, enpty, reninded Hapl o unpl easantly of
t he echoi ng voice of the dead, the |lazar on Abarrach. The gl owi ng sigla on
Hapl o' s skin flashed suddenly, their |ight becom ng nore intense.

"I wouldn't do that again, if | were you, Your Mijesty." The Patryn spoke
through gritted teeth. "I don't know what's out there, but | have the feeling
someone heard you."

Bane, eyes wi de, had shrunk back against the wall.

"I think you're right,"’
What do we do?"

he whi spered through quivering lips. "lI-1"msorry.

Hapl o heaved an exasperated sigh, endeavored to | oosen Jarre's pinching
fingers, which were cutting off his circulation. "Let's go. But let's be quick
about it!"

No one needed any urging to hurry. By now, all of them including Bane, were
anxious to conplete their task, then get out of this place.

The glowing sigla |l ed themthrough the nyriad hall ways.

"What are you doi ng?" Bane demanded, pausing to watch Hapl o, who had stopped
for about the fourth time since they'd started down the tunnel. "I thought you
said to hurry."

"This will ensure us finding our way out, Your Hi ghness,” Haplo replied
coolly. "If you'll notice, the sigla fade after we pass them They m ght not
light up again or they m ght take us another way, a way that could bring us
out into the arnms of the elves.”

He stood facing the arched entryway of the tunnel branch they had just entered
and, with the point of his dagger, was scratching a sigil of his own on the
wal I . The rune was not only useful, but he felt a certain anount of



satisfaction in leaving a Patryn mark on hall owed Sartan walls.

"The Sartan runes will show us the way out," argued Bane petul antly.

"They haven't shown us nuch of anything yet," remarked Hapl o.

But eventually, after a few nmore twists and turns, the runes led themto a
cl osed door at the end of a hall

The glowing sigla that ran across the floor and ski pped over other doorways,

| eaving themin darkness, now arched up and over, outlining this door in
light. Recalling the wardi ng runes on Abarrach, Haplo was glad to see the
sigla gl ow blue and not red. The door was formed in the shape of a hexagon. In
its center was inscribed a circlet of runes surrounding a blank spot. Unlike
nost Sartan runes, these were not conplete, but appeared to have been only
hal f fi ni shed.

Hapl o regi stered the odd shape of the door and the sigla formation as
somet hi ng he had seen or encountered before, but his menory offered no help,
and he thought little nore of it.* It |ooked to be a sinple opening device,
the key being sigla drawn in the center

*Undoubtedly the gates to the Sartan city of Pryan, which Hapl o describes in
his journal Pryan, Wirid of Fire.

"I know this one," said Bane, studying it for a nmonent. "G andfather taught
me. It was in those old books of his." He | ooked back at Haplo. "But | need to
be taller. And | need your dagger."

"Be careful,"” said Hapl o, handing the weapon over. "It's sharp.”
Bane took a monent to study the dagger with wistful longing. Haplo lifted the
boy, held himup level with the rune-structure on the door

Brow furrowed, tongue thrust out in concentration, Bane stuck the dagger's tip
into the wooden door and began slowy and | aboriously to draw a sigil.* \Wen
the [ ast stroke was conpleted, the sigil caught fire. Its flame spread to the
runes around it. The entire rune-structure flared briefly, then went out. The
door opened a tiny crack. Light—bright, white—flared out, the brilliance
maki ng them blink after the darkness of the tunnel

*Hapl o shoul d have recogni zed this fromPryan as well. The dwarf Drugar wore
the very sane sigil on an amulet around his neck. A compn Sartan key and

| ocki ng device, the sigla were nore ornanental than they were functional
for—as Bane denonstrates—even a nmensch could learn to operate the el enental
magi c. Places the Sartan wanted to truly guard and prohibit entry to were
surrounded by runes of warding.

Frominside the roomcame a netallic clanking sound.

Hapl o dropped Hi s Hi ghness uncerenoni ously on the ground, shoved the boy
behind him and nade a grab for the excited Linbeck,' who was preparing to
march right inside. The dog growed, lowin its throat.

"There's something in there!" Hapl o hissed beneath his breath. "Mve back! Al
of you!"

More alarmed by the tension in Haplo than by the hal f-heard sound in the room
Bane and Li nbeck obeyed, edged back against the wall. Jarre joined them
| ooki ng scared and unhappy.



"\What = Bane began.

Hapl o cast hima furious glance, and the boy quickly shut his nouth. The
Patryn paused, continuing to listen at the crack of the partially opened door,
puzzl ed by the sounds he heard within. The clanking nmetallic jingle was
sometines a rhythnmic pattern, sometinmes a chaotic clashing, and other tinmes
conpletely stilled. Then it would start up again. And it was noving, first
near to him then advanci ng away.

He coul d have sworn that what he was hearing were the sounds of a person, clad
in full plate arnor, wal king about a | arge room But no Sartan—er Patryn,

ei ther—had ever in the history of their powerful races worn such a nmensch
device as arnor. Wich neant that whatever was inside that roomhad to be a
nmensch, probably an el f.

Li mbeck was right. The el ves had shut down the Kicksey-w nsey.

Haplo |istened again, listened to the clanking sounds nove this way and that,
nmovi ng sl owy, purposefully, and he shook his head. No, he decided, if the

el ves had di scovered this place, they would be swarming around it. They woul d
be as busy as ants inside this tunnel. And there was, as far as Haplo could
determ ne, only one person maeki ng those strange sounds inside that room

He | ooked at his skin. The sigla still glowed warning blue, but were stil
faint.

"Stay here!" Hapl o nmouthed, glaring at Bane and Li nbeck
The boy and the dwarf both nodded.

Hapl o drew his sword, gave the door a violent kick, and rushed inside the
room the dog at his heels. He halted, came near dropping his weapon. He was
dunbstruck with amazenent.

A man turned to neet him a nman nmade all of netal.
"What are ny instructions?" asked the man in a nonotone, speaki ng human.
"An automaton!" cried Bane, disobeying Haplo and running inside the room

The aut omat on st ood about Hapl o's height, or sonewhat taller. H s body—the
replica of a human' s—aas nmade of brass. Hands, arms, fingers, |egs, toes were
jointed and nmoved in a lifelike, if somewhat stiff, manner. The netal face had
been fancifully nolded to resenble a human face, with nose and mouth, though
the nmouth did not nove. The brows and lips were outlined in gold, bright
jewel s gleamed in the eye sockets. Runes, Sartan runes, covered its entire
body, much as the Patryn's runes covered his body, and probably for the sane
pur pose—al |l of which Haplo found rather amusing, if somewhat insulting.

The automaton was alone in a large and enpty circular room Surrounding it,
mounted in the rooms walls, were eyeballs, hundreds of eyeballs, exactly like
the one eyeball held in the hands of the Manger statue far above them Each
unwi nki ng eye portrayed in its vision a different part of the Kicksey-w nsey.

Hapl o had the eerie inpression that these eyes belonged to him He was | ooki ng
out through every one of these orbs. Then he understood. The eyes bel onged to
the automaton. The netallic clanking Hapl o had heard nust have been the

aut omat on novi ng from eyeball to eyeball, naking his rounds, keeping watch.



"There's someone alive in there!" Jarre gasped. She stood in the doorway, not
daring to venture inside. Her own eyes were opened so wide it seened |ikely
they mght roll out of her head. "W have to get himout!"

"No!" Bane scoffed at the notion. "It's a nmachine, just like the
Ki cksey-w nsey. "

"I amthe machine," stated the automaton in its |lifel ess voice.

"That's it!" cried Bane, excited, turning to Haplo. "Don't you see? He's the
machi ne! See the runes that cover hin? Al the parts of the Kicksey-w nsey are
connected magically to him He's been running it, all these centuries!"

"Wthout a brain," murrmured Haplo. "Obeying his last instructions, whatever
those were."

"This is wonderful!" Linbeck breathed a sigh. His eyes filled with tears, the
glass in his spectacl es steaned over. He snatched them off his nose.

The dwarf stood staring myopically and with reverent awe at the man-nachi ne,
maki ng no nove to cone near it, content to worship at a distance. "I never
i magi ned anything so marvel ous. "

"I think it's creepy,"” said Jarre, shivering. "Now that we've seen it, let's
go. | don't like this place. And | don't like that thing."

Hapt o coul d have echoed her sentinents. He didn't like this place, either. The
aut omat on rem nded himof the living corpses on Abarrach, dead bodi es brought
to life by the power of necromancy. He had the feeling that the sanme sort of
dark magi c was working here, only in this instance it had given life to what
was never meant to be alive. A degree better, he supposed, than bringing to
life rotting flesh. O perhaps not. The dead at |east possessed souls. This
nmetal contraption was not only mndless but soulless as well.

The dog sniffed at the automaton's feet, |ooked up at Hapl o, baffled,
apparently wondering why this thing that noved like a man and tal ked like a
man didn't snell |ike a man.

"Go watch the door," Haplo ordered the dog.

Bored with the autonmaton, the ani mal was happy to obey.

Li mbeck pondered, fell back on his favorite question. "Wiy? If this netal
man's been running the machine all these years, why did the Kicksey-w nsey

stop?”

Bane pondered, shook his head. "I don't know," he was forced to admt,
shruggi ng.

Hapl o scratched his gl ow ng hand, mndful that their danger had not |essened.
"Per haps, Your Highness, it has sonething to do with the opening of Death's
Gate. "

Bane scoffed. "A ot you know— he began

The automaton turned in Haplo's direction

"The Gate has opened. What are ny instructions?"

"That's it," said Haplo in satisfaction. "I thought as nuch. That's why the



Ki cksey-wi nsey stopped."”

"What gate?" Linbeck asked, frowning. He'd wi ped his spectacles, replaced them
on his nose. "Wat are you tal king about ?"

"l suppose you could be right," Bane nmunbl ed, gl ancing at Hapl o bal eful ly.
"But what if you are? Wat then?"

"I demand to know what's going on!" Linbeck glared at them

"I"ll explainin a mnute,"” said Haplo. "Look at it this way, Your Hi ghness.
The Sartan intended that the four worlds all work together. Let's say that the
Ki cksey-wi nsey was not nmeant to sinply draw the floating islands into

al i gnment on Ananus. Suppose the machi ne has other tasks, as well, tasks that
have sonmething to do with all the other worlds."

"My true work begins with the opening of the Gate," said the automaton. "What
are ny instructions?"

"What is your true work?" Bane parried.

"My true work begins with the opening of the Gate. | have received the signal
The Gate is open. What are ny instructions?"

Where are the citadel s?

Hapl o was rem nded, suddenly, of the tytans on Pryan. O her soulless
creatures, whose frustration over not having their question answered | ed them
to nmurder whatever hapl ess being crossed their path. Were are the citadel s?
What are ny instructions?

"Well, give it the instructions. Tell it to turn the machine on and let's go!"
Jarre said, shuffling nervously fromone foot to the other. "The diversion
can't last much | onger."

"I"'mnot leaving until | know exactly what's going on," Linbeck stated
testily.

"Jarre's right. Tell it what to do, Your Highness, then we can get out of
here.”

"I can't," said Bane, glancing at Haplo slyly out of the corner of his eye.

"And why not, Your Hi ghness?"

"I mean | can, but it will take a long time. Along, long time. First 1"l
have to figure out what each different part of the machine is meant to do.
Then 1'Il have to give each part of the machine its own instructions—

"Are you certain?" Haplo eyed the boy suspiciously.

"It's the only safe way," Bane replied, all glittering innocence. "You want
this to be done safely, don't you? If | made a m stake—er you nade a

nm st ake—and the machi ne started runni ng anok... nmaybe sendi ng islands scooting
here and there, perhaps dropping theminto the Mael strom "™ Bane shrugged.
"Thousands of people could die."

Jarre was twisting her skirt into knots. "Let's leave this place, right now
We're well enough off, as it is. We'll learn to live wthout the
Ki cksey-wi nsey. Wen the elves find out it isn't going to work again, they'l



go away—

"No, they won't," said Linbeck. "They can't or they'll die of thirst. They'l
search and poke and prod until they discover this nmetal man and then they'l
take it over—

"He's right," agreed Bane. "W nust—

The dog began to growl, then gave its warning bark. Haplo gl anced down at his
hand and arm saw the sigla gl ow ng brighter

"Someone's coning. Probably discovered the hole in the statue.™
"But how? There weren't any elves up therel™

"I don't know," Haplo said grimy. "Either your diversion didn't work or they
were tipped off. It doesn't matter now. We've got to clear out of here, fast!"

Bane glared at him defiant. "That's stupid. You' re being stupid. How can the
el ves find us? The runes went dark. We'll just hide in this room—=

The kid's right, Haplo thought. | am being stupid. What am | afraid of ? W
could shut the door, hide in here. The elves could search these tunnels for
years, never find us.

He opened his nouth to give the order, but the words wouldn't come. He'd |ived
this long relying on his instincts. His instincts told himto get away.

"Do as you're told, Your Highness." Haplo took hold of Bane, started dragging
t he squirm ng boy toward the door

"Look at that." The Patryn thrust his brightly gl owi ng hand underneath the
child' s nose. "I don't know how they know we're down here but, believe ne,

t hey know. They're looking for us. And if we stay in this room this is where
they'Il find us. Here... with the automaton. You want that? Wuld G andf at her
want that ?"

Bane glared at Haplo; the hatred in the child s eyes gl eaned bare and col d,

like a drawn bl ade. The intensity of his hate and the mal evol ence acconpanyi ng
it appalled Hapl o, nmonentarily disrupted his thinking. H s hand | oosened its

grasp.
Bane jerked hinself free of Haplo's grip. "You're so stupid,"” he said softly,
lethally. "I'll show you just how stupid you are!" Turning, he shoved Jarre
aside, ran out the door and into the hallway.

"After him" Haplo ordered the dog, who dashed off obediently.

Li mbeck took off his spectacles, was gazing wistfully at the autonaton
Unnoved, it remained standing in the center of the room

"I still don't understand ..." Linmbeck began
"I"ll explain later!" Haplo said in exasperation

Jarre took over. Grabbing hold of the august |eader of WJPP, much as she used
to do, she hustled Linmbeck out of the roomand into the hall.

"What are ny instructions?" the automaton asked.



"Shut the door," Haplo growl ed, relieved to be away fromthe netal corpse.

Qut in the hallway, he paused to get his bearings. He could hear Bane's
poundi ng footsteps running up the tunnel, back the way they'd cone. The Patryn
sigil Haplo had scratched above the arch shone with a flickering bluish green
light. At | east Bane had had sense enough to run off in the right direction

al t hough that was likely going to take himright into the arns of their

pur suers.

He wondered what the fool kid had in mnd. Anything to make trouble, Haplo
supposed. Not that it mattered. He's a nensch, so are the elves. | can handle
themeasily. They'll never know what hit them

Then why are you afraid, so afraid you can barely think for the fear?

"Beats the hell out of ne," Haplo answered hinmself. He turned to Linbeck and
Jarre. "lI've got to stop H's Hi ghness. You two keep up with ne as best you
can, get as far away fromthis roomas possible. That"—he pointed at the
burni ng Patryn synmbol =“won't last long. If the elves catch Bane, keep out of
sight. Let me do the fighting. Don't try to be heroes."

Wth that, he ran down the hallway.

"We' || be right behind you!" Jarre promised, and turned to find Linbeck

He had rempoved his spectacles, was staring nyopically at the door that had
shut behi nd him

"Li nbeck, cone on!" she ordered

"What if we never find it again?" he said plaintively.

"I hope we don't!" was on the tip of Jarre's tongue, but she swall owed her
words. Taking hold of his hand—sonething she realized she had not done in a
| ong whil e—she tugged at

himurgently. "W have to | eave, ny dear. Haplo's right. W can't let them
find it."

Li mbeck heaved a great sigh. Putting on his spectacles, he planted hinself in
front of the door, folded his arnms across his broad chest.

"No," he said resolutely. "I'mnot |eaving."

CHAPTER 15

WOVBE, DREVLI N

LOW REALM

"AS | SUSPECTED, THE CGEGS STAGED THE DI VERSI ON TO COVER THEI R tracks," stated
the el ven captain. He stood near the statue of the Manger, peering down at the
crack at the base. "One of you nen, renpve that pipe."

None of the menbers of the small squad of elves rushed forward to do the
captain's bidding. Shifting their feet, they glanced at each other or | ooked

sidel ong at the statue.

The captain turned to see why his order hadn't been obeyed. "Well? Wat's the
matter with you?"



One of the elves saluted, spoke up. "The statue's cursed, Captain Sang-drax.
Everyone knows it, who's served here any length of time.'" A none-too-subtle
rem nder to the captain that he hadn't been here all that |ong.

"I'f the Gegs went down there, that's an end of them sir," said another

"Cursed!" Sang-drax sniffed. "You'll be cursed, if you don't obey orders. W
curse! And you'll find ny curse nore damming than anything this ugly hunk of
rock could do to you!" He glared at them "Lieutenant Ban'glor, renove that

pi pe."

Rel uctantly, afraid of the curse, but nore afraid of his captain, the chosen
el f came forward. Reaching down gingerly, he took hold of the pipe. H s face
was pale, sweat trickled down his skin. The other elves involuntarily backed
up a pace, caught the baleful glare of their captain, and froze. Ban'glor
yanked on the pipe, nearly tunbled over backward when it slid out easily. The
statue's base revol ved, opened, revealing the staircase |eading down into

dar kness.

"I heard noise down there." The captain wal ked over, stared down into the
hol e. The other elves gazed at it in unhappy silence. They all knew what their
next order would be.

"Where did H gh Command find this enthusiastic bastard?" whi spered one sol dier
to anot her.

"Came in on the last troop ship," said the other gloonily

"Just our luck we'd get stuck with him First Captain Ander'el has to go and
get hinself killed—=

"Did you ever wonder about that?" asked his conpanion abruptly.
Captai n Sang-drax was staring intently into the hole at the statue's base,

apparently listening for a repetition of the sound that had drawn his
attention.

"Silence in the ranks." He glanced around irritably.

The two sol di ers hushed, stood unnoving, faces expressionless. The officer
resumed hi s reconnai ssance, descendi ng about hal fway down into the hole in a
futile attenpt to see into the darkness.

"Wonder about what?" the soldier whispered after the captain had di sappeared.
"The way Ander'el died."

The ot her shrugged. "He got drunk and wandered out in the storm-=

"Yes, and when did you ever see Captain Ander'el when he couldn't hold his
i quor?"

The soldier flashed his conmpanion a startled glance. "What are you sayi ng?"
"What a | ot of people are saying. That the captain's death was no acci dent—=

Sang-drax returned. "We're going in." He gestured to the two who had been
tal king. "You two men, take the lead."

The two exchanged gl ances. He coul dn't have overheard, they said to each ot her



silently. Not fromthat distance. Gumy and w thout haste, they noved to
obey. The renmai nder of the squadron nmarched down after them npst eyeing the
statue nervously, giving it a wide berth. Last to descend, Captain Sang-drax
followed his nmen, a slight smle on his thin, delicate |ips.

Hapl o ran after Bane and the dog. As he ran, he glanced down at his skin—wahich
was now burning a bright blue tinged with fiery red—and he cursed beneath his
breath. He shouldn't have cone here, shouldn't have allowed Bane to cone, or

t he dwarves. He shoul d have heeded the warning his body was trying to give
him even though it made no sense. In the Labyrinth, he would have never made
thi s m st ake.

"I"ve grown too damm cocky," he muttered, "too sure of nyself, counting nyself
safe in a world of mensch.”

But he was safe, that was the inexplicable, maddening part of all this. Yet
his runes of defense and protection gl owed blue and now red in the darkness.

He |istened for the pounding, heavy footfalls of the two dwarves, but coul dn't
hear them Perhaps they'd gone in another direction. Bane's steps sounded
nearer, yet still some distance away. The kid was running with all the speed
and heedl ess abandon of a frightened child. He was doing the right

t hi ng—keepi ng the elves fromfinding the automaton's room But getting hinself
captured in the process wasn't likely to help.

Hapl o rounded a corner, paused a nonent, |listening. He had heard voices, he
was certai n—el ven voi ces. How cl ose was beyond his ability to guess. The
twisting halls distorted sound and he had no way of knowi ng how near he was to
t he st at ue.

Hapl o sent an urgent nessage to the dog, Stop Bane! Hold on to him, started
runni ng again. If he could just reach the kid ahead of the el ves—

A cry, sounds of a scuffle, and the dog's urgent, angry snarling and grow ing
brought Hapl o up short. Trouble ahead. He cast a swift glance behind him The
dwarves were nowhere in sight.

Wll, they were on their own. Haplo couldn't be responsible for them and Bane,
t0o. Besides, Linbeck and Jarre would be nost at hone within these tunnels,
quite capable of finding a hiding place. Putting themfromhis mnd, he crept
f or war d.

Shut up, dog! he ordered the animal. And listen

The dog's barking ceased.

"And what have we here, Lieutenant?"

"A kid! Some human's brat, Captain." The elf sounded consi derably astonished.
"Quch! Cut it out, you little bastard!"

"Let go of me! You're hurting nme!" Bane shout ed.
"Who you? What you do down here, brat?" denmanded the officer, speaking the
crude formof elven that nost elves are convinced is the only form humans can

under st and.

"M nd your manners, brat." The sound of a slap—hard and cold and i npersonal
"The captain ask you question. Answer nice captain."



The dog grow ed. No, boy! Haplo commanded silently. Let it go.

Bane gasped fromthe pain, but he didn't blubber or whinmper. "You'll be sorry
you did that," he said softly.

The el f |aughed, slapped the child again. "Speak up."

Bane gul ped, drew in a hissing breath. Wen he spoke, he spoke elven fluently.
"I was | ooking for you elves when | saw the statue open and | was curious and
cane down. And I'"'mnot a brat. I'"ma prince, Prince Bane, son of King Stephen
and Queen Anne of Vol karan and U yndia. You better treat me with respect."”

Good for you, kid. Haplo awarded the boy grudging praise. That will nmake them
stop and think.

The Patryn slipped silently closer to the hallway in which the elves held the
child captive. He could see them now-six elven soldiers and one officer
standi ng near the staircase that |ed back up to the statue.

The sol diers had fanned out down the hallway, stood with weapons drawn,

| ooki ng nervously this way and that. Cbviously, they didn't like it down here.
Only the officer appeared cool and unconcerned, although Haplo could see that
Bane's answer had taken the elf by surprise. He rubbed a pointed chin, eyed

t he boy specul atively.

"King Stephen's whelp is dead," said the soldier holding the boy. "W should
know. He accused us of the nurder."

"Then you should know that you didn't do it," returned Bane cunningly. "I am
the prince. The very fact that |I'mhere on Drevlin should prove that to you."
The boy spoke scornfully. H's hand started to rub his aching jaw, but he
changed his mnd, stood proudly, too proud to admt he was hurt, glaring at
hi s captors.

"Ch, yes?" said the captain. "How?"

The captain was obviously inpressed. Hell, Haplo was inpressed. He'd forgotten
how smart and mani pul ati ve Bane could be. The Patryn rel axed, took tine to
study the soldiers, tried to decide what nagic he could use that woul d render
the el ves hel pl ess and | eave Bane unhar ned.

"I"'ma prisoner, King Stephen's prisoner. |1've been |looking for a way to
escape and, when the stupid Gegs left to attack your ship, | had ny chance.
ran away and cane searching for you, only I got lost, conm ng down here. Take
me back to Tribus. It will be well worth your while." Bane smiled i ngenuously.

"Take you back to Tribus?" The el ven captain was highly amused. "You'll be
lucky if | waste energy enough taking you back up the stairs! The only reason
| haven't killed you yet, you little worm is that you are right about one
thing: I amcurious to know what a human brat is doing down here. And

suggest that this tine you tell me the truth."”

"I don't see the need to tell you anything. |I'mnot al one!" Bane crowed
shrilly. Turning, he pointed down the hallway, back the way he'd cone.
"There's a man guarding nme, one of the nysteriarchs. And some Gegs are with
him Help ne escape before he can stop ne!"

Bane ducked beneath the elf captain's arm headed for the shelter of the
stairs. The dog, after a swift glance back at Haplo, bolted after the boy.



"You two, catch the brat!" shouted the captain swiftly. "The rest of you, cone
with ne!"

He drew a dagger froma sheath worn on his belt, headed down the hallway in
the directi on Bane had poi nt ed.

Dam the little bastard! Haplo swore. He call ed upon the magi c, speaking and
drawing the sigla that would fill the hallway with a noxious gas. Wthin
seconds, everyone—ncl udi ng Bane—aoul d be comat ose. Hapl o raised his hand. As
the first fiery sigil burned in the air beneath his fingers, he wondered who
Bane was truly trying to escape.

A short, stout figure darted suddenly from around back of Haplo. "I'm here!
Don't hurt ne! I'mthe only one!" shouted Jarre. Trundling clunsily down the
hal |, she was headed straight for the elves.

Hapl o had not heard the dwarf approach and he dared not stop his magic |ong
enough to grab her, keep her out of the line of his spell-casting. She'd end
up right in the nmidst of the sleeping gas. He had no choice but to continue.
He' d pick her up when he picked up Bane. He stepped out from his hiding place.

The elves cane to a confused halt. They saw runes flashing in the air, a man
with shimrering red and blue skin in front of them This was no nysteriarch.
No human coul d cast magic like this. They | ooked to their captain for orders.

Hapl o drew the last sigil. The magic was nearly conplete. The elven captain
was prepared to hurl his dagger, but the Patryn paid it scant attention. No
mensch weapon could harm him He conpleted the sigil, stepped back, and waited

for the spell to work.
Not hi ng happened.

The first sigil had, inexplicably, flickered and gone out. Haplo stared at it.
The second sigil, dependent on the first, began to fade. He couldn't believe
it. Had he made a m stake? No, inpossible. The spell was a sinple one..

Pain flared in Hapl o's shoul der. Looki ng down, he saw the hilt of a dagger
protrudi ng out of his shirt. A dark splotch of blood flowered beneath it.
Anger and confusion and pain robbed hi mof coherent thought. None of this
shoul d be happeni ng! The dagger should not have touched him The runes on his

body shoul d have protected him The damm spell should be working! Wiy wasn't
it?

He | ooked into the eyes—+the red eyes—of the elven captain and saw the answer.
Hapl o clutched at the dagger, but he |lacked the strength to pull it out. A

si ckening, horrible warnth had begun flow ng through his body. The warnth made
hi m queasy, twi sted himup inside. The terrible sensation weakened his

nmuscl es. Hi s hand dropped, linp, lifeless. H's knees buckl ed. He staggered,

al nost fell, and stunbled over to | ean against the wall in an effort to try to
keep on his feet.

But now the warnth was spreading up into his brain. He slunped to the floor..
And then he wasn't anywhere

CHAPTER 16

WOVBE, DREVLIN LON REALM JARRE SAT CROSS-LEGGED ON THE FLOOR OF THE FACTREE
NEAR THE statue of the Manger, trying not to | ook at the opening at the



statue's base, the opening that |ed back down the stairs into the strange
tunnels. Yet as often as she determ ned not to ook at it, that was how often
she di scovered herself looking at it.

She fixed her gaze on some other object: one of the elven guards, Bane, the
unhappy dog. The next thing Jarre knew, she was | ooking back at the opening.

Wi ting, watching for Linbeck.

She had pl anned exactly what she'd do when she saw Li nbeck cone peering and
stunbling his way up out of the hole. She'd create a diversion, just like the
di version she'd created back down there in the tunnels. She'd make it |ook
like she was trying to escape. She'd run toward the front of the Factree, away
fromthe statue. That would give Linmbeck time to sneak across the floor and
slip back down into the dwarven tunnels, tbe way they'd conme up

"I just hope he won't do anything stupid and chivalrous,” Jarre said to
hersel f, her gaze sliding back to the statue. "Like try to rescue me. That's
what the old Linbeck woul d have done. Fortunately, he has nore sense now. "

Yes, he has nore sense. He's extrenely sensible. It was sensible of himto |et
me sacrifice nyself, allowthe elves to capture ne, let ne | ead them away from
the roomwi th the automaton. It was ny plan, after all. Linmbeck agreed to it

i medi ately. Very sensible of him He didn't argue, didn't try to convince ne
to stay, didn't offer to go with ne.

"Take care of yourself, my dear," he said, peering at me through those
i nfernal spectacles, and don't tell them about this room™

Al very sensible. | admre sensible people.

Whi ch nade Jarre wonder why she had a sudden desire to slug Linmbeck in his
sensi bl e nout h.

Si ghing, she stared at the statue and remenbered her plan and what it had
gai ned t hem

Runni ng down the tunnel, she'd been nore frightened at the sight of Haplo, his
skin glowing with bright nagic, than she had been of the elves. She al nost
hadn't been able to go through with her plan, then Bane had shouted out

somet hing in el ven about Gegs and had pointed down the tunnel, in the
direction of the room

After that, it had been all confusion. Terrified that they'd find Linbeck
Jarre ran out in the open, shouting that she was al one. Somethi ng whizzed past
her ear. She heard Haplo cry out in pain. Looking around, she saw himwithing
on the floor, the magical glow of his skin fading rapidly. She'd turned to go
back to help him but two elves caught hold of her, held her fast.

One of the elves bent down near Hapl o, exani ned himclosely. The others kept
back. A shout fromupstairs, followed by a whining cry from Bane, indicated
that the elves had managed to catch the boy.

The el f kneeling beside Haplo glanced up at his nmen, said sonething Jarre
couldn't understand, and made an inperative gesture. The two el ves haul ed her
up the stairs, back up here into the Factree.

She found Bane sitting on the floor, |ooking smug. The dog had fl opped down
besi de the boy, who had his hand on the animal's ruff. Every tinme the dog
tried to get up, probably to go check on its master, Bane coaxed it to stay



put .

"Don't nove!" the elves ordered Jarre, speaking crude dwarven.

She obeyed neekly enough, plopping herself down beside Bane.

"Where's Linbeck?" the boy asked her, speaking dwarven in a | oud whisper

When had he | earned to speak her | anguage? The last tinme he'd been here, he
couldn't speak dwarven. She'd only just now thought of it, noticed how
irritating it was.

Jarre fixed himwith a blank stare, as if he'd been speaking el ven and she
didn't understand. G ancing surreptitiously at their guards, she saw t hem
engaged in | owvoi ced conversation, saw them gl ance nore than once at the
opening in the statue's base.

Turni ng back to Bane, Jarre placed two fingers on the boy's arm pinched him
har d.

"I"malone," she said to him "And don't you forget it.

Bane opened his nouth to cry out. Taking one |look at Jarre's face, however,
the boy decided it was best to keep silent. Nursing his bruised arm he
scooted away from her and was now sitting quietly, either sulking or plotting
sone new mi schief .

Jarre couldn't help but think that, sonehow, this was all his fault. She
deci ded she didn't |ike Bane.

Not hi ng nuch was happeni ng now. The ot her elves paced restlessly about the
statue, guarding their prisoners and casting nervous gl ances down the stairs.
The elf captain and Haplo did not return. And there was no sign of Linbeck

Time crawl ed when you were caught in situations like this. Jarre knew that and
made al | owances. And even with allowances, it occurred to her that she'd been
sitting here a long, long tine. She wondered how | ong those nagi c synbol s
Hapl o had put above the arches to show the way out would last, didn't think it
could be as long as this.

Li mbeck wasn't coming. He wasn't comng to rescue her. O join her. He was
going to be ...sensible.

Boot ed footsteps rang on the Factree floor. A voice called out, the guards
snapped to attention. Jarre, hope in her heart, prepared to run. But no
respect abl e, bespectacl ed | eader of WJPP appear ed.

It was only an elf. And he was comng froma different direction, fromthe
front of the Factree. Jarre sighed.

Pointing to Bane and Jarre, the elf said sonething in elven mat Jarre didn't
under stand. The guards were quick to respond. They appeared relieved, in fact.

Bane, | ooking nore cheerful, junped to his feet. The dog bounded up with an
eager whinper. Jarre stayed where she was.

"Come on, Jarre," the boy said, with a smle that nmagnani mously forgave all
"They' re taking us out of here."

"Wher e?" she asked suspiciously, standing up slowy.



"To see the lord commander. Don't worry. Everything's going to be all right.
"Il take care of you."

Jarre wasn't buying it. "Where's Hapl o?"

She gl owered at the approaching el ves, folded her arnms across her chest,
braced to stay put, if necessary.

"How shoul d I know?" Bane asked, shrugging. "The last | saw of him he was
down there, about to let |oose some of that magic of his. | guess it nust not
have worked," he added.

Smugly, Jarre thought. "It didn't. He was hurt. The elf threw a knife at him"
"That's too bad," said Bane, blue eyes wide. "Was... um .. was Linbeck with
hi nP"

Jarre stared at the boy blankly. "Linbeck who?"

Bane flushed in anger, but before he could badger her, a guard broke up the
conver sati on.

"Move al ong, Geg," he ordered in dwarven.

Jarre didn't want to nove along. She didn't want to see this |ord conmander
She didn't want to | eave wi thout knowi ng what had happened to Linmbeck and to
Hapl o. She | ooked defiant, was about to make a stand that woul d have probably
earned her a blow fromthe guard, when it suddenly occurred to her that

Li mbeck m ght be hiding down there, waiting for exactly this opportunity.
Waiting for the guards to | eave so that he coul d make good his escape.

Meekly, she fell into step beside Bane.

Behind them one of the elves shouted a question. The newy arrived elf
answered wi th what sounded |i ke an order

Uneasy, Jarre gl anced back

Several elves were gathering around the statue.
"What are they doing?" she asked Bane fearfully.
"Quardi ng the opening," said Bane, with a sly smle

"Wat ch where you're going! And keep novi ng, maggot,'
Jarre a rough shove

ordered the elf. He gave

Jarre had no choice but to obey. She wal ked toward the Factree entrance.

Behi nd her, the elves took up positions near the statue, but not too near the
f or bi ddi ng openi ng.

"Ch, Linbeck." Jarre sighed. "Be sensible.”

CHAPTER 17

WOVBE, DREVLIN

LOW REALM



HAPLO WOKE | N PAI N, ALTERNATELY SHI VERI NG AND BURNI NG LOOKI NG up, he saw the
eyes of the elven captain gleamred through a shadowed di mess.

Red eyes.

The captain squatted on his haunches, |long, thin-fingered el ven hands hangi ng
bet ween bent knees. He sniled when he saw Hapl o consci ous, watching him
"Greetings, naster," he said pleasantly, his tone Iight and bantering.
"Feel i ng sickish, are you? Yes, | suppose so. |'ve never experienced the nerve
poi son, but | understand it produces some remarkably unconfortabl e sensations.
Don't worry. The poison is not deadly, its effects wear off soon.”

Haplo gritted his teeth against the chill that nmade themrattle in his head,
closed his eyes. The elf was speaking Patryn, the rune | anguage of Haplo's
peopl e, the language that no elf living or dead had ever spoken, could ever
speak.

A hand was touching him sliding beneath his wounded shoul der.

Hapl o' s eyes flared open, he instinctively |lashed out at the elf... or that
was what he intended. In reality, he flopped his armaround a little. The elf
smled with a nocki ng conpassion, clucked over Haplo like a distracted hen
Strong hands supported the injured Patryn, eased himto an upright, sitting
posi tion.

"Come, cone, master. It's not that bad," said the captain cheerily, sw tching
to elven. "Yes, if looks could kill, you'd have nmy head hangi ng from your

trophy belt." Red eyes glinted in amusenent. "Or should | say, perhaps, a
snake's head, don't you agree?"

"What... what are you?" At least, that's what Haplo tried to say. H s brain
shaped the words clearly, but they canme out nush.

"Talking's difficult just now, | fancy, isn't it?" remarked the elf, speaking
Patryn again. "No need. | can understand your thoughts. You know what | am
You saw me on Chel estra, though you probably don't renmenber. | was only one of
many. And in a different body. Dragon-snakes, the mensch dubbed us. Here, what
woul d you say? Serpent-elf? Yes, | rather like that."

Shape- changers... Hapl o thought in a vague kind of horror. He shivered,

munbl ed.

" Shape-changers,"” agreed the serpent-elf. "But come. |I'mtaking you to the

Royal One. He's asked to speak with you."

Haplo willed his muscles to respond to his command, willed his hands to
strangle, hit, jab, anything. But his body failed him H's rmuscles tw tched
and danced in erratic spasns. It was all he could do to remain standing, and
then he was forced to | ean on the elf.

O, he supposed he should start thinking, the serpent.

"Suppose you try standing, Patryn. Oh, | say, that's quite good. Now wal ki ng.
W're late as it is. One foot in front of the other."

The serpent-elf guided the stunbling Patryn's footsteps as if he were a feeble
old man. Haplo shuffled forward, feet falling over each other, hands jerking
aimessly. A cold sweat soaked his shirt. His nerves flamed and tingled. The
sigla tattooed on his body had gone dark, his magic disrupted. He shook and



shivered and burned, |eaned on the elf, and kept going.

Li mbeck stood in the darkness that was so extraordi narily dark—far darker than
any darkness he could ever renenber—and began to think that he'd nade a

m st ake. The sigil Haplo had | eft above the arched passageway still gl owed,

but it cast no light, and, if anything, its solitary brilliance so far above
the dwarf only served to nake his own darkness darker

And then the light of the sigil began to dim

"I"mgoing to be trapped down here in the dark," said Linbeck. Renmoving his
spectacl es, he started to chew on the earpiece, a habit of his when nervous.
"Al one. They're not com ng back."

This possibility had not occurred to him He' d seen Hapl o perform marvel ous
feats of magic. Surely, a handful of elves wouldn't be a problemfor a man who
had driven away a maraudi ng dragon. Haplo would scare away the elves, then
cone back, and Linbeck could continue investigating that wondrous netal

per sonage i nside the room

Except Haplo didn't cone back. Tinme passed. The sigil grew di mer. Sonething
had gone wrong.

Li mbeck wavered. The thought of |leaving this room perhaps forever, was agony.
He had been so close. Gve the metal man its instructions and the nmetal nman
woul d start the heart of the great nachi ne beating again. Linbeck was not
quite clear on what the instructions were or how they were to be given or what
woul d happen once the great machine started up, but he had faith that al

woul d be made clear to himin tinme—ust like putting on his spectacles.

But, for now, the door was cl osed. Linbeck couldn't get back inside. He knew
he coul dn't get back inside, because he'd given the door a push or two, after
Jarre had left him He supposed he should be encouraged because the netal nan
had at |east foll owed Haplo's orders, but right at the nmonment Linbeck could
have opted for a nore slovenly, undisciplined attitude on the nmetal man's
part.

The dwarf consi dered beating on the door, shouting, demanding to be let in.
"No," Linmbeck nmuttered, grimacing at an awful taste in his mouth, a taste |eft

behi nd by the earpiece, "yelling and shouting might alert the elves. They'd
cone searching and find the Heart Room[as he was now terming it]. If | had a

light, | could see that synbol Bane drew on the door, then maybe | coul d open
it. But | don't have a light and no way to get a light w thout going away and
bringing one back. And if | go away to bring one back, howw Il | get back

when | don't know the way?"

Si ghi ng, Linbeck put his spectacles back on. H s gaze went to the archway, to
the sigil that had once shone brightly but now was hardly nore than a pale
ghost of itself.

"I could leave a trail, like Haplo did," murmured Linmbeck, frowning in deep

t hought. "But with what? | don't have anything to wite with. | don't"-he felt
hastily in his pockets —“even have a single wing nut on ne." He had been
thinking of a story he'd heard as a child, in which two young Gegs, before
entering the tunnels of the great machi ne, had narked their route by I eaving
behind a trail of nuts and bolts.

A thought came to him then—a thought whose brilliance nearly took his breath
away.



"My socks!"

Li mbeck plunked hinself down on the floor. One eye on the sigil, whose gl ow
was grow ng di nmer by the minute, and one on what he was doing, he haul ed of f
his boots, stood themneatly by the door. Pulling off one of his long, thick
wool en socks, which he had knit hinmself,* he funbled about at the top of the
sock, searching for the knot that marked the end of the thread. He found it
wi t hout nuch trouble, not having bothered to try to incorporate it into the
fabric. Gving the knot a good swift wench with his teeth, he tugged it

| oose.

*Since the lives of the dwarves on Drevlin revolve solely around the

Ki cksey-wi nsey, nmale and fenal e dwarves divi de househol d chores such as child
rearing, cooking, sew ng, and cl eaning. Thus all dwarves are adept at
knitting, crocheting, darning, and, in fact, consider such skills a form of
recreation. Al dwarves nust have something to do with their hands; to sit
idle, dream ng (such as Linbeck did as a youth), is considered a terrible sin.
Li mbeck knew how to knit, but he evidently wasn't rmuch good at it, as is

evi denced by the fact that his socks unravel w th such ease.

H s next problemwas: how to anchor the end of the thread? The walls were
snoot h, as was the door. Linbeck groped about in the dark, hoping to find sone
protrusion, but discovered nothing. At |length, he wapped the thread around

t he buckl e on his boot, then stuffed the top of the heavy boot beneath the
door until only the sole could be seen, sticking out.

"Just leave that alone, will you?" he called to the netal man within the room
t hi nki ng that perhaps the automaton night take it into its steel head to
ei t her shove the boot back out or (if it took a fancy to the boot) pull it the

rest of the way inside.
The boot remained in place. Nothing disturbed it.

Hastily, Linbeck took hold of his sock, began to unravel it. He started down
the hall, leaving a trail of wool en thread behind.

He had gone under about three sigil-marked archways and unravel ed about half
his sock when the flaw in his plan occurred to him

"Bot her," said Linbeck, irritated.

For, of course, if he could find his way back, following the trail of the
sock, then so could the elves. But there was no help for that now. He could
only hope he cane across Hapl o and Bane qui ckly, then he could take them back
to the Heart Room before the elves discovered it.

The sigla over the archways continued to give off their faint glow Linmbeck
followed their | ead, used up one sock. Taking off the other, he tied the end
of its thread to the end of the thread of the first and conti nued on. He was
trying to figure out what he would do when he ran out of socks. He was
considering starting on his sweater and even thinking that he nust be
sonewhere near the stairs that led to the statue, when he rounded a corner and
al nost ran smack i nto Haplo.

The Patryn was no help to Linbeck, however, for two reasons: Haplo wasn't
al one and he didn't look at all well. An elf was half-carrying the Patryn.

Startled, Linbeck ducked back into a recessed doorway. Pattering about on his
bare feet, the dwarf nade hardly a sound. The elf, who had slung Haplo's linp



arm across his shoulders, was talking to Haplo and did not hear Linbeck's
approach or his retreat. The elf and Hapl o continued w t hout pause on down a
hal | way t hat branched of f from Li nmbeck's.

Li mbeck' s heart sank. The elf was noving confidently through the tunnels,

whi ch neant that the elves nust know all about them Did they know about the
Heart Room and the netal man? Were the el ves the ones responsible for shutting
down t he Kicksey-w nsey?

The dwarf had to find out for certain and the one way to find out was to spy
on the elves. He would see where they took Haplo and, if possible, what they
did to him And what he did to them

Waddi ng what was left of his sock into a ball, Linbeck wedged the sock into a
corner and, noving nore quietly (wthout his boots) than any dwarf had ever
nmoved in the history of the race, he crept down the hall after Haplo and the
elf.

Hapl o had no i dea where he was, except that he had been brought to one of the
under ground tunnels dug by the Kicksey-wi nsey. Not a Sartan tunnel... No. A
qui ck glance at the wall confirned his thinking. No Sartan runes, anywhere. He
bani shed the thought as swiftly as it cane. O course, the serpents now knew
about the secret Sartan tunnels, if they didn't know about them before. But
best not to let them know anything else, if he could help it.

Except that Bane..

"The boy?" The serpent-elf glanced at Haplo. "Don't concern yourself. | sent
him back with my men. They're real elves, of course. I'mtheir

captai n—Sang-drax is my nane in elven. Rather clever, don't you agree?* Yes,
|'ve sent Bane along to the real elves. He'll be of far nore value to us in

their hands. Quite a remarkable nmensch, that Bane. W have great hopes for
hi m

"Drax" neans "dragon” in elven. "Sang" neans snake.

"No, no, | assure you, naster." The red eyes flickered. "The child' s not under
our control. No need. Ah, but here we are. Feeling better? Good. W want you
to be able to concentrate fully on what the Royal One has to say."

"Before you kill me," Haplo rmunbl ed.

Sang-drax smiled, shook his head, but he made no response. He cast a casua

gl ance up and down the corridor. Then, keeping a firmgrip on the Patryn, the
serpent-el f reached out, knocked on a door

A dwarf opened it.

"Gve me a hand," said Sang-drax, indicating Haplo. "He's heavy."

The dwarf nodded. Between them they manhandl ed the still-groggy Patryn into
the room The dwarf kicked at the door to shut it, but didn't bother to see if
he'd succeeded. Apparently, they felt secure in their hideout.

"I have brought him Royal One," called Sang-drax.

"Enter and wel come to our guest," was the response, given in human.

Li mbeck, stealing along behind the two, soon becane conpletely lost. He
suspected the el f had doubl ed back on his own trail, and he watched anxi ously,



half afraid that the elf would cone across the wool en thread. But Linbeck
concl uded he must have been m staken, for they never did.

They travel ed a great distance through the tunnels. Linbeck grewtired of

wal king. His bare feet were icy cold and brui sed from stubbing his toes on
walls in the dark. He hoped that Haplo would start to feel better; then, with
Li mbeck' s help, they could both junp the elf and escape.

Hapl o groaned, didn't l[ook particularly energetic, however. The elf didn't
appear concerned over his prisoner. He woul d pause occasionally, but that was
only to shift his burden nore confortably on his shoulders. He'd then continue
on, an eerie red gl ow—<oni ng from sone unknown source—ighting his way.

"My goodness, elves are strong," Linbeck remarked to hinself. "Far stronger
than 1'd imagi ned." He noted down this fact to be taken into account should
full-scale war ever be nounted agai nst the eneny.

They took many twi sts and turns down w nding corridors. Then the elf cane to a
halt. Easing the injured Hapl o back against the wall, the elf glanced casually
up and down the corridor

Li mbeck shrank back into a conveni ent passageway |ocated directly across from
where the elf was standing and flattened hinself against the wall. Now Li nbeck
knew t he source of the eerie red glow+t emanated fromthe elf's eyes.

The strange eyes with their fiery gaze flared in Linmbeck's direction. The
horri bl e, unnatural |ight alnost blinded him He knew he'd been di scovered and
he crouched, cowering, waiting to be apprehended. But the eyes' flam ng gaze
passed right over him flitted on down the corridor, and back again

Li mbeck went linp in relief. He was renmi nded of the tine one of the "lectric
zingers on the Kicksey-w nsey had gone anpbk, spit out great bolts of

lightning, before the dwarves managed to get it under control. One of those
bolts had whi zzed right past Linbeck's ear. Had he been standing six inches to
his left, he would have been sizzled. Had the dwarf been standing six inches
in front of hinmself, the elf would have spotted him

As it was, the elf was satisfied that he was unobserved. But then he hadn't
seened all that worried about it to begin with. Nodding to hinmself in
satisfaction, the elf turned and knocked on a door.

It opened. Light streanmed out. Linbeck blinked, his eyes adjusting to the
sudden brilliance.

"Gve nme a hand here," said the el f.*
*Li mbeck | earned to speak the elven | anguage from Captain Bothar' el

Expecting another elf to cone to the aid of the first, Linbeck was astoni shed
beyond neasure to see a dwarf enmerge fromthe doorway.

A dwar f!

Fortunately for Linbeck, his shock at seeing a dwarf assisting an elf to carry
the reviving Haplo into this secret, subterranean roomwas so great that it
paral yzed his tongue and all his other faculties into the bargain. O herw se,
he m ght have cried out "Hey!"™ "Hullo!" or "What in the nane of G eat-aunt
Sally's side whiskers do you think you' re doing?" and given hinself away.

As it was, by the time Linbeck's brain had reestablished comrunication wth



the rest of Linbeck, the elf and the dwarf had dragged a groggy Haplo into the
room They closed the door behind them and Linbeck's heart traveled down to
where his boots had once been. Then he noticed a crack of light, and his heart
junped, though it didn't quite manage to nmake it back up to its proper place,
for it still seemed to be beating somewhere around the | evel of his knees. The
door had been left slightly ajar

It wasn't courage that urged Linbeck forward. It was: \Wat? Wiy? How?

Curiosity, the driving force in his life, drew himtoward that roomas the
"lectrical iron-tuggers on the Kicksey-w nsey tugged iron. Linbeck was
standi ng at the door, one bespectacled eye to the crack, before he realized
what he was doing or gave a thought to his peril

Dwarves in collusion with the enemy! How could such a thing be? He'd find out
who the traitors were and he'd... well, he'd ... or maybe he'd..

Li mbeck stared, blinked. He drew back, then brought two eyes to the crack
t hi nking that one had been playing tricks on him It hadn't. He took off his
spect acl es, rubbed his eyes, |ooked again.

Humans were in the room Humans and el ves and dwarves. All standing around as
peaceful as can be. Al getting along together. All, apparently, united in
br ot her hood.

Wth the exception that their eyes glowed red and that they filled Linbeck
with a cold, naneless terror, he couldn't remenber having seen a nore
wonder ful sight.

Humans, el ves, dwarves—ene.

Hapl o stood in the room staring around him The horrible sensation of
alternately freezing and burni ng had ceased, but now he was weak, wung out.
He | onged to sleep, recognized this as his body's desire to heal itself,
reestablish the circle of his being, his magic.

And 1'll be dead | ong before that can happen.

The roomwas large and dimy lit by a few flickering |anterns hanging from
pegs on the walls. Haplo was at first confused by what he saw. But nen, on
second thought, it made sense. It was logical, brilliant. He sank into a chair
t hat Sang-drax shoved beneath his linp | egs.

Yes, it made perfect sense.

The roomwas filled with nensch: elves |ike Sang-drax, humans |ike Bane,
dwarves |ike Linbeck and Jarre. An elven soldier was tapping the toe of his
boot with the point of his sword. An elven nobl eman snoothed the feathers of a
hawk he held on his wist. A human fenmale, clad in a tattered skirt and a

del i berately provocative blouse, lounged in a bored manner against a wall.

Besi de her, a human w zard was anusing hinself by tossing a coin in the air,
maki ng it disappear. A male dwarf, in the dress of the Gegs, grinned through a
thick tangle of beard. Al nmensch, all conpletely different in |Iooks and
appear ance except for one thing. Each gazed at Haplo with gleamng red eyes.

Sang-drax, posting hinmself beside Haplo, indicated a hunan nmale, clad as a
conmon | aborer, who canme forward to stand in the center of the group. "The
Royal One," the serpent-elf said, speaking Patryn.

"I thought you were dead," said Haplo, his words slurred and faltering, but



coherent.

The serpent king | ooked confused for a nonent, then | aughed. "Ah, yes.
Chel estra. No, | amnot dead. W can never die."

"You | ooked pretty dead to me, after Alfred was finished with you."

"The Serpent Mage? | adnit that he killed a part of ne, but for every part of
me that dies, two nore parts are born. W live, you see, as long as you live.
You keep us alive. W are indebted to you." The serpent-human bowed.

Hapl o stared, confused. "Then what is your true forn? Are you snakes or
dragons or mensch or what?"

"W are whatever you want us to be," said the serpent king. "You give us
shape, as you give us life."

"Meani ng you adapt to the world you' re in, whatever suits your purpose,” Haplo
spoke slowy, his thoughts struggling through a drugged haze. "In the Nexus,
you were a Patryn. On Chelestra, it suited your purpose to appear in the guise
of terrifying snakes..."

"Here, we can be nore subtle,"” said the serpent king, with a casual wave of
his hand. "We have no need to appear as ferocious nonsters to throwthis world
into the turnmoil and chaos on which we thrive. W have only to be its
citizens."

The others in the room | aughed appreciatively.

Shape- changers, Haplo realized. The evil can assume any form any guise. On
Chel estra—dragon-snakes; in this world —ensch; in the Nexus-his own peopl e.
No one will recognize them no one will know they are here. They can go
anywhere, do anything, foment wars, keep dwarf fighting elf, elf fighting
human... Sartan fighting Patryn. Too eager to hate, never realizing our hatred
makes us weak, we are open and vulnerable to the evil that will eventually
devour us all!

"Why have you brought me here?" Hapl o asked, alnbst too sick and despairing to
care.

"To tell you our plans."

Hapl o sneered. "A waste of time, since you intend to kill ne.
"No, no, that would be the waste!"

Wal ki ng past rows of elves and dwarves and humans, the serpent king came to
stand directly in front of Haplo. "You still haven't grasped it, yet, have
you, Patryn?"

The king reached out his hand, stabbed a finger at Haplo's chest, tapped it.
"W live only so long as you live. Fear, hatred, vengeance, terror, pain,
suffering—that is the foul and turgid quagnmre in which we breed. You live in
peace and each of us dies a little bit. You live in fear and your life gives
us life."

"Il fight you!"™ Haplo nunbl ed.

"Of course you will!" laughed the serpent-human.



Hapl o rubbed his aching head, his bleary eyes. "I get it. That's what you
want "

"Now you are beginning to understand. The harder you struggle, the stronger we
grow. "

What about Xar? Hapl o wondered. You pledged to serve him 1Is that, too, a
trick... ?

"W will serve your lord." The serpent king was sincere, earnest.
Hapl o scow ed. He had forgotten they could read his thoughts.

"W serve Xar with enthusiasm" the serpent king continued. "W are with him
on Abarrach, in the guise of Patryns, of course. W are assisting himto learn
the secret of necromancy. W will join his army when he | aunches his attack
aid himin his war, fight his battles, do willingly whatever he asks of us.
And after that..."

"You'll destroy him™

"W will be forced to, I'"'mafraid. Xar wants unity, peace. Achieved through
tyranny and fear, of course. W' d gain sone sustenance fromthat but, all in
all, a starvation diet"

"And the Sartan?"

"Ch, we don't play favorites. W're working with them as well. Samah was
i nordinately pleased with hinmsel f when several 'Sartan' answered his call
cane to 'their dear brothers' fromout of Death's Gate. He has gone to
Abarrach, but, in his absence, the newby arrived 'Sartan' are urging their
fellow Sartan to declare war upon the mensch

"And, soon, even the peaceful mensch of Chelestra will fall to quarreling
anmong thenmsel ves. O should | say... ourselves."

Hapl o' s head sagged, heavy as rock. H's arnms were stones, his feet boul ders.
He found hinself lying on the table.

Sang-drax grabbed Haplo by the hair, jerked his head up, forced himto | ook at
t he serpent, whose form now becane hideous. The creature |ooned large, its
body swelling and expandi ng. And then the body started to break apart. Arns,

| egs, hands detached thenselves fromthe torso, floated away. The head
dwindled in size until all Haplo could see were two slit, red eyes.

"You will sleep,"” said a voice in Haplo's mind. "And when you wake, wake to
health, fully restored. And you will renmenber. Remenber clearly all | have
said, all | have yet to say. We find ourselves in danger, here, on Arianus.

There exists an unfortunate trend toward peace. The Tri bus enpire, weak and
corrupt within, is fighting a two-front war, one which we do not think they
can win. If Tribus is overthrown, the elves and their human allies wll
negotiate a treaty with the dwarves. This cannot be all owed.

"Nor would your lord want this to happen, Haplo." The red eyes flaned with

| aughter. "That will be your dilema. An agonizing one. Help these nensch and
you thwart the will of your lord. Help your lord and you help us. Help us and
you destroy your lord. Destroy your |lord and you destroy your people."

Dar kness, soot hing and wel come, blotted out the sight of the red eyes. But he
still heard the |aughing voice.



"Thi nk about it, Patryn. Meanwhile, we'll grow fat on your fear."

Peering inside the roomfull of nensch, Linbeck could see Haplo clearly—they'd
dropped himon the floor, just inside the door. The Patryn, | ooking around,
appeared to be as astounded as the dwarf, to see this uni que gathering.

Haplo didn't seemto be at all pleased, however. In fact, as near as Linbeck
could tell, Haplo | ooked as terrified as Linbeck felt.

A human, dressed as a conmon | aborer, cane forward. He and Hapl o began to
converse in a |l anguage that Linmbeck didn't understand, but which sounded harsh
and angry and chilled himw th dark and frighteni ng sensations. At one point,
however, everyone in the room | aughed and commented and seened extrenely
happy, agreeing to sonething that had been said.

At that point. Linbeck understood some of the conversation, for the dwarves
spoke in dwarven and the elves in elven and the humans, presumably, since

Li mbeck didn't speak their |anguage, spoke human. None of this cheered Hapl o,
however, who appeared nore tense and desperate than before, if that were
possi bl e. He | ooked, to Linbeck, like a nan about to neet a terrible end.

An elf took hold of Haplo by the hair, jerked the Patryn's head up, forcing
himto | ook at the human. Linbeck watched wi de-eyed, having no idea what was
goi ng on, but certai n—sonmehow-+that Hapl o was going to die.

The Patryn's eyes fluttered, closed. H s head sagged, he sank back into the
arms of the elf. Linbeck's heart, which had struggled up fromhis feet, now
lodged firmy in his throat. He was certain that Hapl o was dead.

The elf stretched the Patryn out on the floor. The human | ooked down at him
shook his head, and | aughed. Haplo's head turned, he sighed. He was, Linbeck
saw, asl eep.

Li mbeck was so relieved that his spectacles steaned up. He took them of f and
wi ped themwi th a shaki ng hand.

"Some of you Tribus elves, help me carry him" ordered the elf who had brought
Hapl o down here. Once again, he was speaking the elven | anguage, not the
strange | anguage that Linmbeck couldn't understand. "I've got to get him back
up to that Factree place, before the others grow suspicious."

Several elves—at |east Linbeck supposed they were elves; it was difficult to
tell, because they were wearing some type of clothing that made them | ook nore
like the walls of the tunnels than el ves—gat hered around the sl unbering Haplo.
They lifted himby his | egs and shoul ders, carried himeasily, as though he
wei ghed no nore than a child, and started for the door

Li mbeck ducked hastily back down the tunnel, watched as the el ves bore Haplo
off in the opposite direction

It occurred to Linbeck that, once again, he was going to be left al one down
here, with no idea howto get out. He nmust either follow themor..

"Perhaps | could ask one of the dwarves."
He turned to look into the roomand al nost dropped his spectacles. Hurriedly,

he wrapped the earpieces around his ears, stared hard through the | enses of
thick gl ass, not believing what he was seeing.



The room which had been filled with light and | aughter and humans and el ves
and dwarves, was enpty.

Li mbeck sucked in a deep breath, let it out with a shivering sigh. H's
curiosity overwhel med him He was about to slip into the roomand investigate
when it struck himthat the el ves—his way out—aere rapidly |eaving himbehind.
Shaki ng his side whiskers over the strange and inexplicable things he'd seen
Li mbeck trotted down the hal hvay, follow ng the strangely dressed el ves.

The eerie red glow of their eyes |it the passages brightly, showed their way.
How they could tell one tunnel from another, one arched entry froman exit,
was beyond Li nbeck. They noved at a rapid pace, never pausing, never taking a
wrong turn, never forced to back up or start over

"What are your plans, Sang-drax?" asked one. "C ever nane, by the way."

"You like it? | thought it appropriate,” said the elf who had brought Haplo
down here. "I nmust see to it that the human child, Bane, and the Patryn, here,
are taken to the enperor. The child has a plan in m nd that should fonent
chaos in the human ki ngdom far nore effectively than anything we could do
ourselves. You will, | trust, pass the word along to those near the enperor
and urge his cooperation?"

"He'll cooperate, if the Unseen* advise it."

*An elite unit of soldiers created by the enperor, ostensibly to search out
and destroy rebel elves. The Unseen—so called because of their nysterious
ability to make thensel ves very nearly invisible-have gai ned enor nous

power —even before the infiltration by the evil serpents.

"I am anmazed that you managed to join such an elite and powerful unit so
qui ckly. My congratul ations."

One of the oddly dressed elves shrugged. "It was quite sinple, really. Nowhere
el se on Arianus does there exist a group whose neans and nethods coi nci de so
well with our owmn. Wth the exception of an unfortunate tendency to revere

el ven | aw and order and to perpetrate their deeds in the name of such, the
Unseen CGuard are perfect for us."

"A pity we cannot penetrate the ranks of the Kenkari* as easily."

*One of the seven original clans of elves brought by the Sartan to Arianus
after the Sundering. Al elven clans had wi zards anong them but the Kenkari
were nore powerful in magic than nost and, through strict policies of
intermarriage, they were able, over many generations, to enhance their magica
powers. Consequently, the Kenkari are much in demand by other elven clans.
Though they have no lands of their own, they are greatly revered in the el ven
nation, live as "guests" anong the various royal famlies. Their main duties,
however, lie with the Keeping of the Souls.

"I begin to think that will be inpossible, Sang-drax. As | explained to the
Royal One this evening, prior to your arrival, the Kenkari are spiritual in
nature, and therefore extraordinarily sensitive to us. W have concl uded t hat
they do not pose a threat, however. Their only interest is in the spirits of
t he dead, whose power feeds the enpire. Their main object in life consists of
guardi ng these captive souls.”

More conversation followed, after that, but Linbeck, slogging al ong behind and
beginning to feel very tired fromall this unaccustomed exertion, soon | ost
interest intrying to followit. Mst of what they di scussed he hadn't



under st ood anyhow, and the small part he understood confused him He did think
it odd that elves, who, nonents ago, had been quite chumy w th humans, shoul d
now be tal ki ng about 'fonenting chaos.”

"But then nothing either humans or elves do would surprise me," he decided,

wi shing that he could sit down and rest. Then certain hal f-heard words of the
el ves' conversation jolted Linbeck into forgetting about sore feet and aching
ankl es.

"What will you do with the dwarf fermale your nmen captured?" one of the elves
was aski ng.

"Did they?" Sang-drax replied carelessly. "I wasn't aware."

"Yes, they took her while you were occupied with the Patryn. She's in custody
now, with the boy."

Jarre! Linbeck realized. They were tal ki ng about Jarre!

Sang-drax considered. "Wy, | suppose |'ll take her along. She might cone in
handy in future negotiations, don't you think? If those fool elves don't kil
her first. The hatred they have for these dwarves is perfectly marvel ous."

Kill Jarre! Linbeck's blood ran cold with shock, then burned hot w th rage,
then drained fromhis head into his stomach with the sickly feeling of
r enor se.

"If Jarre dies, it will be because of nme," he nmunbled to hinmself, barely
wat chi ng where he was going. "She sacrificed herself for ny sake..."

"Did you hear sormething?" asked one of the elves who was holding on to Haplo's
| egs.

"Vermn," said Sang-drax. "The place is craming with them You'd think the
Sartan woul d have taken nore care. Hurry up. My men will assume |'m|ost down
here and | don't want any of them deciding to play hero and come searching for
ne."

"I doubt that," said the oddly dressed elf with a laugh. "Fromwhat |'ve
over heard, your nmen have little love for you."

"True," said Sang-drax inplacably. "Two of them suspect me of havi ng mnurdered
their fornmer captain. They're right, of course. Quite clever of themto have
figured it out, actually. A pity such cleverness will prove fatal. Ah, here we
are, the entrance to the Factree. Quietly, quietly."

The elves fell silent, all intent on listening. Linbeck—outraged, upset, and
confused—ane to a halt sone di stance behi nd. He knew where he was now, having
recogni zed the entrance to the stairway that |ed back up to the statue of the
Manger. He could still see the faint glow of the rune-mark Haplo had |eft

behi nd.

"Someone' s novi ng about up there," said Sang-drax. "They nust have set a
guard. Put himdown. 1'll take it fromhere. You two return to your duties."
"Yes, sir, Captain, sir." The other elves grinned, saluted nockingly, and
then—+o the distraught Linbeck's intense astoni shnent—both vani shed.

Li mbeck renmoved his spectacles, cleaned them He had the vague idea that spots
on the | enses mght account for the elves' disappearance. C ean | enses weren't



any hel p, however. Two of the elves were still gone. The elf captain was
draggi ng Haplo to his feet.

"Wake up now. " Sang-drax slapped the Patryn's face. "That's it. Feeling a bit

groggy? It will take you sonme time to fully recover fromthe poison's effects.
W'll be well on our way to the |Inperanon by then. Don't worry. |I'll take over
the care of the mensch, especially the child."

Hapl o coul d barely stand, and then he was forced to | ean heavily on the elf
captain. The Patryn | ooked extremely ill, but even then, sick as he was, he
seened |l oath to have anything to do with the elf. But he had no choice,
apparently. He was too weak to clinb the stairs on his owm. If he wanted out
of the tunnel, he had to accept the assistance of Sang-drax's strong arm

And Li nbeck had no choice. The infuriated dwarf |onged to rush out and
confront the elf, demand Jarre's imedi ate and safe return. The old Linbeck
woul d have done so, w thout any regard for the consequences.

Thi s Linmbeck peered through his spectacles and saw an unusually strong elf. He
recal l ed that the captain had mentioned other elves standi ng guard above,
noted that Haplo was in no shape to hel p. Sensibly, Linbeck remained where he
was, hiding in the darkness. Only when he judged by the sound of their
footsteps that the two were hal fway up the stairs did the dwarf pad baref oot ed
over to crouch at the bottom

"Captain Sang-drax, sir,"
happened to you."

cane a voi ce from above. "W were wondering what

"The prisoner ran," said Sang-drax. "I had to go after him™"
"He ran with a knife in his shoul der?" The e!f sounded i npressed.

"These damed humans are tough, |ike wounded animals," said Sang-drax. "He |ed
me a nerry chase until the poison brought himdown."

"What is he, sir? Sone type of wi zard? | never saw a hunan whose skin gl owed
bl ue tike that."

"Yes. He's one of those so-called nysteriarchs. Probably down here to guard
t he boy."

"You believe the little bastard's story, sir?" The elf sounded incredul ous.

"I think we should let the enperor determ ne what we believe, don't you,
Li eut enant ?"

"Yes, sir. | suppose so, Sir.
"\Where have they taken the boy?"
Bl ast the boy, Linbeck thought irritably. Were have they taken Jarre?

The elf and Hapl o had reached the top of the stairs. The dwarf held his
breath, hoping to hear nore.

"To the guardhouse, Captain. Awaiting your orders, sir.
"I"ll need a ship, ready to fly back to Paxaria—

"I'"l'l have to clear that with the | ord commander, sir.



"Then do so, at once. |I'Il be taking the boy and this w zard and that other
creature we captured—

"The dwarf, sir?" The elf was astounded. "W had thought to execute her, as an
example ..."

Li mbeck didn't hear any nore. A roaring sound in his ears made hi mdizzy and
i ght-headed. He swayed on his feet, was forced to | ean against the wall.
Jarre—executed! Jarre, who'd saved him from bei ng executed! Jarre, who | oved
himfar nore than he deserved. No, it wouldn't happen! Not if he could help it
and. .. and...

The roaring subsided, replaced by a cold enptiness that made himfeel holl ow
and dark inside, as cold and dark and enpty as these tunnels. He knew what to
do. He had a Pl an.

And now he coul d hear once again.
"What should we do about this opening, sir?"

"Close it," said Sang-drax.

"Are you sure, sir? | don't like the feel of that place. It seens... evil.
Per haps we should leave it open, send down teans to expl ore—=

"Very well, Lieutenant," said Sang-drax casually. "l saw nothing of interest
down there, but if you would Iike to investigate, feel free. You'll be

expl oring on your own, of course. | can't spare any nen to assist you.
However —

"I"ll see to it that the opening is closed, sir," the elf said hastily.
"\What ever you decide. The choice is yours. |I'll need a litter and sone
bearers. | can't carry this heavy bastard much farther."

"Let me help you, sir.

"Throw hi m down on the fl oor. Then you can close the opening. I'Ill—=

The el ves' voices were receding. Linbeck dared wait no | onger. He crept up the
stairs, keeping his head low, until he could peep out the top of the hole. The
two elves, involved w th naneuvering the sem consci ous Hapl o of f the statue's
base, had their backs to the opening. Two other elves, standing guard, were
eyei ng the wounded human—ene of the notorious nysteriarchs—wth interest.

They, too, had their backs turned.

It was now or never.

Planting his spectacles securely on his nose, Linmbeck crawl ed out of the
openi ng and nade a nmad, desperate dash for the hole in the floor that |ed back
down to the Gegs' underground system of tunnels.

This part of the Factree was only dimy lit. The elven guards, wary of the
strange and forbidding statue, were not standing particularly close to it.
Li mbeck made it to safety w thout being seen

In his panicked flight, he nearly plumeted down into the hole headfirst.
Managi ng to catch hinself at the | ast nonent, he threw hinself on the floor
grasped hold of the rungs of the | adder, and, executing a clunmsy sonersault,



tunmbl ed down inside. He hung suspended a nonment, his hands clingi ng awkwardly
to the top rung of the | adder, his bare feet scrabbling wildly for purchase.
It was a |ong drop down.

Li mbeck caught hold of the |adder with his toes, planted his feet nore or |ess
securely. Prying his sweating hands | oose fromtheir hold, he turned hinself
around and clung to the |adder thankiully, catching his breath, listening for
sounds of pursuit.

"Did you hear sonething?" one elf was asking.
Li mbeck froze agai nst the | adder.

"Nonsense!" The lieutenant's voice was crisp. "It's that damm opening. It's
maki ng us all hear things. Captain Sang-drax is right. The sooner we shut it
up, the better."

He heard a grinding sound, nade by the statue sliding shut on its base.
Li mbeck clinbed down the | adder and headed, grimfaced and coldly angry, back
to his headquarters, there to institute the Plan

Hs thread trail back to the automaton, the automaton itself, the unlikely
peaceful union of humans, elves, dwarves—none of that mattered now.

And it might not ever matter again.

He woul d have Jarre back... or else.

CHAPTER 18

THE CATHEDRAL OF THE ALBEDO ARI STAGON, M D REALM

THE WEESHAMF EXPERI ENCED AN OVERWHELM NG SENSE OF THANKFULNESS as she
approached the Cathedral of the Al bedo.* It was not the beauty of the
structure that touched her, though the cathedral was rightfully considered to
be the nost beautiful of any structure built by the elves on Arianus. Nor was
she overly influenced by the awe and reverence nost elves felt on approaching
the repository for the souls of the elven royal famlies. The weesham was t oo
frightened to notice the beauty, too bitter and unhappy to be reverent. She
was thankful because she had, at |ast, reached a safe haven.

*An el ven wi zard whose function is to capture the soul of a dying nenber of
elven royalty and deliver it to the Cathedral of the Al bedo. A weeshamis
assigned to a royal child at its birth and follows the child continually

t hroughout life, waiting for death and the rel ease of the soul, which is
captured in a magi cal box.

*An ancient word taken fromold Earth. Oiginally "al bedo" referred to that
proportion of solar light shining on a planet that is reflected fromthat

pl anet. The elves use the word in a highly romanticized form to denote the
light of elven souls reflecting back to their people.

Clutching the small |apis and chal cedony box in her hand, she hastened up the
coralite steps. Gold-gilt edges gleaned in the sunshine, seemed to shine on
her path. She made her way around the octagon-shaped building until she cane
to the central door. As she wal ked, the weesham gl anced nore than once over
her shoul der—a refl exive action, born of three days of terror

She shoul d have realized that it was not possible for even the Unseen to trai
her here, into this sacred precinct. But her fear made her incapable of



rati onal thought. Fear had consuned her, like the deliriumof a fever, made
her see things that were not there, hear words that weren't spoken. She

bl anched and trenbl ed at the sight of her own shadow and, reaching the door
began beating on it with a clenched fist, rather than tapping softly and
reverently as she was supposed to do.

The Keeper of the Door, whose exceptionally tall stature and thin, alnpst
emaci at ed- | ooki ng form narked hi mas one of the Kenkari elves, junped at the
sound. Hastening to the door, he stared through the crystal panes and frowned.
The Kenkari was accustomed to weeshamer geir, as they were less formally but
nore appropriately known*—arriving in various stages of grief. The stages
ranged fromthe resigned, quiet grief of the elderly, who had lived with their
charges since they were young, to the stiff-lipped grief of the

sol di er-weesham who had seen their charges brought down by the war currently
raging on Arianus, to the angui shed grief of a weesham who has | ost a child.
The enotion of grief on the part of the weesham was acceptabl e, even | audabl e.
But lately the Keeper of the Door had been seeing another enotion connected
with grief, an enotion that was unaccept abl e—fear.

*Geir is a slang term meani ng "vul ture.

He saw the signs of fear in this geir, as he had seen the same signs in too
many ot her weesham of |ate. The hasty poundi ng on the door, the distraught

gl ances over the shoulder, the pale skin marred by gray smudges of sl eepl ess
ni ghts. The Keeper solemly and slowy opened the door, net the geir with
grave men, forced her to go through the ritual proceedi ngs before she was
permtted entry. The Kenkari, experienced in these matters, knew that the
fam liar words of the ritual, though it seened tedious at the time, brought
confort to the grieving and the fearful

"Please, let me in!" gasped the wonan when the crystal door swung open on
sil ent hinges.

The Keeper barred the way with his own slender body. He lifted his armnms high
Fol ds of cloth, enbroidered in silken threads of iridescent reds and yell ows
and oranges, surrounded by velvet black, simulated the wings of a butterfly.
The elf seened, in fact, to become a butterfly-his body the body of the insect
that was sacred to the elves, the wings spreading on either side.

The sight was dazzling to eye and mind and reassuring as well. The geir was

i mediately recalled to her duties; her training and teaching returned to her.
Color came to her pallid checks, she renenbered the proper way to introduce
hersel f and, after a few nmonents, quit trenbling.

She gave her nane, her clan name,* and that of her charge. This |ast nane she
spoke with a choke in her voice and was forced to repeat it before the Keeper
under st ood. He searched swiftly through the repositories of his nenory, found
the nane filed there, among hundreds of others, and ascertained that the soul
of this young princess rightly belonged in the cathedral. (Difficult to
believe, but, in this degenerate age, there were those elves of conmmon bl ood
who attenpted to insinuate their own plebeian ancestors into the cathedral
The Keeper of the Door—through his extensive know edge of the royal famly
tree and its numerous offshoots, both legitinate and ot herw se—di scovered the
i nposters, made them prisoners, and turned them over to the Unseen Quard.)

*El ves of other clans nay becone weesham though only the Kenkari may serve in
the cathedral. The weesham who rmust be highly skilled in spirit magic, study
with the Kenkari fromthe time they enter adol escence until they becone adults
(equivalent in human terns to the age of twenty). At this time, the geir are
assigned to their charges, usually nmenbers of their own clans.



Now t he Keeper was in no doubt and nade his decision inmediately. The young
princess, a second cousin of the enperor on his father's nother's side, had
been renowned for her beauty and intellect and spirit. She should have lived
years | onger, beconme a wife, nother, borne nore such as herself to grace this
wor | d.

The Keeper said as nmuch, when—the ritual ended-he adnmitted the geir into the
cat hedral, shut the crystal door behind her. He noticed, as he did so, that
t he wonman al nost wept with relief, but still glanced about her in terror

"Yes," replied the geir in a lowvoice, as if, even in this sanctuary, she was
afraid to talk aloud, "ny beautiful girl should have lived long. | should have
sewed the sheets of her wedding bed, not the hem of her shroud!"

Hol di ng the box in her open palm the geir—a woman of around forty
years—snoothed its intricately carved Iid with her hand and murnured sone
br oken words of affection for the poor soul held wthin.

"What was it struck her down?" asked the Keeper solicitously. "The plague?"

"Wuld it were!" the geir cried bitterly. "That | could have borne." She
covered the box with her hand, as if she could still protect the one inside.
"It was nurder."”

"Hurmans?" The Keeper was grim "O rebel s?"

"And what would my lanmb, a princess of the blood, be doing with either humans
or the rebel scum*" the geir flashed, forgetting in her grief and anger that
she was speaking to a superior

*Reference to the rebel elves, who were currently attenpting to overthrow the
Tri bus enpire.

The Keeper remni nded her of her place with a | ook

The geir | owered her eyes, caressed the box. "No, it was her own that killed
her. Her own flesh and bl ood!"
"Come, wonman, you're hysterical,"
reason—

stated the Keeper sternly. "\Wat possible

"Because she was young and strong, her spirit is young and strong. Such
qualities," said the geir, tears trailing unheeded down her cheeks, "are nore
val uable to sone in death than they are in life."

"1 cannot believe—

"Then believe this." The geir did the unthinkable. Reaching out her hand, she
grasped hold of the Keeper's wist, drew himnear to hear her |ow,
horror-filled words. "My lanb and | al ways had a gl ass of hot negus before
retiring.* We shared the drink that night. | thought it tasted odd, but I
assunmed that the wine was bad. Neither of us finished ours, but went to bed
early. My lanb had been plagued with evil dreans..." The geir had to pause, to
regai n her conposure

*The geir never |eave their charges, but remain at their sides, day and night,
in case death shoul d take them



"My lamb fell asleep alnost imrediately. | was puttering about the room
sorting her dear ribbons and |laying out her dress for the norrow, when a
strange feeling came over me. My hands and arnms felt heavy, ny tongue dry and

swollen. It was all | could do to stagger to ny bed. | fell instantly into a
strange state. | was asleep, yet | wasn't. | could see things, hear things,
yet | could not respond. And thus, | saw them"”

The geir pressed the Keeper's hand nore tightly. He | eaned close to hear her
yet was barely able to understand her words spoken fast and tight.

"I saw the night craw through her w ndow "
The Keeper frowned, drew back.

"I know what you think," the geir said. "That | was drunk or dream ng. But

swear it is the truth. | saw nmovenent, dark shapes blotted out the w ndow
frame, crept over to the wall. Three of them And for an instant they were
hol es of bl ackness against the wall. They stood still. And then they were the
wal I'!

"But | could still see them nove, though it was as if the wall itself were
withing. They slid to ny lanb's bed. | tried to scream to cry out, but ny
voi ce made no sound. | was hel pl ess. Hel pless.”

The geir shuddered. "Then a pill owene of nmy lanb's silk enbroidered pillows
that she'd sewn with her own dear hands—+ose up in the air, borne by unseen

hands. They laid it over her face and... and pressed it down. My |anb
struggl ed. Even in her sleep, she fought to live. The unseen hands held the
pillow over her face until... until her struggles ceased. She lay back |inp.

"Then | sensed one of them cone over to nme. There was nothing el se visible,
not even a face. Yet | knew one was near. A hand touched my shoul der and shook
ne.

"Your charge is dead, geir,' a voice said. 'Qickly, catch her soul.’

"The terrible drugged feeling left me. | screanmed and sat up and reached for
the evil creature, to hold himuntil | could sumon the guards. But ny hands
passed through air. They had gone. They were no |onger the walls, but the

ni ght. They fl ed.

"I ran to ny | anb, but she was dead. Her heartbeat stilled, her life snothered
out of her. They had not even given her a chance to free her own soul. | had
to cut her.* Her smpboth, pale skin. | had—=

*The first words an elven child of royal blood teanms are those that will

rel ease his soul fromthe body after death. He repeats these at the time of
death and the geir then captures the soul to take it to the cathedral

However, if the elf dies before the words can be spoken, the geir may free the
soul by cutting open a vein in the left armand drawi ng off heart's bl ood.
Thi s nmust be done within nonents after death.

The geir began to sob uncontrollably. She did not see the | ook on the Keeper's
face, did not see his forehead crease, his |arge eyes darken

"You must have dreaned it, my dear,"” was all he said to the woman.

"No," she replied in holl ow tones, her tears wept out. "I did not dreamit,
t hough that is what they would have ne believe. And |'ve sensed them
followi ng me. Everywhere | go. But that is nothing. | have no reason to live

| wanted only to tell soneone. And they could not very well kill me before



fulfilled nmy duty, could they?"

She gave the box a last fond, grieving | ook, then placed it gently and
reverently in the Keeper's hand.

"Not when this is what they wanted."
Tur ni ng, head bowed, she wal ked back through the crystal door

The Keeper held it open for her. He spoke a few conforting words, but they
were enpty of conviction and both the speaker and the hearer—f she heard them
at all—%knewit. Holding the | apis and chal cedony box in his hand, he watched
the geir wend her way down the gilt-edged stairs and out onto the | arge and
enpty courtyard surroundi ng the cathedral. The sun shone brightly. The geir's
body cast a | ong shadow behi nd her

The Keeper felt chilled. He watched closely until the woman had vani shed
beyond his sight. The box in his hand was still warmfromthe geir's fast hold
on it. Sighing, he turned away, rang a small silver gong that stood on a wall
sconce near the door.

Anot her Kenkari, clad in the multicolored butterfly robes, drifted down the
hall on silent, slippered feet.

"Take over ny duties for me," the Keeper commanded. "I nust deliver this to
the Aviary. Sumon ne if there is need.”

The Kenkari, the Keeper's chief assistant, nodded and took up his place at the
door, ready to receive the soul of any new arrival. Box in hand, the Keeper
his brow furrowed, left the great door and headed for the Aviary.

The Cathedral of the Albedo is built in the shape of an octagon. Coralite,
magi cal | y urged and pruned, swoops mgjestically up fromthe ground to forma
hi gh, steeply pitched done. Crystal walls fill the space |eft between the
coralite ribs, the crystal planes shine with blinding brilliance in the Iight
of the sun, Solaris.

The crystal walls create an optical illusion, naking it appear to the casua
observer (who is never allowed very close) that he can see conpletely through
the building fromone side to the other. In reality, mrrored walls on the

i nside of the octagon reflect the interior walls of the outside. One outside
cannot see inside, therefore, but those inside can see everything. The
courtyard surrounding the cathedral is vast, enpty of all objects. A
caterpillar cannot cross it w thout being observed. Thus do the Kenkari keep
their ancient nysteries safely guarded.

Wthin the octagon's center is the Aviary. Located in a circle around the
Aviary are roons for study, roons for neditation. Beneath the cathedral are
the permanent |iving quarters of the Kenkari, the tenporary living quarters
for their apprentices, the weesham

The Keeper turned his steps toward the Aviary.

The | argest chanber in the cathedral, the Aviary is a beautiful place, filled
with living trees and plants brought fromall over the elven kingdomto be
grown here. Precious water—n such short supply el sewhere in the land, due to
the war with the Gegs—was freely dispensed in the Aviary, lavishly poured to
maintain life in what was, ironically, a chanber for the dead.

No singing birds flewin this Aviary. The only wings spread within its crysta



wal I s were unseen, epheneral +he wings of the souls of royal elves, caught,
kept captive, forced to sing eternally their silent rmusic for the good of the

enpire.

The Keeper paused outside the Aviary, looked within. It was truly beautiful
The trees and fl owering plants grew | ush here as nowhere else in the Md
Real ms. The enperor's garden was not as green as this, for even His Inperial
Maj esty' s water had been rationed.

The Aviary's water flowed through pipes buried deep beneath the soil that had
been brought, so legend had it, fromthe garden island of Hesthea, in the High
Real ms, now | ong since abandoned.* O her than being watered, the plants were
given no further care, unless the dead tended them which the Keeper sonetines
liked to imagine that they did. The living were only rarely permitted to enter
the Aviary. And that had not happened in the Keeper's inordinately |ong
lifetime, nor in any lifetime that any Kenkari could renmenber.

*For a history of the Hi gh Real ns, see Dragon Wng, vol. i of The Death Gate
Cycl e.

No wi nd blew in the encl osed chanber. No draft, not even a whisper of air
could steal inside. Yet the Keeper saw the | eaves of the trees flutter and
stir, saw the rose petals trenble, saw flower stal ks bend. The souls of the
dead flitted anmong the green and living things. The Keeper watched a nonent,
then turned away. Once a place of peace and tranquillity and hope, the Aviary
had conme to take on a sinister sadness for him He | ooked down at the box he
held in his hand, and the dark lines in his thin face deepened.

Hastening to the chapel that stood adjacent to the Aviary, he spoke the ritua
prayer, then gently pushed open the ornately carved wooden door. Wthin the
smal |l room the Keeper of the Book sat at a desk, witing in a |arge,

| eat her - bound volune. It was her duty to record the name, |ineage, and
pertinent life-facts of all those who arrived in the small boxes.

The body to the fire, the life to the book, the soul to the sky. That was how
the ritual went. The Keeper of the Book, hearing someone enter, halted her
writing. She | ooked up

"One to be adnitted,” said the Door, heavily.

The Book (titles were shortened, for conveni ence' sake) nodded and rang a
smal | silver gong that sat on her desk

Anot her Kenkari, the Keeper of the Soul, entered froma side room The Book
rose respectfully to her feet. The Door bowed. Keeper of the Soul was the

hi ghest rank attai nable anong the Kenkari, A wi zard of the Seventh House, the
Kenkari who held this title was not only the nost powerful of his clan, but

al so one of the nost powerful elves in the enpire. The Soul's word, in times
past, had been enough to bring kings to their knees. But now? The Door

wonder ed.

The Soul held out his hand, reverently accepted the box. Turning, he laid the
box upon the altar and knelt to begin his prayers. The Door told the naiden's
nane and recited all he knew of the young woman's |ineage and history to the
Book, who jotted down notes. She would record the details nore fully, when she
had ti ne.

"So young," said the Book, sighing. "Wat was the cause of death?"

The Door licked dry lips. "Mirder."



The Book rai sed her eyes, stared at him glanced over at the Soul. The Soul
ceased his prayers, turned around.

"You sound certain this time."

"There was a witness. The drug did not take conplete hold. Qur weesham has a
taste for fine wine, it seens,"” the Door added, with a twisted snmle. "She
knew bad from good and wouldn't drink it."

"Do they know?"

"The Unseen know everything," said the Book in a | ow voi ce.

"She is being foll owed. They have been follow ng her," said the Door
"Here?" The Soul's eyes flared. "Not onto the sacred grounds."

"No. As yet the enperor does not dare send them here."

The words as yet hung ominously in the air.

"He grows careless," said the Soul

"Or nore bold," suggested the Door

"Or nore desperate,"” said the Book softly.

The Kenkari stared at one another. The Soul shook his head, passed a trenbling
hand t hrough his white, w spy hair. "And now we know the truth."

"W have |long known it," said the Door, but he said it quietly, and the Soul
di d not hear.

"The enperor is slaying his own kin for their souls, to aid himin his cause.
The man fights two wars, three enem es: the rebels, the humans, the Gegs

bel ow. Ancient hatred and m strust keeps these three groups divided, but what
i f sonething should happen and they should unite? That is what the enperor
fears, that is what drives himto this nadness.

"And it is madness," said the Door. "He is decimating the royal line, |opping
off its head, cutting out its heart. Who does he have sl aughtered but the
young, the strong, those whose souls cling nost stubbornly to Iife. He hopes
that these souls will add their strong voices to the holy voice of

Krenka- Anris, give our wi zards nore magi cal power, strengthen the arms and
wills of our soldiers.”

"Yet for whom does Krenka-Anris speak now?" asked the Soul
The Door and Book kept silent, neither daring to respond.
"W will ask," said the Keeper of the Soul. He turned back to the altar

The Keeper of the Door and the Keeper of the Book knelt al ongside, one to the
Soul's left, the other to his right. Above the altar, a pane of clear crysta
permtted themto see within the Aviary. The Keeper of the Soul lifted a small
bell fromthe altar, a bell made of gold, and rang it. The bell had no

cl apper, made no sound that living ears could hear. Only the dead coul d hear
it, or so the Kenkari believed.



"Krenka-Anris, we call to you," said the Keeper of the Soul, raising his arns
in appeal. "Holy Priestess, who first knew the wonder of this magic, hear our
prayer and cone to give us counsel. Thus we pray:

Krenka- Anri s,

Holy Pri estess.

Three sons, nost bel oved, you sent to battle;
around their necks, |ockets, boxes of magic,
wr ought by your hand.

The dragon Krishach, breathing fire and poison,

sl ew your three sons, nost bel oved.

Their soul s departed. The | ockets opened.

Each soul was captured. Each silent voice called to you.

Krenka- Anri s,

Holy Pri estess.

You cane to the field of battle.

You found your three sons, npbst bel oved,
and wept over them one day for each.

The dragon Krishach, breathing fire and poison,
heard the grieving nother,

and flew to slay you.

Krenka- Anri s,

Holy Pri estess.

You cried out to your three sons, nost bel oved.

Each son's soul sprang fromthe | ocket,

was |ike a shining sword in the belly of the dragon.
Kri shach died, fell fromthe skies.

The Kenkari were saved.

Krenka- Anri s,

Holy Pri estess.

You bl essed your three sons, nost bel oved.

You kept their spirits with you, always.

Al ways, their spirits fought for us, the people.

You taught us the holy secret, the capturing of souls.

Krenka- Anri s,

Holy Pri estess,

G ve us counsel in this, our trying hour,

For lives have been taken, their deaths untinely,

To serve blind anbition.

The magi ¢ that you brought us, that was once bl essed,
Is now a thing perverted, dark and unholy.

Tell us what to do,
Krenka- Anri s,

Holy Pri estess,

W beseech you.

The three knelt before the altar in profound silence, each waiting for the
response. No word was spoken aloud. No flane flared suddenly on the altar. No
shi mreri ng vision appeared before them But each heard the answer clearly in
his or her own soul, as each heard the clang of the tonguel ess bell. Each rose
up and stared at the others, faces pale, eyes w de, in confusion and

di sbel i ef .



"W have our answer," said the Keeper of the Soul in awed and sol emm tones.

"Do we?" whispered Door. "Who can understand it?"

"OQther worlds. A gate of death that leads to life. A man who is dead but who
is not dead. What are we to make of this?" asked Book

"When the tine is propitious, Krenka-Anris will make all known," said the
Soul, firmy, regaining his composure. "Until then, our way is clear. Keeper,"
he said, speaking to the Door, "you know what to do."

The Keeper bowed in acqui escence to the Soul, knelt a final time before the
altar, then left upon his duty. The Keeper of the Soul and the Keeper of the
Book waited in the small room listening with inheld breath and fast-beating
hearts for the sound that neither had ever thought to hear

It came—a hol |l ow boom Gillwork nmade of gold, fashioned in the form of
butterflies, had been lowered into place. Delicate, lovely, fragile-seem ng
the grille was inmbued with magic that made it stronger than any iron
portcullis that served the same function

The great central door that led inside the Cathedral of the Al bedo had been
cl osed.

CHAPTER 19
DEEPSKY M DREALM

HAPLO RAGED | NSI DE A PRI SON CELL THAT WAS OPEN AND Al RY AND wi de as the world
He tried helplessly to batter his way through bars that were flinsy as strands
of silken spiderweb. He paced a floor conmpassed round by no walls, he pounded
on an open door, guarded by no guards. Yet a man who'd been born in a prison
knew no worse prison than that in which he now found hinmself. By setting him
free, by letting himgo, by granting himthe privil ege of doing whatever he
desired, the serpents had thrown himinto a cage, bolted the door, tossed away
t he key.

For there was nothing he could do, nowhere he could go, no way to escape.

Feveri sh thoughts and plans raced through his nind. He had first wakened from
his sleep to find hinmself on one of the elven dragonshi ps, bound-according to
Sang-drax—for the elven city of Paxaris, |ocated on the continent of

Ari stagon. Hapl o considered killing Sang-drax, considered taking over the

el ven ship, considered | eaping off the ship hinself, to fall to his death

t hrough the enpty skies. Wen he reviewed his plans coldly and rationally, the
| ast seened the only one likely of acconplishing anything constructive.

He could kill Sang-drax, but—as the serpents had told him—their evil would
only return, and be twice as strong. Haplo could take over the elven ship; the
Patryn's magi c was powerful, far too powerful for the puny ship's wizard to
counter. But Haplo's magic couldn't fly the dragonship, and where would he go
anyway? Back to Drevlin? The serpents were there. Back to the Nexus? The
serpents were there, too. Back to Abarrach? Mst assuredly, the serpents would
be there.

He could warn soneone, but who?... Warn them of what? Xar? Why shoul d Xar
bel i eve hin? Haplo wasn't sure he believed hinself.

The fevered dreamng and plotting, the eventual ice-cold deliberation and
rejection were not the worst of what Haplo suffered in his prison. He knew



t hat Sang-drax knew every schene, every desperate grasp. And Hapl o knew t hat
the serpent-elf approved of all of them was actually nentally encouraging
Hapl o to act.

And thus, as his only formof rebellion against the serpent-elf and his
prison, the Patryn did nothing. But he found little satisfaction in that, for
Sang-drax thoroughly approved of this, too.

Hapl o did nothing during the voyage, and did it with a grimferocity that
worried the dog, frightened Jarre, and apparently daunted Bane, for the child
took care to keep clear of the Patryn's path. Bane was up to other devices.
Hapl o' s one source of anmusenent was to watch the child working hard to
ingratiate hinself wth Sang-drax.

"Not exactly the person |I'd choose to put ny trust in," Hapl o warned Bane.
"Who should I choose? You?" Bane sneered. "A lot of good you were to ne! You
let the elves capture us. If it hadn't been for ne and ny quick thinking we'd
all be dead by now "

"What do you see when you | ook at hinP"
"An el f." Bane was sarcastic. "Wy, what do you see?"

"You know what | nean. Wth that clairvoyant talent of yours. What inages cone
to your m nd?"

Bane | ooked suddenly unconfortable. "Never mnd what | see. It's ny business.
And | know what |'m doing. Just |eave ne al one."

Yeah, you know what you're doing, kid, Haplo thought tiredly. And maybe you
do, after all. I sure as hell don't.

Hapl o had one hope. It was a fleeting one, and he wasn't certain it was hope
or what to do about it. He had come to the conclusion that the serpents didn't
know about the automaton and its connection to the Kicksey-w nsey.

He' d di scovered this by eavesdroppi hg on a conversation taking place between
Sang-drax and Jarre. Haplo found it darkly fascinating to watch the serpent in
action, watch himspread the contagi on of hatred and divi siveness, watch it

i nfect those who m ght have once been immune.

Shortly after arriving in the Md Realm the dragonship flew to Tolthom an

el ven farm ng comunity, to drop off a shipnment of water.* They did not stay

| ong, but unl oaded their cargo as swiftly as possible, this isle being a
favored target of human water pirates. Every elf on board stood arnmed and
ready to fend of f possible attack. The human gall ey sl aves, who operated the
dragonshi p's gigantic w ngs, were brought up on deck, in plain view Guards
stood nearby, arrows nocked, prepared to shoot the prisoners through the heart
shoul d any humans attack. Tolthom s own dragonships circled overhead as the
preci ous water was punped fromthe ship into giant hol ding tanks on the
continent.

*Any dragonshi p, even one carrying political prisoners, would be required to
take water up into the Md Realm The elves stockpiled water on Drev-lin prior
to the shutting down of the Kicksey-w nsey. They had al so devel oped vari ous
means of collecting the rainwater fromthe al nbst continual storns that sweep
Drevlin. This was certainly not enough for the requirenents of the Md Realm
however .



Hapl o stood on deck, watching the water flow, watching the sun glisten on its
sparkling surface, and imgined his life flowing |ike the water, pouring out
of him and knew he was as powerless to stop it as he was to stop the water.
He didn't care. It didn't matter. Nothing mattered.

Standi ng near him the dog whined in anxi ous concern, rubbed its head agai nst
his knee, trying to get his attention

Hapl o woul d have reached down to pet the animal, but reaching took too much
effort.

"Go away," he told the dog.
Hurt, the ani mal wandered over to Jarre, curled up unhappily at her feet.

Hapl o | eaned over the rail, watched the water

"I"msorry, Linmbeck. | understand, now.
The words cane to Hapl o through the dog' s ears.

Jarre stood sone distance away fromhim staring in ame at the coralite isle
floating in the pearl-blue sky. The busy port town's streets were filled with
people. Small, neat houses lined the coralite cliffs. Wagons trundl ed down the
streets, forned a row, each farner waiting patiently for his or her share of
water. The elves | aughed and visited together, their children played and ran
in the sunshine and open air.

Jarre's eyes filled with tears.
"We could live here. Qur people would be happy here. It mght take sonme tine—=

"Not as long as you think," said Sang-drax. The elf wal ked in casual
| ei surely fashion along the deck. The dog sat up, grow ed.

"Listen," Haplo silently instructed it, though he wondered why he bot hered.
"Once col onies of dwarves used to live on these isles. That was | ong ago," the
serpent-elf added, with a shrug of his slender shoul ders, "but they prospered,
at least so legend has it."

"Unfortunately, the Gegs' lack of nmagical talent proved your undoing. The

el ves forced the dwarves to | eave the Md Real m shipped your people down to
Drevlin, to work with the others already serving the Kicksey-w nsey. Once you
were gone, the elves took over your hones and | ands.™

Sang-drax extended an el egant, shapely hand, pointed. "See that cluster of
houses, the ones that burrow into the hillside? Dwarven-built. Who knows how
old? And still standing. Those are the fronts of warrens that run far back
into the hills. They are snug, dry. Your people found a way of sealing up the
coralite,* to keep the rainwater fromdripping through. The elves use the
houses now for storage."

*Coralite is extrenmely porous; water runs through it like a sieve. Al races
have tried to devel op various means of catching and containing the water by
sealing up the coralite, but, because the coralite is essentially a living
entity, undergoing constant alteration, these have met with only nedi ocre
success. Detail ed explanations of coralite and the construction of the
floating continents of the Md Real mcan be found in Dragon Wng, vol. r of
The Death Gate Cycle.



Jarre exam ned the dwellings, barely visible on the distant hillside. "W
could return, nmove in. This wealth, this paradise that should have been ours,
could be ours again!"

"Why, so it could," Sang-drax agreed, |ounging against the rail. "If and when
you CGegs devel op an arny | arge enough to push us elves off this isle. That's
what it would take, you know. Do you honestly think we'd let your kind live
anong us agai n?"

Jarre's smal |l hands clenched the slats of the rail. She was too short to see
over the top, was forced to peer out between the bars. "Wy tornent nme |ike
thi s?" she demanded, her voice cold and tight. "I hate you enough already."

Hapl o stood on the deck, watched the water flow, heard the words fl ow around
him and thought that it all amounted to pretty nuch the sane: nothing. He
noticed, as a matter of idle curiosity, that his magi cal defenses no | onger
react ed when Sang-drax was around. Haplo wasn't reacting to anything. But deep
i nside, sone part of himfought against his prison, struggled to break | oose.
And he knew that if he could only find the energy, he'd be able to free that
part of himand then he could... he could... ...watch the water fl ow

Except that now the water had stopped flow ng. The hol di ng tanks were only
about half full.

"You tal k of hate," Sang-drax was saying to Jarre. "Look down there. Do you
know what is going on?"

"No," Jarre said. "And | don't care."

The Iine of wagons, |oaded with barrels, had begun novi ng past the storage
tanks. But after the first few had gone by, the farmers pulled to a halt,
began to shout angrily. Word spread rapidly, and soon a nob was mlling about
the hol di ng tanks, fists raised.

"Qur people have just been told that their water is being rationed. From now
on, very little water will be coming fromDrevlin. They've been told that you
Gegs have shut off the supply.”

"But that's not truel" Jarre cried, speaking before she thought.
"It isn't?" Sang-drax said, interested.
Undoubt edl y i nterested.

Hapl o was roused fromhis |l ethargy. Listening through the dog, the Patryn
gl anced at the serpent-elf sharply.

Jarre stared at the water in the tanks. Her face hardened. She scow ed, said
not hi ng nore.

"I think you're lying," said Sang-drax, after a nmonent's pause. "I think you'd
better hope you're lying, ny dear."

Turning, he strolled off. The elves on board ship, their m ssion conpl eted,
were herdi ng the human sl aves back to the gailey. Elven guards arrived to
march Patryn, dwarf, and dog back to their quarters. Jarre clung to the bars,
taki ng one last, long | ook, her eyes fixed on the tunbl edown buil dings on the
hillside. The elves were forced to wench her hands | oose, practically had to
drag her bel ow



Hapl o grinned sourly, shook his head. Built by dwarves! Centuries old. Wat a
crock. She believes it, though. And she hates. Yes, Jarre is beginning to hate
in earnest. Can't get enough hate, can you, Sang-drax?

Hapl o drifted al ong, going docilely where he was led. What did it matter
where? His cell was always around him The dog left Jarre, returned to its
master's side, grow ed at any elf who cane too cl ose.

But Hapl o had | earned sonething. The serpents didn't know the truth about the
Ki cksey-wi nsey. They assuned the dwarves had shut it down. And that was good
he supposed, although what difference it m ght make was beyond himto figure
out .

Yes, good for him Good for Bane, who would be able to get the nachine up and
runni ng. Good for the dwarves and for Linbeck

But not, probably, good for Jarre.

That was the only incident worthy of note during the entire voyage, except for
one | ast conversation with Sang-drax, shortly before the dragonship arrived in
the inperial capital

Once they left Tolthom (after beating off the angry nob, who di scovered that
there was nore water on board, bound for the main continent), the trip to
Aristagon was conpleted rapidly. The human galley slaves were worked to the
poi nt of exhaustion, at which point they were flogged and ordered to work sone
nore. The dragonship was al one in Deepsky, an easy target.

Only a year before, |unbering, water-Iladen dragonshi ps such as these would
have been escorted by a fleet of small warships. Built along the same |ines as
the | arger dragonshi ps, the warships were able to maneuver quickly in the air
and carried various pyrotechnic magi cks designed to battle human rai ders. But
not anynore. Now the dragonshi ps were on their own.

The enperor's official public position was that the humans had beconme such a
weak threat that escorts were no | onger necessary.

"The truth of the matter," Sang-drax inforned Haplo on the final night of
their voyage, "is that the armes of the Tribus elves are spread too thin. The
war shi ps are being used to keep Prince Rees'ahn and his rebels bottled up in
the Kirikai Qut-lands. So far, it's working. Rees'ahn hasn't a dragonship to
his name. But if he allies with King Stephen, Rees'ahn will have dragons,
enough to launch an all-out invasion. So the warships are not only keeping
Rees' ahn in, they're busy keeping Stephen out."

"What's stopped them from allying before this?" Haplo asked churlishly. He
detested talking to the serpent-elf, but he was forced to do so in order to
find out what was goi ng on.

Sang-drax grinned. He knew Haplo's dilenmma, and reveled init. "Ad fears, old
mstrust, old hatred, old prejudices. Flames that are easy to kindle, hard to
douse. "

"And you serpents are busy fanning them"

"Naturally. W have people working for both sides. O should | say agai nst
both sides. But | don't nind telling you that it's been difficult and that we
are not easy in our mnds. One reason we appreciate Bane. A remarkably clever
child. Acredit to his father. And I don't mean Stephen.™



"Why? What has Bane got to do with it? You nmust know that rignmarole he told
you in the tunnel was a pack of lies." Haplo was uneasy. Had Bane said
anyt hi ng to Sang-drax about the Kicksey-w nsey?

"Ch, yes, we know he's lying. But others don't. Nor will they."

"My lord has taken a fancy to the child," Haplo warned quietly. "He won't Iike
it if anything happens to Bane."

"Inmplying that we night do something to harmhim | assure you, Patryn, that
we will guard this human child with as nmuch care as if he were one of our own
hatchlings. It's all been his idea, you see. And we find that you norta

bei ngs work rmuch nore efficiently when your own greed and anbition fuel the
engi ne. "

"What's the plan?"

"Come, cone. Life nust hold a few surprises, master. | wouldn't want you to
grow bored."

The foll owi ng norning, the dragonship | anded in Paxaria, whose nane neans Land
of Peaceful Souls.

Anciently, the Paxaria (Souls at Peace) were the dom nating clan in the elven
real ms.

The founder of the clan, according to elven | egend, was Paxar Kethin, who
purportedly "fell fromthe firmanent" when he was a baby and | anded in a
beautiful valley, fromwhich he took his name. Mnutes were to him as years.
He grew to nmanhood on the spot and determ ned that he would found a great city
here, having seen the three riverbeds and the Everwell in a vision while stil
in his nother's wonb.

Each clan on Aristagon has a simlar story, differing in alnost all points
with one exception. Al elves believe that they "cane from above," which is,
essentially, the truth. The Sartan, on first arriving in the Wrld of Sky,
settled the nensch in the Hi gh Realms while they worked to build the

Ki cksey-wi nsey and waited for the signal fromthe other worlds. This signa
was, of course, a long tinme conming. The Sartan were forced to resettle the
mensch—whose popul ations were growing rapidly—to the Md and Low realns. In
order to bring water to the nensch (until the Kicksey-w nsey could be nmade to
work), they built the Everwell.

The Sartan constructed three huge towers at Fendi, Gonster, and Tenplar. These
rune-covered towers, working through Sartan magic, collect rainwater, store
it, and parcel it out on a controlled basis. Once every nonth, the three
towers open their floodgates and send three rivers of water cascadi ng down
channels cut into the coralite, channels that have been magically sealed to
keep the water from seeping away into the porous materi al

The rivers converge at a central point, formng the shape of a Y, and pl unmet
in a mgnificent fall down into the Everwell —an underground cavern lined with
rock brought fromthe Ancient Earth. A fountain called "Wal'eed" gushes from
the center, providing water to all who need it.

This system was designed to be tenporary, was intended to provide water to a
smal | popul ace. But the mensch popul ations grew, and the Sartan popul ation
dwi ndl ed. The water supply—once so plentiful no one thought of conserving

i t—was now counted al nost drop by drop



Fol  owi ng the War of the Firmanent,* the Paxar elves, reinforced by the
Kenkari, emerged as strongest of the clans. They claimed the Everwell, set
guards over the Wal'eed fountain, and built their king' s pal ace around the
site.

*A battl e fought when the Paxar attenpted to settle what | ater becanme known as
the Valley of the Dragons. It was during this battle that Krenka-Anris

di scovered how to capture souls and use themto enhance el ven magi c. The Paxar
allied with the Kenkari to defeat the dragons. Those dragons that survived
flew to human | ands, where they found a wel come. Human magi c, which deals with
living things and natural properties, can enchant dragons. El ven magic, which
deal s with nmechani cs, cannot.

The Paxar continued to share water with the other elven clans and even the
humans, who had once lived on Aristagon, but who had noved to Vol karan and

U yndi a. The Paxar never cut the water off, never charged for it. Paxar rule
was benevol ent and well-intentioned, if patronizing. But the threat to disrupt
vital water supplies was omni present.

The hot - bl ooded Tribus clan considered it deneaning and humliating to be
forced to beg—as they considered it—for water. They were not pleased at havi ng
to share water with humans, either. This dispute eventually resulted in the
Brot her-bl ood, a war between the Tribus and the Paxar elves that |asted three
years and resulted in the Tribus clan taking over Paxari a.

The final blow cane to the Paxar when the Kenkari, self-proclaimed neutrals in
the conflict, secretly threw the support of the elven souls, held in the

Cat hedral of the Al bedo, to the Tribus. (The Kenkari have al ways denied that
they did this. They insist that they remained neutral, but no one,
particularly the Paxar, believes them)

The Tribus razed the Paxar king's palace and built a larger one on the site of
the Everwell. Known as the Inperanon, it is alnost a small city within itself.
It includes the Pal ace, the Sanctuary Parks, used exclusively by the royal
fam ly, the Cathedral of the Al bedo, and, below ground, the Halls of the
Unseen.

Once a nonth, the towers built by the Sartan sent forth |life-giving water. But
now the Tribus controlled it. Oher elven clans were forced to pay a tax,
supposedl y for upkeep and mmi ntenance costs. The humans were deni ed water
altogether. Tribus coffers were getting rich. Qher elven clans, angered at
the tax, sought their own supplies of water and found them down below, in
Drevlin.

The other clans, particularly the Tretar, who invented the fanmous dragonshi ps,
began to prosper. Tribus might have withered on its own vine, but, fortunately
for them desperate humans began to attack the dragonships, steal the water.
Faced with this threat, the various elven clans forgot old differences, banded
toget her, and forned the Tribus enpire, whose heart is the |nperanon

The war agai nst the humans was going well for the elves. They were near
victory. Then their charismatic and nost skilled mlitary general, Prince
Rees' ahn, fell under the influence (sone say the nagic) of a song sung by a

bl ack- ski nned human known as Ravenl ark. This song nmade the el ves renenber the
i deal s of Paxar Kethin and Krenka-Anris. Elves who hear this song see truth,
see the corrupt, dark heart of the dictatorial Tribus enpire, and know that it
nmeans the destruction of their world.

Now, the towers of the Sartan continue to send forth water, but arned el ves



stand guard along its route. Runmor has it that |arge parties of human sl aves
and captured elven rebels are building secret aqueducts that lead fromthe
rivers directly into the I nperanon. Every nonth, the water flowing fromthe
towers is less than the amount that flowed [ast nonth. The elven w zards, who
have studied the towers at |ength, report that for sone unknown reason, their
magic is starting to fail

And none knows how to save it.
CHAPTER 20

THE | MPERANON

ARI STAGON, M D REALM

"THEY CANNOT DO THI'S," AGAH RAN STATED WTH A SHRUG HE WAS feeding a slice of
orange to a pet hargast* bird and did not | ook up as he spoke. "They sinply
cannot do this."

*A rare species clainmed, by legend, to nest in the brittle branches of the
hargast tree. Since no one has ever found a hargast-bird nest, this cannot be
verified. The birds are difficult to net and are therefore extrenely
expensive. Their song is quite exquisite.

"Ah, but they can, O Exalted One," replied Count Tretar, head of the Tretar
clan,* and currently H's Inperial Mijesty's nost trusted and val ued advi ser
"What is nmore to the point, they have."

*The seven elven clans are: Paxar, Quintar, Tretar, Savag, Melista, Tribus,
and Kenkari. The enperor is a nmenmber of the Tribus clan, as is his son, the
rebel prince, Rees'ahn. Intermarriage has blurred nost clan lines, with the
exception of the Kenkari, who are forbidden to nmarry or bear children outside
the clan. None has ever been known to di sobey.

"Cl osed the Cathedral of the Al bedo? Accepting no nore souls? | refuse to
permt it. Send themword, Tretar, that they have incurred our extremne
di spl easure and that the cathedral is to be reopened at once."

"That is precisely what Your Inperial Mjesty nust not do."
"Not do? Explain yourself, Tretar." Agah'ran lifted painted eyelids slowy,
languidly, as if the effort were al nbst beyond his strength. At the sanme tine,
he waggl ed his hands in hel pless fashion. H s fingers had juice on them and

t he stickiness di spl eased him

Tretar notioned for the val et de chanmbre, who sunmpned a slave, who ran with
alacrity to bring the enperor a warm noist towel. Agah'ran laid his fingers
linply on the cloth. The slave reverently cleansed them

"The Kenkari have never proclained allegiance to the enpire. Historically, M
Li ege, they have al ways been i ndependent, serving all clans, owing loyalty to
none. "

"They approved of the form ng of the enpire.”
Agah'ran was inclined to be petul ant.

It was nearing his nap tinme and

"Because they were pleased to see the union of the six clans. And therefore
t hey have served Your Inperial Mjesty and have supported Your Mjesty's war
agai nst your rebel son, Rees'ahn. They even cast himout, as Your Inperial

Maj esty commanded, ordered his weeshamto | eave him essentially daming his



soul to live outside the Bl essed Realm"

"Yes, yes, we know all this, Tretar. Cone to the point. | grow fatigued. And
Solaris is very hot. If | amnot careful, | shall begin to sweat."
"I'f Your Radiance will bear with nme a nonent | onger."

Agah'ran's hand twi tched, an action that, in another man, might have been the
clenching of a fist. "W need those souls, Tretar. You were present. You heard
the report. Qur ungrateful son Rees'ahn—say the ancestors devour hi m-has been
conducting secret negotiations with that barbaric fiend, Stephen of Vol karan
If they ally... Ah, see what this upset has done to us. W are trenbling. W
feel weak. We nust retire.”

Tretar snapped his fingers. The val et clapped his hands. Slaves brought forth
a sedan chair that had been standing nearby. Other slaves lifted Hi s Inperial
Maj esty gently in their arms, carried himbodily fromthe cushions on which
he'd been seated to the sedan chair, where His Majesty was settled, with nmuch
fuss and bot her, anmong the cushions. The sl aves hoisted the chair onto their
shoul ders.

"CGently, gently,"” ordered the valet. "Don't lift too fast. The notion makes
H s Majesty giddy."

Slowy, solemly, the sedan chair started off. The Royal \Wesham rose and
followed after. Count Tretar cane after the weesham The valet de chanbre,
wat chi ng anxi ously, hovered about the sedan chair in case H's Myjesty felt
faint. The procession, led by the sedan chair, noved fromthe garden to the
enperor's sitting room—a fatiguing journey of about ten paces.

Agah' ran—an extraordi narily handsonme elf (beneath the paint) in his early two
hundr eds—was not, as sone first supposed on neeting him crippled. Nothing in
the slightest was wong with His Inperial Majesty's linbs. Agah'ran (in
md-l1ife, by elven standards) was quite capable of wal king and did so, when
requi red. The unusual effort fatigued himfor cycles afterward, however.

Once inside the sunptuously furnished sitting room Agah'ran nade a
languid nmotion with his fingers. "Hi s Majesty wishes to stop," Tretar

i nstructed. The val et echoed the count's orders. The slaves conplied. The
chair was | owered, slowy, so as not to make Hi s Inperial Mjesty nauseous, to
the floor. The enperor was lifted out of it and placed in a chair, facing out
on the garden

"Turn us a bit to the left. W find the view far less fatiguing fromthis
angl e. Pour us sone chocolate. WII you partake, Tretar?"

"I am honored that Your Inperial Mijesty thinks of nme." Count Tretar bowed. He
det ested chocol ate, but would never dream of offending the enperor by
r ef usi ng.

One of the slaves reached for the sanovar. The weesham | ooki ng uneasy (as
wel | he m ght, considering the discussion was dealing with his true masters,

the Kenkari), saw a way to escape and intervened. "I fear the chocol ate has
grown tepid, O Exalted One. It would give ne great pleasure to bring Your

i mperial Majesty nore. | know precisely the tenmperature Your Inperial Mjesty
likes it."

Agah' ran gl anced at Tretar. The count nodded. "Very well, Wesham" the
enperor said languidly. "You are dism ssed fromour royal presence. SiXx
degrees above roomtenperature and not a degree higher."



"Yes, My Liege." The geir, hands plucking nervously at his black robes, bowed
himsel f out. Tretar waved his hand. The val et de chanbre hustled the sl aves
out of the room The valet hinself faded into the background.

"A spy, do you think?" Agah'ran asked, referring to the departed weesham "The
Kenkari found out through hinP"

"No, My Liege. The Kenkari would never dream of anything so crude. They may be
very powerful in magic, but they are a sinple people, politically naive. The
geir is sworn to one duty and that is the safekeeping of Your Inperial

Maj esty's soul. That is a holy duty, and one with which the Kenkari would not
interfere.”

Tretar | eaned forward, |owered his voice to a whisper. "Fromwhat | have been
able to learn, My Liege, it was the ineptness of the Unseen that precipitated
this crisis.'*

A corner of the painted eyelid twitched. "The Unseen do not make ni stakes,
Tretar," said Agah'ran.

"They are nen, O Radiant One. They are fallible, as all men are fallible, with
t he exception of Your Inperial Mjesty. And | have heard it said"—Jretar noved
still closer—that the Unseen have taken steps to discipline the elves

i nvol ved. They are no nore. And neither is the geir who carried news of the
princess's nurder to the Kenkari."

Agah' ran appeared considerably relieved. "The matter is settled, then, and
nothing like this will occur again. You will see to that, Tretar. Express our
wi shes to the Unseen forcibly."

"OfF course, My Liege," said Tretar, who had absolutely no intention of doing
any such thing. Let those col d-bl ooded denmons mind their own affairs! He
wanted no part of them

"That does not help us with our current problem however, Tretar," pursued
Agah'ran mldly. "The eggs have been broken, so to speak. W see no way of
putting the yol ks back into their shells."

"No, O Radiant One," Tretar agreed, glad to return to a subject |ess dangerous

and of far nore inportance. "And, therefore, | propose to His Inperial Mjesty
that he make an onelet."

"Quite clever, Tretar." The enperor's painted |lips creased slightly. "Do we
partake of this onelet ourselves or feed it to the Kenkari?"

"Neither, Majesty. W feed it to our eneny."
"A poi soned onel et, then."
Tretar bowed in homage. "Your Mjesty is, | see, far ahead of ne."

"You are referring to that human child... Wat's his nane? The one who was
brought to the |Inperanon yesterday."

"Bane, Your Myjesty."

"Yes. Charnming child, or so we hear. Passable |ooks, for a human, we are told.
What are we to make of him Tretar? Is this wild tale of his to be believed?"



"I have done sone investigating, Your Inperial Mjesty. If you would be
interested to hear what | have di scovered?"

"Amused, at least," said the enperor, with a languid Iift of a plucked
eyebr ow.

"Your Majesty has, anong his slaves, a human who once served in the royal
househol d of King Stephen. A m nor footman, he was pressed into service in the
Vol karan arny. | took the liberty of bringing this man and the child, Bane,
toget her. The footman recognized the child inrediately. In fact, the wetched
man nearly passed out, thinking he'd seen a ghost."

"Appal lingly superstitious-humans," Agah'ran coment ed.

"Yes, My Liege. Not only did this nman recogni ze the boy, the boy knew the
f oot man. He spoke to himby name—

"By name? A footman? Bah! This Bane cannot have been a prince!™

"Hurmans tend to be denocratic-mnded, Sire. | amtold that King Stephen admts
any human, even those of the | owest, nmpbst conmon rank, into his presence, if
they have a suit or a grievance."

"Gad! How dreadful! | feel quite faint," said Agah'ran. "Hand ne those
snelling salts, Tretar."

The count lifted a small bottle, decorated with silver, and notioned to the
val et de chanbre, who notioned to a slave, who took the bottle and held it at
t he proper distance beneath the inperial nose. Several sniffs of the aromatic
salts restored Agah'ran to clear-m nded attentiveness, alleviated the shock of
heari ng about the barbaric practices of humans.

"If you are feeling quite well, My Liege, | will continue."

"Where is all this leading, Tretar? Wat has the child to do with the Kenkari ?
You cannot fool us, Count. We are sharp. W see a connection devel opi ng here."

The count bowed in hormage. "Your Inperial Majesty's brain is a veritable
dragon-trap. If | might presunme upon Your Radi ance's patience, | beg Your

Maj esty to pernit me to introduce the child into the Royal Presence. | believe
Your lInperial Mpjesty will find the story the boy has to tell quite
interesting.”

"A human? Into our presence? Suppose... suppose" —Agah'ran appeared
di straught, fluttered his hand—suppose we catch sonet hi ng?"

"The boy has been quite thoroughly scrubbed, Your Mijesty," said the count
wi th becoming gravity.

Agah'ran motioned to the valet, who notioned to the slave, who handed the
enperor a scented ponmander. Holding it up in front of his nose, Agah'ran
indicated with a slight nod that Tretar was to proceed. The count snapped his
fingers. Two of the royal guard marched in, conveying the child between them

"Stop! Stop there!"™ Agah'ran conmanded, though the boy had not taken four
steps into the | arge room

"Quards, |eave us," Tretar ordered. "Your Inperial Mjesty, | present His
H ghness, Bane, Prince of Vol karan."



"And U yndia and the H gh Real ns," added the child. "Now that ny real father's
dead. "

He stepped forward with an inperious air, bowed gracefully fromthe waist. The
prince indicated respect for the enperor, but made it clear he was offering it
to an equal, as an equal

Agah' ran, accustonmed to seeing his own people prostrate thenselves flat on the
floor before their enperor, was considerably taken aback by such arrogance and
bravado. It would have cost an elf his soul. Tretar held his breath, thinking
per haps he'd nade a serious m stake.

Bane raised his head, straightened his small body, and smled. He had been

bat hed and dressed in whatever finery Tretar could find to fit him (human

chil dren being considerably rounder than elven children). The gol den curls had
been conbed into ringlets that glistened in the Iight. Bane's skin was |ike
fine porcelain, his eyes were bluer than the lapis on the box held by the
enperor's geir. Agah'ran was inpressed with the child' s beauty, or so Tretar
judged, noting the enperor lift his eyebrow and slightly |ower the scented
pomander .

"Come nearer, boy—*
Tretar coughed delicately.
Agah' ran took the hint. "Cone nearer, Your H ghness, that we may | ook at you."

The count breathed again. The enperor was charmed. Not literally, of course.
Agah' ran wore strong talismans that protected himagainst magic. Tretar, in
his first interview with Bane, had been anused to see the human boy attenpt to
wor k some type of crude magic upon hinmself, sone sort of enchantnent spell

The magi ¢ had no effect, but its use was one of the first indications Tretar
had that the boy might be telling at | east part—f not all—the truth.

"Not too close," said Agah'ran. Not all the perfume in Aristagon could mask
the human snell. "There, that's near enough. So you claimto be the son of
Ki ng Stephen of Vol karan."

"No, | do not, O Exalted Being," said Bane, frowning slightly.

Agah'ran cast a stem glance at Tretar, who inclined his head. "Patience, M
Liege," he said softly. "Tell His Inperial Mjesty your father's nane, Your

H ghness. "

"Sinistrad, Your Inperial Myjesty," said Bane proudly. "A nysteriarch of the
H gh Realm™

"Atermthe humans use for a wizard of the Seventh House, My Liege," explained
Tretar.

"Seventh House. And your nother's nane?"

"Anne of U yndia, Queen of Vol karan and U yndia."

"Dear, dear," murnured Agah'ran, shocked, though he had hinself fathered nore
illegitimate children than he could count. "I fear you've made a m st ake,

Count. If this bastard is not the king's son, then he is not the prince."

"Yes, | am M Liege!" Bane cried in childish inpetuosity that was quite
becom ng and, noreover, quite convincing. "Stephen claimed ne as his



legitimate son. He made ne his heir. My nother forced himto sign papers. |'ve
seen them Stephen has to do what my nother says. She's head of her own arny.
He needs her support if he wants to remain king."

Agah' ran gl anced at Tretar.
The count rolled his eyes as nmuch as to say, "What do you expect of humans?"

The enperor alnost sniled, refrained. A smle mght nuss his paint. "Such an
arrangenent sounds quite satisfactory to all concerned, Your Highness. W
sense somet hi ng happened to upset it, since you were found on that Geg pl ace.
Wiat's its name..."

"Drevlin, My Liege," Tretar nurnured. "Yes, Drevlin. Wat were you doi ng down
there, child?" "I was a prisoner, Your Radiance." Bane's eyes glittered with
sudden tears. "Stephen hired an assassin, a nan called Hugh the Hand—=

"Surely not!" Agah'ran's painted eyelids fluttered.

"My Liege, please, do not interrupt,” Tretar adnonished gently.

"Hugh the Hand traveled to the H gh Real ms. He nurdered my father, Your

| mperial Majesty, and was going to nurder ne, but, before he died, ny father
managed to fatally wound the assassin first. But then | was captured by an
el ven captain named Bothar'el. He's in | eague with the rebels, | think."

Agah' ran gl anced again at Tretar, who confirnmed this with a nod.

"Bot har' el took me back to Vol karan. He figured that Stephen would pay to have
me back safely.” Bane's lip curled. "Stephen paid to have ne out of the way.
Bothar' el sent nme to the Gegs, paid themto keep ne prisoner."

"Your Radiance will recall,"” Tretar struck in, "that around this tinme, Stephen
let it be known anong the humans that the prince had been taken prisoner and
nmur dered by elves. The story stirred up the humans agai nst us."

"But tell nme, Count, why didn't Stephen sinply do away with the chil d?"
Agah' ran asked, regarding Bane as if he were some sort of exotic animal, |et
| oose fromits cage

"Because the mysteriarchs had, by this time, been forced to flee the High
Real m which, our spies tell us, has beconme untenable for their kind. They
nmoved onto Vol karan and told Stephen it would be as nmuch as his life was worth
to harmthe son of Sinistrad, who had been a powerful |eader anong them"

"Yet the queen pernits her child to remain a prisoner. Wy would your nother
al  ow such a thing?" Agah'ran asked Bane.

"Because if the people found out she'd been whoring with one of the
nmysteriarchs, they would have burned her for a witch," said Bane, with an air
of innocence that nmade his use of the crude, if descriptive, verb quite
char m ng

The count gave a deprecating cough. "I believe there is nmore to it than that,
Your Inperial Mjesty. Qur spies report that Queen Anne wants to gain the
throne herself. She intended to do so, in league with this nysteriarch

Si ni strad—the boy's father. But he died, and now neither she nor the surviving
wi zards are powerful enough to overthrow Stephen and take control of Vol karan
t hensel ves. "



"But | am My Liege," Bane said, ingenuously.

Agah' ran appeared highly diverted. He actually renpved the pomander in order
to get a better |look. "You are, boy?" "Yes, O Radiant One," said Bane. "l've
been thinking this all out. What if | turned up suddenly, safe and sound, on
Vol karan? 1'd say publicly that you el ves kidnapped ne, but | had managed to
escape. The people love me. I'd be a hero. Stephen and Anne woul d have no
choice but to claimne, take ne back."

"But Stephen would only get rid of you again,"” said Agah'ran, yawning and
passing a fatigued hand over his brow It was past nap time. "And, though it
m ght gain you sonething, we fail to see what this would gain us,'

"Alot, My Liege," said Bane coolly. "If the king and queen were to both
suddenly die, I'd be heir to the throne.”" "My, ny," nurmured Agah'ran, eyes
opening so wide that the paint on the |lids cracked.

"Val et, summon the guards,"
boy. "

ordered Tretar, reading the signs. "Renove the

Bane flared. "You, sir, are speaking to a prince of Vol karan!"

Tretar glanced at the enperor, saw the painted eyelids flicker in anmusenent.
The count bowed to the prince.

"I beg your pardon, Your Highness. Hs Inperial Mjesty has greatly enjoyed
this interview, but he now grows weary." "W suffer fromthe headache," said
Agah' ran, pressing polished fingernails to his tenple.

"I amsorry Hs Majesty is indisposed," said Bane, with dignity. "I wll
wi t hdraw. "

"Thank you, Your Highness," said Tretar, making a gallant effort to keep from
| aughi ng. "Quards, please escort H s Royal Hi ghness back to his quarters.™

The guards marched in, marched Bane out. Bane cast a secret, inquiring glance
at Tretar. The count smiled, indicated that all was well. Bane appeared

pl eased, wal ked away between his guards with a grace and el egance not seen in
many el ven children

"Remar kabl e," Agah'ran said, having recourse, once again, to the snelling
salts.

"I trust | have no need to rem nd Your Majesty that we are dealing with hunmans
and nust not allow ourselves to be shocked by their barbaric ways."

"Al'l very well for you to say so, Count, but we are convinced that this
nauseating tal e of assassins and whores has quite destroyed our inclination
for lunch. W have an extrenely delicate digestive system Tretar."

"I amsadly aware of the fact, Your Mjesty, and for that | do deeply
apol ogi ze. "

"Still," the enperor mused, "if the boy were to succeed to the throne of
Vol karan, he would have reason to be extrenely grateful to us."

"Indeed, O Exalted One," said Tretar. "At the very |least he would refuse to
ally with Prince Rees'ahn, |eave the rebels to shift for thenselves, m ght
even be persuaded to declare war on them | further suggest that Your Inperial
Maj esty offer to serve in the capacity of protectorate to the young ki ng Bane.



W could send in an occupation force to keep peace anong the warring factions
of humans. For their own good, of course.™

Agah'ran's lid-painted eyes glittered. "You nmean, Tretar, that this boy would
si mply hand us Vol karan. "

"I do, indeed, My Liege. In return for rich reward, naturally."

"And what of these w zards, these 'nysteriarchs'?" The enperor grinmaced at
being forced to speak the human word.

The count shrugged. "They are dying out, Your Inperial Mjesty. They're
arrogant, willful, disliked and distrusted even by those of their own race.
doubt if they will trouble us. If they do, the boy will keep themin line."

"And the Kenkari? What of our w zards?"

"Let them do what they will, My Liege. Once the hunans are conquered and
subdued, you will be able to concentrate your forces on destroying the rebels.
That acconplished, you wi pe out the Gegs in Drevlin and take over the

Ki cksey-wi n-sey. You will then have no nore need for the souls of the dead, O

Exalted One. Not when you have at your command the souls of all the living in
Ari anus. "

"Mbst ingenious, Count Tretar. W comend you."
"Thank you, My Liege." The count bowed deeply.
"But this will take time."

"Yes, Your Inperial Mjesty."

"And what are we to do about these wetched Gegs? Shutting the nachi ne down,
cutting off our water!"

"Capt ai n Sang-drax—an excellent officer, by the way, | draw Your |nperial
Maj esty's attention to hi m-has brought us a Geg prisoner.”

"So we heard." The enperor held the pormander to his nose, as though the stench
had somehow managed to seep into his half of the palace. "W fail to see why.
W have a pair for the royal zoo, don't we?"

"Your Inperial Mjesty is in good hunor this day,"
| augh he knew was expect ed.

Tretar said, adding the

"We aren't," Agah'ran stated petulantly. "Nothing is going right. But we
assune that this Geg is of sone inportance to you?"

"As a hostage, My Liege. | suggest that we offer the Gegs an ultimtum they
either start the Kicksey-winsey or what is left of this Geg female will be
returned to themin several small boxes."

"And what is one Geg nore or less, Tretar? They breed like rats. | fail to
see—

"Beggi ng Your Radi ance's pardon, but the Gegs are quite a close-knit race.
They have a rather quaint belief that what happens to one Geg happens to all
| think this threat should be sufficient inducenent for themto do our

bi ddi ng. "



"I'f you think so, Count, then such will be our command."
"Thank you, My Liege. And now, as Your Radiance appears fatigued—

"We are, Tretar. W admit it. The pressures of state, dear count, the
pressures of state... However, one thought occurs to us."

"Yes, O Exalted One?"

"How do we return the boy to Vol karan w t hout rousing the humans' suspicions?
And what's to keep King Stephen fromsinply doing away with himquietly if we
do send hi m back?" Agah'ran shook his head, wearied hinmself greatly with the

effort. "W see too many difficulties—

"Rest assured, O Exalted One, | have taken all this into consideration."”

"Trul y?"

"Yes, My Liege."

"And what is your intent, Count?"

The count gl anced at the slaves and the valet. He | eaned down, whispered into
H s Radi ant Majesty's perfunmed ear.

Agah' ran stared, confounded, at his mnister, for a nmonent. Then a slow snile
spread over the lips that were touched with ground coral. The enperor was
aware of his minister's

intelligence, just as his mnister was aware that his enperor—despite

appear ances—as no f ool

"W approve, Count. You will make the arrangenents?"

"Consi der them nade, Your Inperial Mjesty."

"What will you tell the boy? He will be eager to |eave."

The count smiled. "I nust adnmit, My Liege, it was the boy who suggested the
pl an."

"The cunning little devil. Are all human children like this, Tretar?"

"I should not think so, O Exalted One, or the humans woul d have | ong ago
def eated us."

"Yes, well, this one bears watching. Keep your eye on him Tretar. W should
| ove to hear further details, but some other tinme." Agah'ran passed his hand
weakly over his brow. "The headache grows severe."

"Your Radi ance suffers nuch for his people,” said Tretar, with a | ow bow.

"We know, Tretar. We know. " Agah'ran heaved a pain-filled sigh. "And they do
not appreciate it."

"On the contrary, they adore you, My Liege. Attend to Hi s Mjesty," Tretar
ordered, snapping his fingers.

The val et de chanbre leapt to action. Slaves canme running fromall directions,
bearing cold conpresses, hot towels, warmw ne, chilled water



"Carry us to our bedchanber," said Agah'ran faintly.

The val et took over, marshaling the conplicated procedure.

Count Tretar waited until he had seen the enperor lifted fromthe couch

pl aced anpong silken pillows on a gilded litter, and carried in a procession
nmoving at a coral grub's pace (so as not to disturb the royal equilibriun
toward the bedchanber. Near the door, Agah'ran nade a feeble gesture.
Tretar, who had been watching closely, was instantly attentive.

"Yes, My Liege?"

"The boy has soneone with him A human freak, whose skin has turned blue."

"Yes, Your Inperial Mjesty," answered Tretar, not thinking it necessary to
explain. "So we have been inforned."

"What of hin®"
"You have nothing to worry about, My Liege. |I did hear it runored that this
man was one of the mysteriarchs. | questioned Captain Sang-drax about him and

according to the captain, this biue-skinned fellowis only the boy's
manservant." Agah'ran nodded, |ay back anbng the pillows, and closed the

pai nted eyelids. The slaves bore himoff. Tretar waited until certain he was
no | onger needed, then—sniling to hinmself in satisfacti on—-he went off to put
the first steps of his plan into action

CHAPTER 21
ROYAL PALACE
VOLKARAN | SLES
M D REALM

KI NG STEPHEN S CASTLE ON THE | SLE OF PROVI DENCE WAS FAR DI FFERENT i n
appearance fromhis elven counterpart's on Aristagon. The |nmperanon was a vast
collection of gracefully designed and el egant buildings, with spiraling towers
and m narets decorated with tile nosaics, painted furbel ows, and carved
curlicues. King Stephen's fortress was solid, massive, constructed on square
lines; its grim tooth-edged towers rose dark and unlovely into the

snoke-col ored sky. The difference in the stone could be seen in the flesh, so
t he sayi ng went.

Ni ght on the |Inperanon was abl aze with fl anbeaux and candel abra. On Vol kar an

[ anbent light fromthe Firmanment glittered on the scal ed skin of
guar d- dragons, perched atop the towers. Watch fires shone red in the twlight,
lighting the way for returning dragon marauders and providing warnth for the
human wat chers, whose eyes ceasel essly scanned the skies for elven

dr agonshi ps.

The fact that no elven dragonship had dared fly Vol karan's skies for a long
while did not make the watchers less vigilant. There were some, living in the
town of Firstfall, which crowded close to the castle walls, who whispered that
St ephen did not watch for elven dragonshi ps. No, he watched for enemni es cl oser
to home, flying the kiratrack,* not the kanatrack. Alfred, who |ived anong the
humans for a tinme, wote the foll owi ng discourse on the race. The title is A
Baffling History.*



*Directional reference system Defined in detail in Dragon Wng, vol. r, The
Deat h Gate Cycle. For general purposes, kiratrack corresponds to west,
kanatrack is east, backward is north, and backtrack is south. This statenent
inplies that Stephen is nore worried about dragons flying from U yndia than
fromthe el ven ki ngdons.

*Found in the library of Castle Volkaran. Alfred wote the history in the
human | anguage, undoubtedly with the intent of using it to instruct the hunmans
intheir own folly. True to his vacillating nature, the Sartan coul d never
bring hinself to show the book to the king, but placed it in the library,
apparently in the forlorn hope that Stephen or Anne m ght stumble across it.

The elves in Arianus would not have grown strong and powerful if the humans
had been able to unite. United as a race, the humans could have formed a wall
t hr ough whi ch the el ves could not have penetrated. The humans coul d have
easily taken advantage of the various elven clan wars to have established
strong footholds on Aristagon (or, at the very |l east, keep from bei ng pushed
offl).

But the humans, who consi der elves foppish and weak, made the nistake of

di scounting them The various human factions, with their |long history of blood
feuds, were far nore interested in battling each other than in fending off

el ven attacks. The humans, in essence, defeated thenselves, |eaving thenselves
so weak that all the powerful Paxar had to do was stanp their feet and shout,
"Boo!" and the humans fled in terror

The humans were driven off Aristagon. They flew to the Vol karan Isles and the
| arger continent of U yndia, and here they night have regrouped, united.
During the Brotherbl ood War that raged anong the elves, the humans coul d have
easily recaptured all the territory they had lost. It is altogether possible
that they m ght have taken the Inperanon, for the humans had anong themthen
the nysteriarchs, whose skills in magic are far greater than those attai ned by
the elves, with the exception of the Kenkari. And the Kenkari were, in this
war, supposedly neutral

But their own race's internecine wars offended and si ckened the powerful
nmysteriarchs. Finding that their efforts to bring peace to the warring
factions were in vain, the nysteriarchs left the Md Realm traveled up to the
H gh Realm to the cities built by the Sartan, where the nysteriarchs hoped to
live in peace. Their departure left the humans vul nerable to attack by the

Tri bus el ves, who, having defeated and forcibly united the elven clans, turned
their attention to the human raiders, who had been attacking and pirating

el ven wat er shipnents from Drevlin.

The Tribus elves conquered many human real ms on Vol karan, using bribes and
betrayal as well as the sword to divide and conquer. The humans saw their sons
and daughters taken into slavery; they saw nost of their food going into elven
nmout hs; they saw el f lords slaughter dragons for sport. Eventually, the hunans
cane to the conclusion that they hated el ves nore than they hated each other.

The two nost powerful human clans, working in secret, forned an alliance,
seal ed by the nmarriage of Stephen of Vol karan with Anne of U yndia. The humans
began to push the occupying forces off Vol karan, culmnating in the fanmous
Battl e of Seven Fields, a battle remarkable for the fact that the | oser ended
up the victor.* The subsequent rebellion anong the elves, |led by the Prince
Rees' ahn, forced the withdrawal of elven occupying forces.

*Defeated in battle, King Stephen was forced to surrender his arnmy to Prince
Rees' ahn. The el ves took the humans prisoner and were nmarching themto slavery
when a human mnstrel naned Ravenl ark began to sing a song of defiance. The



song turned out to have a powerful, alnost magical effect on the elves. It
transports all elves who hear it back to a tinme when they lived in peace, when
their society gloried in all things beautiful. The elves threw down their
weapons; many began to weep for what was lost. The king and his arny retreated
into a nearby castle. The elves left field of battle, returned to their ships.
Thus began the elven revolution. Dragon Wng, vol. |, The Death Gate Cycle.

Al fred' s history concludes on a sad note:

U yndi a and Vol karan are once agai n under human control. But now, once the
elven threat is renoved, the humans have decided it is safe to start hating
each other again. Factions how war and snap at each other's throats. Powerful
barons on both sides nutter darkly that the alliance of Stephen and Anne has
outlived its useful ness. The king and queen are forced to play a dangerous
gane.

These two, in truth, love each other dearly. A marriage of convenience,
planted in the nuck of years of hatred, has bl ossoned into nutual respect and
af fection. But each knows that the flower will wither and die untinely, unless
they can keep control of their followers.

Thus each pretends to hate what each nost dearly val ues—+the other. They
quarrel loudly in public, cling to each other nost fondly in private. Thinking
the marriage and therefore the alliance is crunbling, the menbers of each
opposi ng faction whisper their intrigues to king and queen openly, not
realizing that these two are —+n reality—ene. Thus Stephen and Anne have been
able to control and put out blazes that m ght have consumed their ki ngdom

But now there is a new probl emBane. And what we are to do about himis beyond
me to figure out. | amafraid for the mensch, though. Afraid for themall.

The probl em had been sol ved. * Bane had di sappeared, purportedly carried off to
a faraway realmby a man with blue skin —at |east such had been the vague
report given King Stephen by Bane's real nother, Iridal of the H gh Real ns.

*Bane's story is told in full in Dragon Wng. vol. i, The Death Gate Cycle.

The farther away they took Bane, the better, was Stephen's view of the nmatter
Bane had vani shed over a year ago, and a curse seened to have been lifted from
the entire kingdomw th the boy's renoval

Queen Anne becane pregnant again, and was safely delivered of a baby girl. The
child was princess of U yndia and, though the crown of Vol karan coul d not now,
by law, be given into femal e hands, |aws had a way of changi ng over the years,
especially if Stephen did not father any sons. King and queen both adored
their daughter. Magi of the Third House were hired to stand guard day and
night to make certain that this tine no strange, fey changeling appeared in
the cradle.

Al so, during this nomentous year, the rebellion of the Gegs of the Lower
Real ms further weakened the elves, depleted their forces. Stephen's arm es had
managed to push the elves fromtheir |ast toehold on the outlying islands of
Vol kar an.

An el ven dragonship | oaded with water had just fallen into human hands. The
wat er harvest had been good this year. Stephen had been able to call off water
rati oni ng, which pleased the people. The quarreling factions—for the nost
part —t hought well of each other, and the fights that broke out anong them now
were of the good-natured variety, resulting in bloody noses, not bl oody



kni ves.

"I am even beginning to think seriously, ny dear, of telling the world that I
| ove you," said Stephen, |eaning over his wife's shoulder to nake faces at the
baby.

"Don't go too far," said Anne. "l've rather come to enjoy our public
bickering. | think it's good for us. \Wenever | do get truly mad at you, | put
all ny anger into the next nock battle, and | feel much better. OCh, Stephen
what a dreadful face! You'll frighten her."

The baby, however, |aughed in delight and reached out a hand to try to grab
the king's graying beard.

"So, all these years, you' ve actually nmeant those terrible things you said to
nme! " St ephen teased.

"I hope your face freezes like that. It would serve you right! Isn't he an
ugly papa?" Anne said to the baby. "Wy don't you fly up and attack such an
ugly papa. There, ny little dragon. Fly to Papa.”

Lifting the baby, Anne "flew' the child at Stephen, who caught hold of his
daughter and tossed her lightly in the air. The baby | aughed and crowed and
tried again to grasp hold of the man's beard.

The three were in the nursery, enjoying a brief and precious tine together
Such monents were all too rare for the royal fanmily, and the man who stood in
t he doorway stopped to watch, a sad and regretful smile on his lips. The
monent woul d end. He, hinself, would end it. But he paused to enjoy the extra
few seconds of uncl ouded happi ness that he rmust snatch away.

Per haps Stephen felt the shadow of the cloud pass over him The visitor had
made no sound, but the king was aware of his presence. Trian—king' s magus—and
Trian al one had permi ssion to open doors w thout knocking, without being
announced. Stephen | ooked up, saw the wi zard standing in the doorway.

The king smiled at the sight and started to nmake sone jest, but the expression
on Trian's face was nore frightening than those Stephen had been making to
entertain his tiny daughter. The king's smle faded and grew coid. Anne, who
had been fondly watching her husband and child play together, saw his brow

dar ken, gl anced over her shoulder in alarm At the sight of Trian, the queen
rose to her feet.

"What is it? What's wong?"

Trian cast a swift glance from beneath | owered | ashes back into the hall way,
made a slight gesture with his hand to indicate that people were in earshot.
"A messenger has arrived fromBaron Fitzwarren, Your Mjesty," the magus said
loudly. "A minor skirmsh with the elves at Kurinandistai, | believe, | am
truly sorry to draw Your Majesties away from nore pleasant pursuits, but you
both know t he baron."

They both did i ndeed know the baron, having received a report fromhimonly
that norning stating that he hadn't seen an elf for weeks, conplaining
bitterly about the inaction—which was bad for discipline—and asking for
perm ssion to go chasing el ven dragonshi ps.

"Fitzwarren is a hothead," said Stephen, taking his cue. He handed his
daughter to the nursemnid, who had entered at a summons from Trian. "One of



your cousins, ny Queen. A Uyndian." This said with a sneer

"He's a man who won't run away froma fight, which is nore than | can say for
the nmen of Vol karan," answered Anne with spirit, though her face was pale.

Trian gave the gentle and | ong-suffering sigh of one who would like to
adm ni ster a good caning to spoiled children, but who is not permitted to do

so. "If Your Majesties would both be so good as to hear the nessenger's
report. He is in ny study. Fitzwarren has asked for a charmto protect against
frostbite. I will prepare it, while Your Mjesties interview the nessenger
That will save time."

A nmeeting in Trian's study. The king and queen exchanged unhappy gl ances. Anne
pressed her lips together tightly, placed chill fingers in her husband' s hand.
St ephen frowned, escorted his wife down the hallway.

Trian's study was the only roomin the castle where the three could neet in
private, be certain that their conversation would not be overheard. The castle
was a breeding ground for intrigue and gossip. Half the servants were in the
pay of one baron or another. The other half passed on their information for
free.

Located in a light and airy turret room the wi zard' s study was far renoved
fromthe noi se and rowdi ness of the boisterous castle life. Trian was fond of
revels hinmself. His youthful good | ooks and charm ng manner ensured that,

t hough unmarried, he rarely spent a night in bed al one, unless he wanted. No
one in the kingdomcould dance with such grace, and many a nobl e woul d have
given untold suns to know the magus's secret for inbibing | arge quantities of
wi ne and never showing the slightest ill effect.

But though Trian mght revel through the night, he was serious and intent on

t he business of assisting to run the kingdom during the day. He was
conpletely, totally, devotedly loyal to his king and queen, |oved them both as
friends, respected themas his rulers. He knew their every secret and could
have nade his fortune ten times over by selling out one or the other. He would
have as soon junped into the Mael strom And though he was twenty years younger
than Stephen, Trian was councillor, adviser, mnister, and mentor to the ol der
nman.

Entering the wi zard's study, king and queen di scovered two people waiting for
them there. One—a man—they did not know, though he seened vaguely faniliar

The ot her—a wonman—they knew by sight, and, at the sight of her, the cloud that
had covered them grew t hi cker and dar ker

The wonman rose and made respectful reverence to Their Mjesties. Stephen and
Anne returned the bow with respect on their side, for though the woman and her
foll owers had acknow edged the two as king and queen, the bond forged was an
uneasy one. It is difficult ruling those who are far nore powerful than
onesel f and who could, with a whi spered word, bring one's castle tunbling down
about one's ears.

"You know the Lady Iridal, | believe, Your Majesty," said Trian unnecessarily,
gently endeavoring to set everyone at ease before he I et |oose the blast that
woul d shatter their |ives.

Polite pleasantries were exchanged, everyone nmouthing words | earned by rote,
none of themthinking about what they said. Thus "How nice to see you again"
and "It's been far too |ong" and "Thank you for the sweet baby gift" died away
swiftly. Especially when the baby was nentioned. Anne turned deathly white and
sank down in a chair. Iridal clasped her hands together tightly, |ooked down,



unseei ng, at her fingers. Stephen coughed, cleared his throat, and frowned at
the stranger in the room trying to recall where he'd seen the nan.

"Well, what is it, Trian?" the king demanded. "Wy have you summoned us here?
| assune it has nothing to do with Fitzwarren," he added with heavy irony, his
gaze shifting to the Lady Iridal, for though she lived near the pal ace, she
rarely ventured to visit, well aware that she brought back unwel come and

pai nful nmenories to this couple, as they revived such menories in her

"WIl it please Your Majesty to take a seat?" asked Trian. No one in the room
could sit down unless the king sat first.

St ephen frowned, then threw hinself into a chair. "Get on with it."
"Half a monment, if you please, Your Mjesty,"” said Trian. He raised his hands,

fluttered his fingers in the air, and imtated the sound of a piping of birds.
"There. Now we may speak safely.”

Anyone |istening outside the door, outside the circle of the spell, would
over hear only what sounded like twittering bird calls. Those within the
conpass of the spell itself could hear and understand each other perfectly.

Trian cast a deprecating glance at the Lady Iridal. A nysteriarch, she ranked
Seventh House, while Trian could attain no higher than Three. Iridal could
have changed themall to singing birds, if she'd desired.

Iridal smled reassuringly. "Very well done, Magicka," she said.

Trian flushed in pleasure, not imune to praise for his art. He had serious
busi ness at hand, though, and noved to it swiftly.

He laid a hand on the armof the stranger, who had risen when his king
entered, then resuned his seat near the w zard' s desk. Stephen had been
staring at the stranger as if he knew him but could not place from where.

"I see Your Majesty recognizes this man. He has changed nuch in appearance.
Sl avery does that. He is Peter Hamish of Pitrin's Exile, once royal footman."

"By the ancestors! You're right!" stated Stephen, banging his hand on the arm
of the chair. "You went for a squire to nmy lord Gmvenned, didn't you, Peter?"

"That | did, sire," said the man, smiling broadly, his face red with pleasure
at the king's remenbrance. "I was with himat the Battle of Tom s Peak. The
el ves had us surrounded. My lord was struck down, and | was made prisoner. It
wasn't nmy lord's fault, sire. The el ves come upon us unexpected—

"Yes, Peter, His Majesty is fully aware of the truth of the matter,"

i nterposed Trian snoothly. "If you could proceed on to the rest of your story.
Don't be nervous. Tell it to Their Mjesties and the Lady Iridal as you told
it to nme."

Trian saw the man cast a longing glance at the enpty gl ass near his hand. The
wi zard imrediately filled it with wine. Peter nmade a thankful grab for it,
then, realizing he was drinking in the presence of his king, paused with the
gl ass halfway to his nouth.

"Pl ease, go ahead," said Stephen kindly. "You've obviously been through a
terrible ordeal."

"Wne is good for strengthening the blood," added Anne, outwardly conposed,



i nwar dl y quaki ng.

Peter swallowed a grateful gulp, sending the sweet wine to join another
gl assful, given himby the wi zard, already strengthening the bl ood.

"I was took prisoner, sire. The el ves made nost of the others oarsnen in those
devil dragonships of theirs. But somehow or other they found out |I'd once
served in the royal househol d. They hauls nme off and asks me all sorts of
guesti ons about you, sire. They beat nme till the whites of my ribs showed,

Your Majesty, but | never told themfiends nothin ."

"I comrend your bravery," said Stephen gravely, knowing full well that Peter
had probably poured out his soul at the first touch of the lash, just as he'd
told the elves he was a nmenber of the royal household to save hinmself fromthe
gal | eys.

"When it was clear to themfiends that they couldn't get nothin' fromme, Your
Maj esty, they set me up in their own royal castle, what they calls the
"Inp-er-non.' " Peter was obviously proud of his ability to speak elven. "I
figured they wanted ne to show 'em how t hings shoul d be done in a royal
househol d, but they only set ne to scrubbin' floors and talkin' to other
prisoners."

"\What ot her— Stephen began, but Trian shook his head, and the king fel
silent.

"Please tell H s Mjesty about the |latest prisoner you saw in the elven
pal ace. "

"He warn't no prisoner," Peter objected, on his fourth glass of wine. "Mre

i ke an honored guest, he was. The elves are treating himreal good, sire. You
needn't be worried."

"Tell us who it was you saw," urged Trian gently.

"Your son, sire," said Peter, growing a bit nmaudlin. "Prince Bane. |'m happy
to bring you news that he is alive. He spoke to nme. | woul da brought him

al ong, when ne and the others was plannin' to escape, but he said he was too
wel | guarded. He'd only hinder us. Atrue little hero, your son, sire.

"He gave that there to ne." The footman pointed to an object Iying on Trian's
desk. "Said | was to bring it to his mother. She'd know, then, that it was him
as sent it. He made it for her.”

Peter raised the glass in an unsteady hand. Tears cane to his eyes. "A toast
to His H ghness and to Your Mjesties."

Peter's bleary attention was focused on the wine in his hand, as nuch as his
attention could focus on anything by now Thus he nissed the fact that the joy
fill news of Bane's return caused Stephen to go rigid, as if struck by a

pol eax. Anne stared at the man in horror, sagged in her chair, her face ashen
Lady Iridal's eyes flaned with sudden hope.

"Thank you, Peter, that will be all for now " said Trian. He took hold of
Peter's arm hoisted the man fromhis chair, |ed hi mbow ng and
st aggeri ng—past king and queen and nysteriarch

"I"ll see to it that he has no nenory of this, Your Mijesty," Trian pronised
in alowvoice. "Ch, may | suggest that Your Mjesties do not drink the w ne."
He left the roomw th Peter, shutting the door behind them



The wi zard was gone a long time. H's Majesty's guards did not acconpany the
king to the wizard's study, but took up positions at a discreet distance,

about thirty paces away, at the far end of the hall. Trian acconpani ed Peter
down the hall, relinquished the inebriated footnan to the guards, with orders
that the nan be taken somewhere to sleep off his intoxication. Such was the
effect of the wizard s sweet wine mat when the befuddl ed Peter awoke, he would
have no nenory of having ever been in the |Inp-er-non

By the time Trian returned to his study, he found that the shock of the news
had worn of f somewhat, though the alarmwas, if anything, nore intense.

"Can this be true?" Stephen demanded. The king had risen to his feet and was
paci ng the study. "How can we trust this great idiot?"

"Sinmply because he is a great idiot, sire," said Trian, standing, his hands

fol ded before him his manner deliberately calmand tranquil. "This is one
reason | wanted you to hear his story fromthe man hinself. He is certainly
not clever enough to have nade up such a tale. | have questioned hi m nost

extensively and amsatisfied that he is not lying. And then there is this."

Trian lifted the object fromhis desk, the object mat Peter had brought—-a
present fromBane to his nother. Trian held it out, not to Anne, but to
Iridal.

She stared at it, blood nmounting her cheeks, then draining, to | eave her nore
pal e than before. The object was a hawk feather, decorated w th beads,
suspended from a | eather thong. |nnocent in appearance, the gift was such as a
child m ght nmake under the instructions of his nursemaid, to please any

nmot her's fond heart. But this feather neckl ace had been nmade by a child of
magi ¢, son of mysteriarchs. The feather was an anulet and through it, the
child could comunicate with the mother. His true nother. Iridal reached out a
trenbling hand, took the feather, and held it tight.

"It is fromny son," she said, though she spoke w thout a voice.

Trian nodded. "Let ne assure you all, Your Majesties, Lady Iridal, that I
woul d not have put you through this ordeal if | weren't absolutely certain
that what Peter says is the truth. The child he saw was Bane."

Stephen flushed at the inplied rebuke, nuttered sonething beneath his breath

t hat m ght have been an apol ogy. Wth a heavy sigh, he slunmped into his seat.

The ki ng and queen noved nearer each other, leaving Lady Iridal sitting alone,
slightly apart.

Trian came to stand before the three. The wizard stated firmy and calmy what
they all knew, but perhaps had not, even now, accepted.

"Bane is alive, and he is in elven hands."

"How i s this possible?" Anne denmanded in a choked voi ce, her hand at her
throat, as though she were suffocating. She turned to Lady Iridal. "You said
t hey took hi maway! To another |and! You said Alfred took himaway!"

"Not Alfred," Iridal corrected. The initial shock was receding; the
nmysteriarch was beginning to realize that her dearest w sh was comi ng true.

"The other man. Haplo."

"The man you described to ne, the one with the blue skin," said Trian



"Yes." Iridal's eyes shone with the brilliance of her hope. "Yes, he was the
one. He took ny son away..."

"Then he has apparently brought himback," said Trian dryly. "For he is al so
in the elven castle. The footnan saw a man with blue skin in conpany with the
prince. It was this detail, perhaps nore than any other, that convinced ne the
man's story was true. Aside fromthe Lady Iridal, nyself, and Your Mjesties,
none here knows about the man with blue skin or his connection with Bane. Add
to this the fact that Peter not only saw Bane, but spoke to him Bane

recogni zed the footman and called himby name. No, sire. | repeat. There can
be no doubt."

"So the child is held hostage," said Stephen grimy. "The elves plan, no
doubt, to use this threat to force us to stop our attacks on their shipping,
perhaps even try to disrupt the negotiations with Rees'ahn. Well, it won't
wor k. They can do what they like with him | wouldn't trade one drop of
wat er —

"My dear, please!" said Anne quietly, laying her hand on her husband's arm
She gl anced beneath her eyelids at the Lady Iridal, who was sitting, pale and
cold, hands clenched in her lap, staring at nothing, pretending not to hear
"She is his nother!"

"I amwell aware that this lady is the child s nother. May | rem nd you, ny
dear, that Bane had a father—a father whose evil very nearly destroyed us all.
Forgive ne for speaking plainly, Lady Iridal," said Stephen, undeterred by his
wi fe's pleading gaze, "but we nust face the truth. You have said yourself that
your husband wi el ded a powerful, dark influence over the child."

A faint flush cane to Iridal's ivory cheeks, a shudder shook her sl ender
frame. She did not reply, however, and Stephen | ooked over at Trian

"I wonder, even, how much of this is Bane's doing," stated the king. "But, be
that as it may, | am adamant. The elves will find they have nade a bad
bar gai n—

Iridal's faint flush of shane had deepened to anger. She seened about to
speak. Trian raised his hand to forestall her

"Lady Iridal, if I may," he said quietly. "Matters are not this sinple, sire.
The elves are clever. The wetched Peter did not escape. He was pernmitted to
escape, intentionally. The el ves knew he would bring you this information
probably subtly encouraged himto do so. The elves nmade his 'escape' |ook very
real and convincing. Just as they did all the others."

"Qt hers?" Stephen | ooked up vaguely, frowning.
Trian sighed. He had been putting off bad news. "I amafraid, sire, that Peter

was not the only one to return bearing news that H s Hi ghness, Prince Bane, is
alive. More than twenty other slaves 'escaped' that night. Al have returned

to their various honelands, all carrying the sanme tale. |'ve erased Peter's
menory, but | might just as well have left himalone. Wthin a very few
cycles, the news mat Bane is alive and in elven hands will be the tal k of

every tavern fromPitrin's Exile to Wnsher."
"Bl essed ancestors protect us," nurnured Anne.
"I amcertain you are aware of the vicious runors that have been spread

concerning Bane's illegitimcy, sire," continued Trian gently. "If you cast
the boy to the wolves, so to speak, people will believe these runors to be the



truth. They will say that you rid yourself of a bastard. Qur queen's
reputation will be irreparably damaged. The barons of Vol karan will denmand
that you divorce her, marry one of their own. The barons of Uyndia will take
Queen Anne's part and rise against you. The alliance we've worked hard and
long to build will crunmble into dust. It could lead to civil war."

St ephen huddled in his chair, his face gray and haggard. Ordinarily he did not
ook his fifty years. H's body was firm and rmuscular. He could hold his own
with any of the younger knights in tourney conpetition, frequently beat the
best. Yet now his shoul ders sagged, his frame had col | apsed. H s head bowed,
he was suddenly an ol d man.

"We could tell the people the truth,” said Lady Iridal

Trian turned to her, smled. "A magnani nous offer, ny lady. | know how pai nf ul
that would be for you. But it would only nake matters worse. Your people have
wi sely kept out of public view, since their return fromthe H gh Real ms. The
nmysteriarchs have lived quietly, aiding us in secret. Wuld you want
Sinistrad's evil designs upon us made known? Peopl e woul d suspect and turn
agai nst you all. Who knows what terrible persecution night follow?"

"We are dooned," said Stephen heavily. "W must give in."

"No," responded Iridal, voice and deneanor cool. "There is another
alternative. Bane is my responsibility. He is nmy son. | want himback. | will
rescue ny child fromthe elves."

"Go into the elven ki ngdom al one and snatch away your son?" Stephen lifted his
hand fromhis brow, |ooked up at his w zard.

The ki ng needed the nysteriarchs' powerful magic. No use offending the magus.
He nade a slight nmotion with his head, asking Trian to urge Iridal to depart.
They had serious business to discuss, alone. "The woman's gone mad," he

nmout hed, though, of course, he did not say this al oud.

Trian shook his own head slightly. "Listen to what she has to offer," he
advised the king silently. Al oud, he said, "Yes, ny |ady? Please continue."

"Once |'ve recovered him | will take nmy son to the H gh Realnms. Qur dwelling
is livable, for a short tine, at |east.*

*The Sartan constructed a mmgi cal shell around the High Realmto nmake its
rarefied atnmosphere suitable for mensch habitation. This shell is beginning to
break down and no one now knows the secret of its reconstruction

Alone with ne, w thout anyone else to influence him Bane w |l draw back from
the dark path he wal ks, the path his father taught himto wal k." She turned to
Stephen. "You nust let ne try, Your Majesty. You nust!”

"Faith, Lady, you don't need my sanction," said Stephen bluntly. "You may fly
off the top parapet of this castle, if you' re so minded. What could | do to
stop you? But you're tal king about traveling into elven | ands, a human wonan,
al one! Wal king into an el ven dungeon and back out agai n. Perhaps you

nmysteri archs have di scovered some neans of turning yourselves invisible>

Bot h Anne and Trian endeavored to stemthe king's tirade, but it was Irida
who brought Stephen up short.

"You are right, Your Mjesty," she said, with a faint, apologetic smle, "I
will go, whether you grant ne perm ssion or not. | ask only out of courtesy,



for the sake of maintaining good relations between all parties. | amwell
aware of the danger and the difficulty. | have never been in elven | ands. |
have no neans of journeying there—yet. But | will. | do not intend to go

al one, Your Myjesty."

Anne reached out her hand inpulsively, took hold of Irida's and clasped it

fast. "I would go any distance, face any danger to find my child, if she were
lost to ne! | know how you feel. | understand. But, dear |ady, you nust |isten
to reason—

"Indeed, Lady Iridal," said Stephen gruffly. "Forgive nme if | spoke harshly at
first. It is the weight of this burden, bearing down on me—when it seened that
at last all burdens had been lifted fromny shoul ders—+that caused ne to | ose
my tenper. You say that you will not go alone." The king shrugged. "Lady, a

| egi on woul d not benefit you—=

"I do not want a legion. | want one man, one man who is worth a legion. He is
the best. You said so yourself. If I amnot nistaken, you scoured the ki ngdom
in search of him You saved himfromthe executioner's block. You know his
nettl e better than anyone else, for you hired himto do a job dangerous and
delicate."

St ephen was staring at the woman in horror, Trian in troubled perplexity. Anne
let loose Iridal's hand. Stricken with guilt, the queen shrank back in her
chair.

Iridal rose to her feet, tall and majestic, proud and inperious.

"You hired this man to kill my son."

"Gracious ancestors forfend!" cried Stephen hoarsely. "Have you mysteriarchs
di scovered the power to raise the dead?"

"Not us,"” said Iridal softly. "Not us. For which | amgrateful. It is a
terrible gift."

For 1 ong monents, she was silent, then, sighing, she lifted her head, brisk
and busi ness-m nded. "Do | have Your Mjesty's permission to try? You have

nothing to lose. If | fail, none will be the wiser. | will tell ny people | am
traveling back to the H gh Realms. You may tell themthat | died there. No
blame will cone to you. Grant nme a fortnight, Your Mjesty."

St ephen stood up, clasped his hands behind his back, began to pace the room
He paused, glanced at Trian. "Well, what say you, Magicka? Is there no other
way ?"

"None that has half the chance of succeeding, slimthough this chance m ght

be. The Lady Iridal speaks truly, sire. W have nothing to | ose and nmuch to
gain. If sheis willing to take the risk?..."

"I am Your Majesty," said Iridal

"Then | say, yes, sire," said Trian

"My queen?" Stephen |ooked to his wife. "What do you say?"

"W have no choice," said Anne, her head bowed. "W have no choice. And after
what we did..." She covered her eyes with her hand.

"I'f you refer to hiring an assassin to kill the boy, we did that because we



had no choice," said Stephen, grimand stern. "Very well, Lady Iridal. | grant
you a fortnight. At the end of that tine, we nmeet with Prince Rees' ahn at
Seven Fields, there to nake final plans for the alliance of our three armes
and the eventual overthrow of the Tribus enpire. If Bane is still in elven
hands by that tine..."

He si ghed, shook his head.

"Do not worry, Your Majesty!" said Iridal. "I will not fail you. This time, |
will not fail nmy son.” She nade a | ow reverence, to both king and queen.
"I will escort you out, my lady," offered Trian. "It would be best if you |eft

the way you entered. The fewer who know you were here, the better. |f Your
Maj esti es—

"Yes, yes. Dismissed." Stephen waved his hand abruptly.

He cast a meaningful glance at the nagus as Trian left. Trian |owered his
eyes, indicating he understood.

Magus and nysteriarch left the room Stephen sat down to await his w zard's
return.

The Lords of N ght spread their cloaks over the sky. The glitter of the

Fi rmament faded. The roomin which king and queen waited together, silent and
unnovi ng, grew dark. Neither noved to strike a light. Their dark thoughts were
suited to night's shadows.

A door opened softly—not the door by which the magus and Lady Iridal had |eft
but anot her door, a secret door, located in the back of the study and
conceal ed by a wall painting. Trian energed, carrying an iron glow anmp to
[ight his way.

Stephen blinked in the light, lifted his hand to shield his eyes. "Douse that
thing," he ordered.

Trian did as he was told.

"She told us herself Hugh the Hand was dead. She described his death to us."
"Cbviously, she lied, sire. Either that, or she is insane. And | do not

beli eve she is insane. | think rather she foresaw the day when this know edge

woul d be of use to her."

St ephen grunted, was silent again. Then he said, slowy, heavily, "You know
what nust be done. | presunme that was why you brought her here.™

"Yes, sire. Although I nust confess | had not dreaned she would offer to go
fetch the child herself. |I had hoped only that she m ght establish contact
with him This rmakes matters much sinpler, of course."

Queen Anne rose to her feet. "lIs that necessary, Stephen? Couldn't we let her
try?...**

"So long as that boy lives—whether in High Realm Low Realm this realm any
real mhe is a danger to us... and to our daughter."

Anne | owered her head, said nothing nmore. Stephen |ooked at Trian, nodded. The
magus bowed, glided out of the room |eaving by the secret door.



Ki ng and queen watted a noment |onger in the darkness to conpose thensel ves,
to put on the false snmiles, to sunmon carefree laughter, to play at plotting
and at intrigue, while, beneath the supper table, where no one could see,
their cold hands would join, clasp together tightly.

CHAPTER 22

KI R MONASTERY
VOLKARAN | SLES
M D REALM

THE SHARP LI NES OF GRANI TE WALLS THAT FORMED THE KI R MONASTERY st ood out,
stark and bl ack, against the shimering, |anbent |ight given off by the
coralite of the hills surrounding it. The nonastery itself was dark and
silent; no light shone within, no sound came fromwithin. A single, solitary
gl ow1 anp burning feebly over the entrance—a signal to those in need-was the
only evidence that anyone |ived here.

Iridal dismunted from her dragon, stroked its neck, spent a few nonents
calmng it. The creature was nervous, restive, and woul d not respond

i mediately to the sleep spell she tried to cast upon it. Riders always caused
their dragons to sleep after flight. Not only did the spell provide the dragon
needed rest, but also the enforced slunber rendered the creature harm ess, so
that it would not take it into its head to raid the countryside during the
nmysteriarch's absence.

But this dragon refused to be enchanted. It jerked its head away, tugged at
its harness, lashed its tail this way and that. Had Iridal been an experienced
dragon-rider, she would have recogni zed these signs as indicative of another
dragon somewhere near.

Dragons are very conpani onabl e creatures, fond of their own kind, and this
dragon of Iridal's was nuch nore inclined for a friendly chat than sleep.* The
dragon was too well trained to call out (they are taught to keep silent, |est
a cry give away their position to an eneny). But the creature had no need to
vocalize; it could sense a conpanion in many ot her ways: snell and hearing,
anong ot her, nore subtle means.

*A note on dragons. The creatures who |live permanently on Arianus are true
dragons, an advanced species of reptile, who possess varying degrees of

magi cal power, depending on each creature's own intelligence and a variety of
other factors. The dragons on Arianus are not to be confused with those who
occasional ly appear in the guise of dragons—such as the serpent-elf Sang-drax
or the dragon-serpents of Chelestra.

If the other dragon in the area had responded, Iridal would have been forced
to resort to firmneasures in order to subdue her nmount. As it was, the other
dragon refused to acknowl edge in any way its fellow s presence. Iridal's
borrowed dragon—a mld creature, not exceptionally quick-w tted—was hurt, but
was too stupid to be deeply offended. Tired fromthe |long journey, the dragon
finally relaxed and listened to Irida's soothing words.

Seeing its eyelids droop and noting the tail begin to curl about the feet, the
claws to dig more firmy in the ground to gain steady purchase, Iridal quickly
i ntoned the spell. Her dragon soon slept deeply. Never thinking to wonder why
it had been restive, her mind preoccupied with thoughts of this com ng neeting
that she knew would not be at all a pleasant one, Iridal forgot about the odd
behavi or of the dragon and set out to wal k the short distance between herself



and the nonastery.

No outer walls surrounded the nonastery. No gate barred entrance. The death
nmonks needed no such protection. Wen the elves occupi ed human | ands and
entire villages were razed and destroyed, the Kir npnasteries remained

unt ouched. The nost drunken, bl ood-mad elf sobered instantly on finding

hi nsel f anywhere near the black, chill walls.*

*It is runored that the Kenkari elves feel a kinship to the Kir nonks, whose
deat h-worship religion derived froma failed attenpt to emulate the Kenkari in
the capture of souls. Many believe that the powerful Kenkari stretched a
protective hand over the human nonks, forbidding elven soldiers to persecute
the Kir.

Repressing a shiver, Iridal focused her mnd on what was inportant—the
recovery of her lost child-and, drawi ng her cloak nore closely about her
proceeded with firmstep to the baked clay door illumnated by the gl ow anp.
An iron bell hung over the door. Iridal took hold of the bellpull and jerked
it. The iron tones of the bell were nmuffled and al nost inmedi ately swal | oned
up, absorbed by the building's thick walls. Accepted as a necessity for
contact with the outside world, the bell was permtted to speak, but not to
si ng.

There came a grating sound. An opening appeared in the door. An eye appeared
i n the opening.

"Where is the corpse?" the voice asked in a disinterested nonotone.

Iridal, her thoughts on her son, was chilled by the question, alarmed and
startled. It seemed a terrible portent, and she very nearly turned around and
ran of f. But |ogic prevailed. She rem nded herself of what she knew of the Kir
nmonks, told herself that this question—so frightful to her—aas perfectly
natural for them

The Kir nmonks worship death. They view life as a kind of prison-house
exi stence, to be endured until the soul can escape and find true peace and

happi ness el sewhere. The Kir nonks will not, therefore, cone to the aid of the
living. They will not nurse the sick, they will not feed the hungry or bind
t he wounds of the injured. They will, however, tend to the dead, celebrating

the fact that the soul has nmoved on. The Kir are not disturbed by death in
even its nore horrible fornms. They claimthe victi mwhen the nurderer has
done. They walk the fields of battle when the battle is ended. They enter the
pl ague town when all others have fled.

The one service the Kir offer the living is to take in unwanted mal e children
or phans, bastards, inconvenient sons. These children are raised in the O der
rai sed to worship death, and so the Order continues.

The question the nonk asked Iridal was a comon question, one he asked of al
who cone to the nonastery at this hour of night. For there would be no other
reason to approach these forbidding walls.

"I do not cone about the dead," said Iridal, recovering her conposure. "l cone
about the living."

"About a child?" demanded t he nonk.

"Yes, Brother," answered Iridal. "Though not in the way you nean," she added
silently.



The eye di sappeared. The small panel in the clay door slanmred shut. The door
opened. The nonk stood to one side, his face hidden by the black cowW he wore
| ow over his head. He did not bow, did not offer her wel cone, showed her no
respect, regarded her with very little interest. She was alive, and the living
did not count for nuch with the Kir.

The nonk proceeded down a corridor without glancing back at Iridal, assum ng
she woul d follow or not as she chose. He led her to a |arge roomnot far from
the entrance, certainly not far enough for her to catch nore than a glinpse

i nside the monastery walls. It was darker within than w thout, for outside the
wal s, the coralite gave off its faint silvery glow Inside, no lanps lit the
hal | ways. Here and there, she caught a glinpse of a candle, its pinprick of
wavering |ight providing safe wal king for the one who held it. The nonk showed
Iridal into the room told her to wait, the Abbot would be with her shortly.
The nmonk | eft and shut the door behind him |ocked her inside, in the dark

Iridal smled even as she shivered and huddl ed deeper wi thin her cloak. The
door was baked clay, as were all the doors in the nonastery. She could, wth
her magic, shiver it like ice. But she sat and waited in patience, know ng
that now was not the tine to resort to threats. That would come |ater.

The door opened; a man entered, carrying a candle. He was old and

| arge-framed, |ean and spare, his flesh seenming insufficient to cover his
bones. He did not wear his cowl over his head, but let it fall on his thin
shoul ders. Hi s head was bal d, perhaps shaved. He barely spared Iridal a gl ance
as he crossed in front of her w thout courtesy, cane to sit behind a desk.
Lifting a pen, he reached out, drew forth a sheet of parchrment, and-still not

| ooking at Iridal —sprepared to wite.

"We do not offer noney, you know," said the man, who must have been the Abbot,
t hough he did not bother to introduce hinself. "W will take the child off
your hands. That is all. Are you the boy's nother?"

Agai n, the question struck painfully near the mark of her thoughts. Irida
knew wel | the Abbot assuned she had come to rid herself of an unwanted burden
she had decided to use this ruse to obtain entry. But she found herself
answeri ng nonet hel ess.

Yes, | am Bane's nother. | gave himup. | let ny husband take nmy child and
give himto another. What could | do to stop hin? | was frightened. Sinistrad
held ny father's life in bondage. And when ny child returned to ne, | tried to
win himback. | did try! But, again, what could I do? Sinistrad threatened to
kill them those who came with Bane. The Geg, the man with the blue skin,

and. .. and...

"Real ly, madam " said the Abbot coldly, raising his head, regarding her for
the first time since he'd cone into the room "You should have nmade up your
mnd to this before you disturbed us. Do you want us to take this boy or don't
you?"

"I didn't cone about a child," said Iridal, banishing the past. "I cane to
talk to someone who resides in this house.”

"I npossible!" stated the Abbot. H s face was pinched and gaunt, the eyes
sunken. They gl ared at her from dark shadows, reflected the candlelight that
was two flickering points of flane in the glistening orbs- "Once man or boy
enters that door, he |leaves the world behind. He has no father or nother
sister or brother, lover or friend. Respect his vows. Be gone, and do not
disturb him"



The Abbot rose. So did Iridal. He expected her to | eave, was sonewhat
surprised and consi derably displ eased—+o judge by his bal eful expression—+to
see her take a step forward, confront him

"I do respect your ways, Lord Abbot. My business is not with any of the

brot hers, but one who has never taken vows. He is the one who is permitted to
resi de here, against—+ may add—all rules, in defiance of tradition. He is
call ed Hugh the Hand."

The Abbot did not flicker an eyelid. "You are m staken," he said, speaking
with such conviction that Iridal nust have believed himhad she not known
positively the nonk was [ying. "One who called hinself by that nanme used to
live with us, but that was as a child. He left, long ago. W have no know edge
of him"

"The first is true," Iridal answered. "The second is a lie. He cane back to
you, about a year ago. He told a strange tale and begged adm ttance. You
either believed his story or thought himmad and took pity on him No," she

interrupted herself. "You pity no one. You believed his story, then. | wonder
why ?"

An eyebrow noved, lifted. "If you saw him you would have no need to ask why."
The Abbot folded his hands across his |lank body. "I will not bandy words with

you, Lady. It is obviously a waste of tine. Yes, one who calls hinself Hugh
t he Hand does reside here. No, he has not taken vows that shut himoff from
the world. Yet, he is shut off. He has done so hinself. He will not see a
living soul fromthe outside. Only us. And then only when we bring himfood
and drink."

Iridal shuddered, but she stood firm "Nonetheless, | will see him" Draw ng
asi de her cloak, she revealed a silvery gray dress, trimmed in cabalistic
synmbol s on the hem the neck, the cuffs of the sleeves and the belt she wore

around her waist. "I amone you terma nysteriarch. | amof the Hgh Realm M
magi ¢ could crack that clay door, crack these walls, crack your head if |
choose. You will take me to see Hugh the Hand."

The Abbot shrugged. It was nothing to him He would have allowed her to tear

t he Abbey down stone by stone before he permitted her to see one who had taken
the vows. But the man Hugh was different. He was here by sufferance. Let him

| ook out for hinself.

"This way," said the Abbot, ungraciously, wal king past her to the door. "You
will speak to no one, nor lift your eyes to | ook at anyone. On pain of

expul sion." He was not, it seemed, particularly inpressed by her threats.
After all, a nysteriarch was just another corpse, as far as the Kir were
concer ned.

"I said | respected your vows and | will do what is required of me," responded
Iridal crisply. "I care nothing for what goes on in here. My business"—she
enphasi zed the word—is with Hugh the Hand."

The Abbot stal ked out carrying the candle, the only Iight, and he bl ocked out
nmost of it with his robed body. Iridal, com ng behind, found it difficult to
see her footing. She was forced, therefore, to keep her eyes fixed on the
ground, for the floors of the ancient building were cracked and uneven. The
hal | s were deserted, quiet. She had a vague inpression of shut doors on either
side of her. Once she thought she heard a baby cry, and her heart ached for

t he poor child, alone and abandoned in such a dismal place.

They reached a stairway, and here the Abbot actually stopped and obtai ned a



candl e for her before proceedi ng downward. Iridal concluded that he was not so
much concerned for her safety as trying to avoid the nui sance of dealing with
her should she fall and break anything. At the bottomof the stairs, they cane
to water cellars. Doors stood barred and | ocked to protect the precious liquid
that was not only used for drinking and cooking but was al so part of the
Abbey' s weal t h.

Apparently, however, not all doors guarded water. The Abbot stal ked over to
one, reached down and rattled the handle.

"You have a visitor, Hugh."

No answer. Just a scraping sound, as of a chair, lurching across the floor
The Abbot rattled the handle nore |oudly.

"He is locked in? You' ve made hima prisoner?" asked Iridal in a | ow voice.

"He nmakes hinself a prisoner, Lady," retorted the Abbot. "He has the key
inside with him W may not enter—you may not enter—dnl ess he hands the key to
us."

Iridal's resol ve wavered. She very nearly left again. She doubted now if Hugh
could help her, and she was afraid to face what he had become. Yet, if he
didn't help her, who woul d? Not Stephen, that rmuch had been nade clear. Not
the other mysteriarchs. Powerful w zards, nmpost of them but with no | ove for
her dead husband, no reason to want progeny of Sinistrad' s returned to them

As for other nmundane humans, Iridal knew very few, was not inpressed by those
she'd net. Hugh alone filled all her needs. He knew how to pilot an elven
dragonshi p, he had traveled in elven | ands, he spoke the el ven | anguage
fluently, was famliar with elven customs. He was bold and daring; he'd earned
his livelihood as a professional assassin, and he'd been the best in the

busi ness. As Iridal had rem nded Stephen, he—a king who could afford the

best —had once hired Hugh the Hand.

The Abbot repeated, "Hugh, you have a visitor,"
"Go to hell," said a voice fromw thin.

Iridal sighed. The voice was slurred and harsh from snmoki ng stregno—rida
could snell the reek of his pipe out in the hall—#$romstrong drink and di suse.
But she recognized it.

The key. That was her hope. He kept the key hinself, obviously afraid that if
he gave it to others, he might be tenpted to tell themto let himout. There
must be part of him then, that wanted out.

"Hugh the Hand, it is Iridal of the Hgh Realm | amin desperate need. | nust
speak with you. I ... | want to hire you."

She had little doubt that he'd refuse and she knew, fromthe slight,
di sdai nful smle on the Abbot's thin lips, that he thought the sane.

"Iridal," repeated Hugh, in puzzled tones, as if the nane was wandering around
the Iiquor-soaked dregs of his mind. "lridal!"

The [ ast was a harsh whi sper, an expelled breath, as of sonething | ong w shed
for and finally achieved. But there was neither |love nor |onging in that
voi ce. Rather, a rage that m ght have nelted granite.



A heavy body thudded agai nst the clay door, followed by a funbling and
scraping. A panel slid aside. A red eye, partially hidden beneath a nat of
filthy hair, stared out, found her, fixed on her, unblinking.

“lridal..."
The panel slid shut abruptly.

The Abbot gl anced at her, curious to see her response, probably expecting her
to turn and flee. Iridal stood firm the fingers of one hand, hidden beneath
her cloak, digging into her flesh. The other hand, which held the candle, was
st eady.

Frantic activity sounded inside: furniture being overturned, casks upset, as

i f Hugh was searching for something. A snarl of triunph. A netal object struck
the I ower half of the door. Another snarl, this one of frustration, then a key
shot out from beneath the crack

The Abbot | eaned down, picked the key up, held it in his hand a nmoment, eyeing
it speculatively. He | ooked at Iridal, silently asking her if she wanted him
to proceed.

Li ps pressed together, she indicated with a cold nod that he was to open the
door. Shrugging, the Abbot did so. The nonent the lock clicked, the clay door
was flung open fromthe inside. An apparition appeared in the doorway,

sil houetted against dimy lit, snmoke-filled shadows behind, illumnated by the
candl el i ght before him The apparition sprang at Iridal. Strong hands grabbed
hol d of her arms, dragged her inside the cell, and flung her back against a
wal | . She dropped the candle; it fell to the floor, the light drowning in a

pool of spilled wax.

Hugh t he Hand, bl ocking the door with his body, faced the Abbot.
"The key," the Hand commanded.

The Abbot gave it over

"Leave us!"

Cat chi ng hold of the door, Hugh slamed it shut. Turning, he faced Iridal. She
heard the Abbot's soft footfalls pad disinterestedy away.

The cell was small. The furniture consisted of a crude bed, a table, a

chai r—everturned—and a bucket in a corner, used—by the stench—+to hold the
body's wastes. A thick wax candl e stood on the table. Hugh's pipe |ay beside
it. A mg stood near that, along with a plate of half-eaten food and a bottle
of some liquor that sneiled al nost as bad as the stregno.

Iridal took in all these objects with a swift glance that was al so searching
for weapons. Her fear was not for herself; she was arnored with her powerful
magi ¢ that could subdue the man nore swiftly and easily than she subdued her
dragon. She feared for Hugh, that he m ght do some harmto hinself before she
could stop him for she assuned that he was drunk beyond the point of sanity.

He stood before her, staring at her, his face—ith its hawk nose, strong
forehead, deep-set, narrow eyes—was hi deous, half-hi dden by wandering shadows
and a haze of yellowtinged snoke. He breathed heavily, fromthe frenzied
exertion, the liquor, and an avid excitenment that nade his body trenmble. He

[ urched unsteadily toward her, hands outstretched. The light fell full upon



his face and then Iridal was afraid for herself, for the liquor had inflamed
his skin but did not touch his eyes.

Sone part of him deep within, was sober; sone part that could not be touched
by the wine, no matter how much he drank; sonme part that could not be drowned.
H s face was al nost unrecogni zabl e, ravaged by bitter grief and inner tornent.
H s black hair was streaked with gray; his beard, once rakishly braided, was
unconmbed, and had grown | ong and scraggly. He wore a torn shirt and a | eather
vest and breeches stained and stiff with dirt. H's hard-nuscl ed body had gone
soft, yet he had a strength born of the wine, for Iridal could still feel the
bite of his fingers on her bruised arnmns.

He staggered closer. She marked the key in his shaking hand. The words of a
spell were on her lips, but she didn't say them She could see his face
clearly now, and she could have wept for him Pity, conpassion, the menory
that he had given his life, died horribly to save her child, noved her to
reach out her hands to him

He caught hold of her wists, his grasp crushing and painful, and fell to his
knees before her.

"End this curse!" he pleaded, his voice choked. "I beg you, Lady! End this
curse you have put upon ne! Free nme! Let me go!"

He bowed his head. Harsh, dry sobs tore his body. He shook and shivered, his
nervel ess hands let slip their hold. Iridal bent over him her tears falling
on the graying hair that she snmoothed with chill fingers.

"I"'msorry," she whi spered brokenly. "So sorry."

He rai sed his head. "I don't want your damm pity! Free me!" he repeated again,
harsh, urgent. H s hands clutched at hers. "You don't know what you've done!
End it... now"

She regarded himfor | ong nonents, unable to speak

"I can't, Hugh. It was not ne."

"Yes!" he cried fiercely. "I saw you! Wwen | woke—=

She shook her head. "Such a spell is far beyond ny power, thank the ancestors.
You know," she said to him |ooking into the pleading, hopel ess eyes. "You
must know. It was Alfred.”

"Alfred!" He gasped the word. "Were is he? Did he cone... ?"

He saw the answer in her eyes and threw his head back as if the agony was nore
than he could endure. Two great tears welled from beneat h squi nched- shut
eyelids, rolled down his cheeks into the thick and matted beard. He drew a
deep and shivering breath and suddenly went berserk, began to screamin
terrible anger, claw at his face and hair with his hands. And, as suddenly, he
pitched forward on his face and lay still and unnoving as the dead.

Wii ch he had once been.

CHAPTER 23
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M D REALM

HUGH WOKE W TH A BUZZI NG I N H' S HEAD—A DULL, THROBBI NG ACHE that went up his
neck and stabbed through to the back of his eyeball s—and a tongue thick and
swol I en. He knew what was wong with himand he knew how to fix it. He sat up
on the bed, his hand groping for the wine bottle that was never far from
reach. It was then he saw her and nenory hit hima bl ow that was cruel and
hurt worse than the pain in his head. He stared at her wordl essly.

She sat in a chair—the only chair—-and had, by her attitude, been sitting there
for sone tinme. She was pale and cold, colorless—with her white hair and silver
robes—as the ice of the Firmanent. Except for her eyes, which were the nyriad
colors of sunlight on a crystal prism

"The bottle's here, if you want it," she said.

Hugh managed to get his feet beneath him heaved hinself up and out of bed,
paused a nmoment to wait until the light bursting in his vision had faded
enough for himto see beyond it, and made his way to the table. He noted the
arrival of another chair, noted at the same tinme that his cell had been

cl eaned.

And so had he.

H's hair and beard were filled with a fine powder, his skin was raw and it
itched. The pungent snell of grise* clung to him The smell brought back vivid
nmenories of his chil dhood, of the Kir monks scrubbing the squirmng bodi es of
young boys—abandoned bastards, |ike hinself.

*Those who can't afford water for bathing use grise to cleanse the body or any
ot her surface. A pumicelike substance made from ground coralite, grise is
often m xed with headroot, an herb with a strong, but not offensive odor, used
to kill lice, fleas, ticks, and other vermn

Hugh grinmaced, scratched his bearded chin, and poured hinself a nug of the
cheap, raw wine. He was starting to drink it when he renenbered that he had a
guest. There was only one nmug. He held it out to her, grimy pleased to note
that his hand did not trenble.

Iridal shook her head. "No, thank you," she said, not aloud, her lips forning
t he words.

Hugh grunted, tossed down the wine in one swift gulp that kept himfrom
tasting it. The buzzing in his head receded, the pain dulled. He lifted the
bottl e without thinking, hesitated. He could |l et the questions go unanswered.
VWhat did it matter anyway? Or he could find out what was goi ng on, why she'd
cone.

"You gave ne a bath?" he said, eyeing her

A faint flush stained the pale cheeks. She did not |ook at him "The nonks
did," she said. "I nmade them And they scrubbed the floor, brought fresh
linen, a clean shirt."

"I"minmpressed," said Hugh. "Amazing enough they let you in. Then do your
bi ddi ng. What'd you threaten 'emw th? How i ng wi nds, quakes; maybe dry up

their water... ?"

She did not respond. Hugh was tal king for the sake of filling up the silence,



and both knew it.
"How | ong was | out?"
"Many hours. | don't know. "

"And you stayed and did all this." He glanced around his cell. "Mist be
i mportant, what you cane for."

"It is," she said, and turned her eyes upon him

He had forgotten their beauty, her beauty. He had forgotten that he | oved her
pitied her, forgotten that he'd died for her, for her son. Al lost in the
dreans that tornented himat night, the dreans that not even the w ne could
drown. And he came to realize, as he sat and | ooked into her eyes, that | ast
night, for the first time in along time, he had not dreanmed at all

"I want to hire you," she said, her voice cool and business-like. "I want you

to do a job for me—=

"No!'" he cried, springing to his feet, oblivious to the flash of pain in his
head. "I will not go back out there!"

Fi st clenched, he snashed it on the table, toppled the wine bottle, sent it
crashing to the floor. The thick glass did not break, but the liquid spilled
out, seeping into the cracks in the stone.

She stared at him shocked. "Sit down, please. You are not well."

He wi nced at the pain, clutched his head, swayed on his feet. Leaning heavily
on the table, he stunbled back to his chair, sank down.

"Not well." He tried to laugh. "This is a hangover, Lady, in case you've never
seen one." He stared into the shadows. "I tried it, you know," he said
abruptly. "Tried going back to ny old calling. Wen they brought me down from
that place. Death is ny trade. The only thing I know. But no one would hire
me. No one can stand to be around ne, except them" He jerked his head in the
direction of the door, indicating the nmonks.

"What do you nean, no one would hire you?"

"They sit down to talk to ne. They start to tell me their grievances, start to
nane the mark they want assassinated, start to tell me where to find him..
and, little by little, they dry up. Not just once. It happened five tinmes,

ten. | don't know. | lost count."

"\What happens?" Iridal urged gently.

"They go on and on about the mark and how nuch they hate himand how t hey want
himto die and how he should suffer |ike he made their daughter suffer or
their father or whoever. But the nore they tell me this, the nore nervous they
get. They look at me and then | ook away, then sneak a | ook back, and | ook away
again. And their voices drop, they get m xed up in what they' ve said. They
stamer and cough and then usually, without a word, they get up and run. You'd
think," he added grimy, "they'd stabbed their mark thensel ves and were caught
with the bloody knife in their hands."

"But they did, in their hearts,” said Iridal

"So? @uiilt never plagued any of my patrons before. Wiy now? What's changed?"



"You' ve changed, Hugh. Before, you were like the coralite, soaking up their
evil, absorbing it, taking it into yourself, freeing them of the

responsi bility. But now, you' ve becorme like the crystals of the Firmanent.
They | ook at you, and they see their own evil reflected back to them You have
becone our conscience."

"Hell of a note for an assassin," he said, sneering. "Makes it dam hard to
find work!" He stared unseeing at the wine bottle, nudged it with his foot,
sent it rolling around in circles on the floor. Hi s blurred gaze shifted to
her. "I don't do that to you."

"Yes, you do. That's how | know. " Iridal sighed. "I look at you, and | see ny
folly, my blindness, ny stupidity, my weakness. | married a man | knew to be
heartl ess and evil out of some romantic notion that | could change him By the
time | understood the truth, | was hopelessly entangled in Sinistrad s snares.
Wrse, 1'd given birth to an innocent child, allowed himto beconme tangled in
the sanme web.

"I could have stopped nmy husband, but | was frightened. And it was easy to
tell myself that he woul d change, that it would all get better. And then you

cane, and brought ny son to ne, and, at last, | saw the bitter fruit of ny
folly. I saw what | had done to Bane, what |'d made hi mthrough nmy weakness. |
saw it then. | see it now, |ooking at you."

"I thought it was them" said Hugh, as if he hadn't heard her. "I thought the
wor |l d had gone mad. Then | began to realize it was ne. The dreanms..." He
shuddered, shook his head. "No, | won't talk about the dreans."”

"Way did you cone here?"

He shrugged, voice bitter. "I was desperate, out of mnoney. \Were else could
go? The nmonks said | would return, you know. They always said |I'd be back." He
gl anced around with a haunted | ook, then shook hinmself, shook off the

nmenori es.

"Anyway, the Abbot told nme what was wong. He took one |ook at ne and told ne
what had happened. | had died. 1'd left this life... and been dragged back
Resurrected." Hugh gave the bottle a sudden, vicious kick, sent it spinning
across the floor.

"You... don't renenber?" Iridal faltered.

He regarded her in silence, dark, glowering. "The dreans renenber. The dreans
renenber a place beautiful beyond words, beyond... dreans. Understandi ng,
conpassion..." He fell silent, swallowed, coughed, and cleared his throat.
"But the journey to reach that place is terrible. The pain. The guilt. The
know edge of ny crimes. My soul wenched frommny body. And now | can't go
back. | tried."

Iridal stared at him horrified. "Suicide... ?"

He smiled, a terrible smle. "I failed. Both tinmes. Too danmm scared."”

"It takes courage to live, not to die," said Iridal

"How the hell would you know, Lady?" Hugh sneered.

Iridal |ooked away, stared at her hands twisting in her |ap



"Tell me what happened,” said Hugh

"You... you and Sinistrad fought. You stabbed him but the wound was not
nortal. He had the power to turn hinself into a snake, attacked you. H's
magi c... poison in your blood. He died, but not before he had..."

"Killed me," said Hugh dryly.

Iridal licked her lips, did not ook at him "The dragon attacked us.
Sinistrad's dragon, the Quicksilver. Wth ny husband dead, the dragon was free
fromhis control and went berserk. Then, it all becones confused in ny nind.
Hapl o—the nman with the bl ue ski n+ook Bane away. | knew | was going to die..
and | didn't care. You're right." She | ooked up, sniled at himwanly. "Death
did seemeasier than living. But Alfred enchanted the dragon, put it in
thrall. And then..."

The nenory canme back. ..

Iridal gazed in awe at the dragon, whose gi ant head was swayi ng back and
forth, as if it heard a soothing, lulling voice.

"You've inprisoned it inits mnd," she said.

"Yes," Alfred agreed. "The strongest cage ever built."
"And | amfree," she said in wonder. "And it isn't too late. There is hope!
Bane, ny son! Bane!"

Iridal ran toward the door where she'd |last seen him The door was gone. The
wal I s of her prison had coll apsed, but the rubble bl ocked her path.

"Bane!" she cried, trying vainly to drag asi de one of the heavy stones that
t he dragon had knocked down in its fury. Her magic would help her, but she
couldn't think of the words. She was too tired, too enpty. But she had to
reach him If only she could nove this rock

"Don't, my dear," said a kind voice. Gentle hands took hold of her. "It won't
do any good. He has gone far away by now, back to the elven ship. Haplo has
taken him™"

"Hapl o taken... my son?" Iridal couldn't make any sense of it. "Wy? \Wat does
he want with hin®"

"I don't know," Alfred replied. "I"mnot sure. But don't worry. We'll get him
back. | know where they're going."

"Then we should go after them" said Iridal

But she gazed hel pl essly about. Doors had di sappeared, bl ocked by debris.
Hol es gaped in the walls revealing nore destruction beyond. The room was
changed so conmpletely that it was suddenly unfam liar to her, as if she had
wal ked into the bouse of a stranger. She had no idea where to go, howto

| eave, how to find her way out.

And then she saw Hugh.

She'd known he'd died. She'd tried to make himhear before he died, that he'd
hel ped her, that now she understood. But he'd left her too soon, too quickly.
She sank down beside the body, took the chill hand in her own, pressed it to
her cheek. Hi s face, in death, was calmand reflected a peace the man had



never known in life, a peace Iridal envied.

"You gave your life for me, for my son," she told him "I w sh you could have
lived, to see that | will nake use of this gift. You taught me so nuch. You
could teach ne still. You could help me. And | could have hel ped you. | could
have filled the enptiness inside you. Wiy didn't I, when | had the chance?"

"What woul d have happened to him do you suppose, if he had not died?" Alfred
asked.

"I think he would have tried to make up for the evil he did in his life. He
was a prisoner, like ne," Iridal answered "But he managed to escape. Now he is
free. "

"You, too, are free," said Al fred.
"Yes, but | amalone," said Iridal

She sat by Hugh, holding his lifeless hand, her mnd enpty as her heart. She
liked the enptiness. She didn't feel anything and she was afraid of feeling.
The pain would cone, nore awful than dragon claws tearing at her flesh. The
pain of regret, tearing her soul

She was vaguely aware of Alfred chanting, of himdancing his slow and graceful
dance that | ooked so incongruous—the elderly man, with his bald head and
flapping coattails, his too-big feet and clunmsy hands—whirling and di ppi ng and
bobbi ng about the rubble-filled room She had no i dea what he was doi ng. She
didn't care

She sat, holding Hugh's hand... and felt his fingers twtch.

Iridal didn't believe it. "My mind is playing tricks. Wen we want something
very badly, we convince ourselves—

The fingers noved in hers, spasnodic notion, death throes.

Except Hugh had been dead a long tine, |ong enough for the flesh to chill, the
blood to drain fromlips and face, the eyes to have fixed in the head.

"I"mgoing mad," said Iridal, and dropped the hand back on the unmovi ng
breast. She | eaned forward to close the staring eyes. They shifted, |ooked at
her. His lids blinked. H's hand stirred. His breast rose and fell.

He gave an angui shed, agoni zed scream. ..

When Iridal regained her senses, she was |lying in another room another
house—a friend' s house, belonging to one of the other mysteriarchs of the High
Real m

Al fred stood beside her, gazing down on her with an anxi ous expression

"Hugh!" cried Iridal, sitting up. "Were is Hugh?"

"He's being cared for, ny dear," said Alfred solicitously and—so it seened to
I ridal —somewhat confusedly. "He's going to be all right. Don't worry yourself
over him Sone of your friends took him away."

"I want to see him"

"I don't think that would be wise," said AlIfred. "Please, |ay back down."



He fussed with the bl anket, covered her, wapped it tenderly around her feet,
snoot hed out imagi nary winkl es.

"You should rest, Lady Iridal. You' ve been through a terrible ordeal. The
shock, the strain. Hugh was grievously wounded, but he is being treated—=

"He was dead," said Iridal
Al fred wouldn't |ook at her. He kept fiddling with the bl ankets.

Iridal tried to catch hold of his hand, but Alfred was too quick for her. He
backed away several steps. Wen he spoke, he spoke to his shoes.

"Hugh wasn't dead. He was terribly wounded. | can see how you woul d have been
nm st aken. The poi son has that effect, sonetimes. O ... of nmaking the |iving
appear to be dead."

Iridal threw back the blanket, rose to her feet, advanced on Al fred, who
attenpted to sidle away, perhaps even flee the room But he fell over his feet
and stunbl ed, caught hinself on a chair.

"He was dead. You brought himback to lifel™

"No, no. Don't be ridiculous." Afred gave a feeble laugh. "You... you've
suffered a great shock. You're imagining things. |I couldn't possibly. Wy, no
one coul d!'"

"A Sartan could," said Iridal. "I know about the Sartan. Sinistrad studied

them He was obsessed with them with their nagic. Their library is here, in
the Hi gh Realns. He could never find the key that unlocked their nysteries.
But he knew about them fromthe witings they left in human and el ven. And
they had the power to resurrect the dead. Necronmancy—

"No!" Alfred protested, shuddering. "I nean yes, they... we have the power.
But it rmust never be used. Never used. For every life that is brought back
untimely, another dies . untinely. W may help the grievously injured, do al
we can to draw them back fromthe threshold, but once they cross beyond..
never!

"Never...."

"Alfred was insistent, calm and firmin his denial," said Iridal, returning
fromthe past with a gentle sigh. "He answered all ny questions freely, if not

fully. | began to think that | had been m staken. That you were only wounded.
"I know," she said, seeing Hugh's bitter snmile. "I know the truth now | knew
it then, I think, but | didn't want to believe it, for Alfred s sake. He was

so kind to ne, hel ping me search for ny child, when he could have easily
abandoned ne, for he has troubles of his own."

Hugh grunted. He had little use for another man's troubles. "He lied. He was
t he one who brought ne back! The bastard lied."

"I"'mnot so sure," said Iridal, sighing. "It's odd, but | believe that he
believes he is telling the truth. He has no nmenory of what truly happened.”

"When | get hold of him he'll remenber. Sartan or not."

Iridal glanced at him sonmewhat astoni shed. "You believe ne?"



"About Al fred?" Hugh eyed her grimy, reached for his pipe. "Yes, | believe
you. | think I knew all along, though | didn't want to adnmit it. That wasn't
the first time he performed this resurrection trick of his."

"Then why did you think I did it?" she asked, puzzled.

"I don't know," Hugh muttered, fumbling with the pipe. "Maybe | wanted to
believe it was you who brought me back."

Iridal flushed, averted her head. "In a way, it was. He saved you out of pity
for nmy grief, and out of conpassion for your sacrifice."

The two sat long nonents in silence, Iridal staring at her hands, Hugh sucki ng
on the cold and enpty pipe. To light it would nmean standi ng up and wal ki ng
over to the fire grate and he wasn't certain he could navigate even that short
di stance without falling. He eyed the enpty wine bottle with regret. He could
have called for another, but decided against it. He had a cl ear purpose now,
and he had the neans to obtain it.

"How did you find nme?" he asked. "And why did you wait so | ong?"

Her flush deepened. She raised her head, answered the last question first.

"How could | cone? To see you again... the pain would have been nore than I
could bear. | went to the other mysteriarchs, the ones who took you fromthe
castl e and brought you down here. They told nme..." Iridal hesitated, not

certain where her words night |ead her

"That |'d gone back to ny old profession, as if nothing had happened. Well, |
tried to pretend it hadn't," Hugh said grimy. "I didn't think you'd

appreci ate having ne show up on your doorstep."

"It wasn't like that. Believe me, Hugh, if | had known— She couldn't quite
see where that was going either and fell silent.

"Known that I'd turned into a drunken sot, you would have been glad to give ne
a few barls and a bow of soup, and a place to sleep in your stable? Wll,
t hanks, Lady, but | don't need your pity!"

He stood up, ignored the pain that shot through his head, and gl ared down at
her .

"What do you want of me?" he snarled, teeth clenched over the pipe stem "Wat
can | do for Your Ladyship?"

She was angry in her turn. No one—especially drunken, washed-up

assassi ns—spoke to a nysteriarch like that. The rainbow eyes glittered |ike
the sun through a prism She rose to her feet, drew herself up in offended
dignity.

"Wl | ?" he denmanded.

Looking at him seeing his anguish, she faltered, "I suppose | deserved that.
For gi ve me—

"Dam it!" Hugh cried, nearly biting the pipe stemin tw. H's jaws ached with
the strain. He slammed his fist on the table. "Wat the devil do you want wth

me?"

She was pale. "To... to hire you."



He regarded her silently, grimy. Turning away from her, he wal ked over to the
door, stared at the closed panel

"Who's the mark? And keep your voice down."

"There is no mark!" Iridal replied. "I have not cone to hire you to kill. My
son has been found. He is being held hostage by the elves. | intend to try to
free him And | need your help."

Hugh grunted. "So that's it. \Where' ve the el ves got the kid?"

"I'n the Inperanon.”

I ncredul ous, Hugh turned, stared at Iridal. "The Inperanon? Lady, you need
help, all right." Taking his pipe fromhis nmouth, he pointed it at her. "Maybe
someone should lock you up in acell...”

"I can pay you. Pay you well. The royal treasury—

"—doesn't hold enough," said Hugh. "There's not enough barls in the world that
could pay ne to march into the heart of the eneny enpire and fetch back that
little—=

The flare of her rai nbow eyes warned himnot to proceed.

"Cbviously | have made a m stake," she said coldly. "I will trouble you no
further."

She wal ked toward the door. Hugh remmined standing in front of it, bl ocking
it, did not nove.

"Step aside," she ordered.

Hugh put the pipe back in his nouth, sucked on it a nmonent, regarded her with
gri mamusenent. "You need ne, Lady. |I'mthe only chance you' ve got. You'll pay
me what | ask."

"What do you ask?" she demanded.

"Help me find Alfred."

She stared at him shocked into silence. Then she shook her head. "No..
that's not possible! He's gone. | have no way of finding him™"

"Maybe he's with Bane."

"The other is with nmy son. Haplo, the man with the blue skin. And if Haplo is
with Bane, Alfred is not. They're bitter enemes. | can't explain, Hugh. You
woul dn't understand. "

Hugh flung his pipe to the floor. Reaching out, he caught hold of her, gripped
her arms hard.

"You're hurting ne," she protested.

"I know. | don't give a damm. You try to understand, Lady," said Hugh

"I magi ne you' ve been blind frombirth. You' re content in a world of darkness,
because you know nothing different. Then, suddenly, you're given the gift of
sight. You see all the wonders you've never even been able to inagi ne—the sky



and trees, clouds and the Firmanent. And then, suddenly, the gift is ripped
away. You're blind again. You' re plunged back into darkness. But this tine,
you know what you've |lost."

"I"'msorry," whispered Iridal. She started to lift her hand, to touch his
face.

Hugh flung her back. Angry, ashanmed, he turned away.

"I agree to the bargain," she said softly. "If you do this for ne, 1'll do
what | can to help you find Alfred."

Nei t her spoke for a nonent, neither was able.
"How much tine do we have?" he asked gruffly.

"A fortnight. Stephen neets then with Prince Rees'ahn. Though | don't think
the Tribus el ves know about..."

"The hell they don't, Lady. The Tribus don't dare let that meeting come off. |
wonder what they had in mnd before that kid of yours fell into their hands?
Rees' ahn's smart. He's survived three assassination attenpts by their special
guard, the ones they call the Unseen. Some say the prince is being warned by
the Kenkari..."

Hugh paused, pondered. "Now that gives nme an idea."

He fell silent, felt about his clothing for his pipe, forgetting he'd thrown
it from him

Iridal reached down, picked it up, handed it to him He took it from her

al nost absentm ndedly, fished some stregno out of a greasy |eather pouch, and
stuffed it into the bowl. Walking to the fire grate, he lifted a gl owi ng coa
with a pair of tongs, touched the coal to the bowl. Athin trail of snoke
rose, bringing with it the acrid odor of the stregno.

"What — Iridal began

"Shut up," Hugh snapped. "Look, fromnow on, Lady, you do what i say, when |
say it. No questions. I'll explain, if |I have time, but if I don't, then you
have to trust me. I'Il rescue that kid of yours. And you help me find Al fred.
Do we have a deal ?"

"Yes," Iridal answered steadily.
"Good." He lowered his voice, his glance going again to the door. "I need two
nmonks in here, no one watching. Can you nmanage that ?"

Iridal wal ked over to the door, slid aside the panel. A nonk stood in the
hal | way, probably ordered to wait for her

She nodded. "Are you capabl e of wal ki ng?" she asked | oudly, in disgust.

Hugh took the hint. He placed his pipe carefully near the grate, then
catching up the wine bottle, he smashed it on the floor. He kicked over the
table, tunbled down into the puddl e of spilled wine and broken gl ass, and
roll ed about in the ness.

"Ch, yeah," he nunbled, trying to stand and falling back down. "I can wal k.
Sure. Let's go."



Iridal stepped to the door, rapped on it briskly. "Go fetch the Abbot," she
or der ed.

The nonk left. The Abbot returned. Iridal unlocked the door, opened it.

"Hugh the Hand has agreed to acconpany ne," she said, "but you see the state
he's in. He can't wal k wi thout assistance. If two of your nonks could carry
him | would be extrenely grateful.”

The Abbot frowned, |ooked dubious. Iridal renoved a purse from beneath her
cloak. "My gratitude is of a material nature," she said, snmling. "A donation
to the Abbey is al ways wel cone, | believe."

The Abbot accepted the purse. "Two of the brethren will be sent. But you may
neither see nor speak to them?"

"I understand, Lord. | amready to |l eave now." She did not |ook back at Hugh
but she coul d hear the crunch of broken glass, heavy breathing, and nuttered
cur ses.

The Abbot appeared highly pleased and gratified at her departure. The
nmysteriarch had di sturbed his Abbey with her inperious demands, caused a stir
anong the brethren, brought too much of the world of the living into one
devoted to the dead. He hinself escorted Iridal up the stairs, through the
Abbey, and out the front entrance. He prom sed that Hugh woul d be sent out to
nmeet her, if he could walk, carried if he could not. Perhaps the Abbot was not
sorry to rid hinmself of this troubl esome guest as well.

Iridal bowed, expressed her thanks. She hesitated, wanting to remain nearby,
i n case Hugh needed her hel p.

But the Abbot, clutching the purse, did not go back inside the Abbey. He
wai ted beneath the gl owl anp, intending to make certain that the worman was
truly | eaving.

Iridal had no recourse, therefore, but to turn and depart the Abbey grounds,
make her way back to her slumbering dragon. Only then, when the Abbot saw her
with the dragon, did he turn and stalk into the Abbey, slam shut the door.

Looki ng back, Iridal wondered what to do, w shed she knew what Hugh had
pl anned. She decided that the best thing she could do was awaken the dragon
have it ready to carry them speedily away fromthis place.

Waki ng a slunbering dragon is always a tricky nmaneuver, for dragons are

i ndependent by nature, and if the beast woke up free of the spell that
enthralled it, it mght decide to fly away, attack her, attack the Abbey, or a
conbi nation of all three.

Fortunately, the dragon remai ned under enchantnent. It emerged fromsleep only
slightly irritated at bei ng awakened. Iridal soothed and praised it, prom sed
it atreat when they returned hone.

The dragon stretched its wings, lashed its tail, and proceeded to inspect its
scaly hide for signs of the tiny and insidious dragon-wrm a parasite fond of
burrowi ng beneath the scal es and sucki ng the dragon's bl ood.

Iridal left it toits task, turned to watch the Abbey entrance, which she
could see from her vantage point. She was just beginning to be anxious, nore
than half-afraid that Hugh m ght have changed his m nd. She was wondering how



to cope if he had, for the Abbot would nost certainly not let her return, no
matter what dire magi cs she threatened.

Then Hugh burst out the front door, alnost as if he had been shoved from
behind. He carried a bundle in one arma cloak and clothes for the journey, no
doubt —and a bottle of wine in the other. He fell, caught himself, glanced
backward, said sonmething it was probably just as well Iridal couldn't hear
Then he straightened, stared around, obviously wondering where she was.

Iridal lifted her arm waved to draw his attention, called out to him

Perhaps it was the sound of her voice-startlingly loud in the clear, frosty
ni ght —er her sudden novenent. She never knew. Sonething jolted the dragon out
of its enchantnment.

A shrill shriek rose behind her, w ngs flapped, and, before she could stop it,
t he dragon had taken to the air. The dragon's di senchant ment was nothi ng nore
than a m nor annoyance for a nmysteriarch. Iridal had only to recast a very
sinmple spell, but, to do so, she was forced to turn her attention away from
Hugh for a few nonents.

Unfamliar with the intrigues and nachi nati ons of the royal court, it never
occurred to Iridal that the distraction was deliberate.

CHAPTER 24

KI R MONASTERY
VOLKARAN | SLES
M D REALM

HUGH SAW THE DRAGON TAKE TO THE Al R, KNEW | MVEDI ATELY THAT I T had slipped the
reins of its enchantment. He was no magus. There was nothing he could do to
help Iridal recapture it or cast a spell on it. Shrugging, he pulled the cork
of the wine bottle out with his teeth and was about to take a drink when he
heard a man's voice, speaking to himfromthe shadows.

"Make no sudden nmovenent. G ve no indication you hear me. Wal k over this
direction.”

Hugh knew t he man, searched to give the voice a nane and a face, but failed.
The wi ne-soaked nmont hs of self-inmposed captivity had drowned the nenory. He
could see nothing in the darkness. For all he knew, an arrow was nocked and
aimed at his heart. And though he sought death, he sought it on his own terns,
not on someone else's. He wondered briefly if Iridal had led himinto this
anbush, decided not. Her anxiety over that kid of hers had been too real

The man seened to know Hugh was only pretending to be drunk, but the Hand
figured it couldn't hurt to keep up the pretense. He acted as if he hadn't
heard, lurched in the general direction of the voice by accident. H s hands
funbled with his bundl e and wi ne bottl e—which had now becone shield and
weapon. Using his cloak to conceal his notions, he shifted the heavy bundle in
his left hand, ready to Iift it to protect hinself, readjusted his right
hand's grip on the neck of the wine bottle. Wth one quick nmotion, he could
smash the gl ass agai nst a head, across a face.

Muttering beneath his breath about the inability of wonen to control dragons,
Hugh staggered out of the small pool of light that illum nated the Abbey
grounds, found hinself anmong a few scraggly bushes and a grove of tw sted



trees.

"Stop here. That's near enough. You only need to hear me. Do you know ne, Hugh
t he Hand?"

And then he did know. He gripped the bottle tighter. "Trian, isn't it? House
magus to King Stephen.”

"We haven't nuch tinme. The Lady Iridal nustn't know we've had this
conversation. His Majesty wishes to remnd you that you have not fulfilled the
agreenent . "

"What ?" Hugh shifted his eyes, stared into the shadows, w thout seeming to
stare.

"You did not do what you were paid to do. The child is still alive."

"So?" said Hugh harshly. "I'll give you your noney back. You only paid ne half
of it anyway."

"W don't want the noney back. W want the child dead."

"I can't do it," said Hugh to the night.

"Why?" the voice asked, sounding displeased. "Surely you of all men haven't
found a conscience. Are you suddenly squeani sh? Don't you like killing
anynor e?"

Hugh dropped the wine bottle, nade a sudden lunge. H s hand caught hold of the
wi zard's robes. He dragged the man forth.

"No," said Hugh, holding the wizard' s handsone, fine-boned face close to his
own grizzled jowl. "I might like it too nuch!"

He shoved Trian backward, had the satisfaction of watching himcrash into the
bushes. "I mght not be able to stop nyself. Tell that to your king."

He couldn't see Trian's face; the wi zard was a robed hunmp of bl ackness,

sil houetted agai nst the |um nescent coralite. Hugh didn't want to see him He
ki cked asi de the shards of the wine bottle, cursed the waste, and started to
wal k away. Iridal had nmanaged to coax the dragon out of the sky. She was
petting it, whispering the words of the spell

"We offered you a job," said Trian, picking hinmself up, calm nonplussed. "You
accepted it. You were paid for it. And you failed to conplete it." Hugh kept
wal ki ng.

"You had only one thing that raised you above the | evel of comon cutthroat,
Hugh the Hand," Trian told him the words a whisper, carried by the w nd.
"Honor . "

Hugh made no response, did not | ook back. He strode rapidly up the hill toward
Iridal, found her disheveled, irritated.

"I"'msorry for the delay. | can't understand how t he enchantnment coul d have
slipped like that..."

| can, Hugh told her silently. Trian did it. He foll owed you. He foiled your
spell, freed the dragon, in order to distract you while he talked to nme. King
St ephen' s not sending you to rescue your son, Lady. He's using you to |lead ne



to the child. Don't trust him Iridal. Don't trust Trian, don't trust Stephen
Don't trust ne.

Hugh coul d have said that to her, the words were on his lips... and they
stayed t here, unspoken.

"Never mind that now," he told her, voice harsh and sharp. "WII| the spel
hol d?" "Yes, but—=

"Then fly the beast out of here. Before the Abbot finds two of his brethren
stripped to their skins, bound hand and foot in my cell."

He gl owered at her, expecting questions, prepared to rem nd her that she had
agreed to ask none.

She cast hi m one wondering gl ance, then nodded and swiftly nounted the dragon
Hugh tied the bundl e securely on the back of the ornate, two-person saddle
that bore the Wnged Eye—King Stephen's device.

"No wonder the damm wi zard was able to disrupt the spell,”
beneath his breath. "Riding a friggin royal dragon!"

Hugh nuttered

He pulled hinmself up on the creature's back, settled hinmself behind Iridal
She gave the conmand and the dragon sprang into the air, wings lifted and
fl apped, bearing them upward. Hugh did not waste time searching to see if he
could find the magus. That was futile. Trian was too good. The questi on was:
woul d he follow then? or sinply wait for his dragon to return and report?

Hugh snmiled grimy, |eaned forward. "Were are we bound?"

"To ny dwelling. To pick up provisions."
"No, we're not." Hugh spoke |oudly, to be heard over the rush of the wi nd, the
beati ng of the dragon's w ngs. "You have noney? Barls? Wth the king's stanp?"

"Yes," Iridal replied. The dragon's flight was erratic, wild. The wind tore at
Iridal's cloak, her white hair blew free, was |ike a cloud around her face.

"We'l | buy what we need,"” Hugh told her. "Fromthis noment, Lady Iridal, you
and | disappear. A pity the night is so clear," he added, glancing about. "A
rai nstorm woul d be a useful thing about now. "

"A stormcan be conjured,"” said Iridal, "as you well know. | may not have nuch
skill over dragons, but wind and rain are a different matter. How shall we
find our way, then?"

"By the feel of the wind on ny cheek," said Hugh, grinning at her. He slid
forward, put out his arms—ene on either side of Iridal—-and reached for the
reins. "Sumon your storm Lady."

"I's this necessary?" she asked, stirring uneasily at the Hand's overwhel m ng
nearness, his body pressed against hers, his strong arnms encircling her. "I
can nmanage the dragon. You give nme the directions.”

"Wul dn't work," said Hugh. "I fly by feel; don't even think about it, nost of
the tine. Lean back against ne. You'll stay dryer. Relax, Lady. W've a |ong
journey ahead of us this night. Sleep, if you can. Wiere we're going, there
won't be many nights ahead of us when you'll be able to afford the |uxury."

Iridal sat stiff and rigid a moment | onger, then, with a sigh, she sank back



agai nst Hugh's breast. He shifted hinself to better accommodate her, tightened
his arms around her nore securely.

He grasped the reins with a firm experienced grip. The dragon, sensing
skill ed hands, cal nred down and flew evenly.

Iridal spoke the words of magi c beneath her breath, words that snatched high
drifting clouds fromthe sky far above them brought fog down to wap around
them a danmp and mi sty blanket. Rain began to fall

"I can't keep this up long," she said, feeling herself grow ng drowsy. The
rain pelted softly on her face. She burrowed deeper into Hugh's arns.

"Doesn't need to be long."

Trian likes his conforts, Hugh thought. He won't chase us through a rainstorm
especi ally when he figures out where we're headed.

"You're afraid of being followed, aren't you?" Iridal said.

"Let's just say | don't like to take chances," Hugh responded.

They flew through the stormand the night in silence so warm and confortabl e
that both were loath to disturb it. Iridal could have asked nore questi ons—she
knew wel I enough that the nonks would not be likely to follow them Wo else
did he fear? But she didn't say anything.

She had promi sed not to and she meant to keep that prom se. She was glad he'd
put such restrictions on her, in fact. She didn't want to ask, didn't want to
know.

She rested her hand over her bosom over the feather amulet that she wore
hi dden beneath her gown, the amulet that put her in mental contact with her
child. She had not told himabout that, nor would she. He woul d di sapprove,
woul d probably be angry. But she would not break this Iink with her child
—+ost to her once, now bl essedly found.

Hugh has his secrets, she said to herself. | wll keep nine

Resting in his arms, glad of his strength and sheltering presence, Iridal |et
go of the past with its bitter sorrows and even nore bitter
self-recrimnations, let go of the future with its certain peril. She let go
of both as easily as she had let go the reins, allow ng soneone el se to steer
to guide. There would cone a tinme when she would need to grasp hold of them
agai n, perhaps even fight for control. But until then, she could do what Hugh
suggest ed—+el ax, sleep

Hugh sensed nmore than saw that Iridal slept. The rain-soaked darkness was
thick, blotted out the faint glow of the coralite below, naking it seemas if
ground and sky were one and the sane. He shifted the reins to one hand, drew
his cloak over the wonan with the other, formng a tent to keep her warm and
dry.

In his mnd, he heard the sane words, over and over and over.

You had only one thing that raised you above the |l evel of comon cutthroat,
Hugh t he Hand.

Honor... Honor... Honor...



"You spoke to him Trian? You recogni zed hin®"
"Yes, Your Mjesty.”

St ephen scratched his bearded chin. "Hugh the Hand lives and has been alive,
all this tine. She lied to us."

"One can hardly blame her, sire," said Trian

"W were fools to believe her! A man with blue skin! The bunbling Al fred gone

| ooking for her son. Alfred couldn't find hinself in the dark. She lied about

it allt"

"I"'mnot so certain, Your Mjesty," said Trian thoughtfully. "There was al ways
nor e—Auch nore—to Alfred than he et on. And the nman with the bl ue skin.

have nyself come across certain interesting references in those books the

nmysteriarchs brought with them—=

"Does any of this have anything to do with Hugh the Hand or Bane?" Stephen
demanded, irritated.

"No, sire," said Trian. "But it mght be of inportance |ater on."

"Then we will discuss it later on. WIIl the Hand do as you told hinP"

"I cannot say, sire. | wish I could,” Trian added, seeing Stephen | ook highly
di spl eased. "W had little tinme for speech. And his face, Your Mjesty! |
caught a glinpse of it, by the ground light. | could not look at it long. |
saw t here evil, cunning, desperation—

"What of it? The man is, after all, an assassin."

"The evil was nmy own, sire," said Trian

He | owered his gaze, stared down at several of the books, tying on the desk in
hi s study.

"And mne, too, by inplication."

"I didn't say that, sire—=

"You don't need to, damm it!" Stephen snapped, then he sighed heavily. "The
ancestors be my witness, Magicka, | don't like this any nmore than you do. No
one was happier than | was to think that Bane had survived, that | wasn't
responsi ble for the murder of a ten-year-old child. | believed Lady Irida
because | wanted to believe her. And | ook where we are now. In far worse

danger than before.

"But what choice do | have, Trian?" Stephen slamred his fist on the desk.
"What choi ce?"

"None, sire," said Trian.
St ephen nodded. "So," he said abruptly, back to business. "WIIl he do it?"

"I don't know, sire. And we have reason to be afraid if he does. 'I mght |ike
the killing too rmuch,' was what he said. 'I nmight not be able to stop nyself "

St ephen | ooked gray, haggard. He lifted his hands, stared at them rubbed
them "That need not be a worry. Once this deed is done, we will elininate the



man. At least in his case, we can feel justified. He has | ong cheated the
executioner's ax. | assunmed you followed the two when they left the nonastery?
Where did they go?"

"Hugh the Hand is skilled in shaking pursuit, sire. A rainstormblew up, out
of a cloudless sky. My dragon lost their scent, and | was soaked to the skin.
| deened it best to return to the Abbey and question the Kir nonks who
sheltered the Hand."

"Wth what result? Perhaps they knew what he intended."

"If so, sire, they did not tell me." Trian smled ruefully. "The Abbot was in
an uproar over sonething. He infornmed me that he'd had his fill of magi, then

he sl amred the door in mnmy face."

"You di d not hi ng?"

"I ammerely Third House, sire," said Trian hunbly. "The Kir's own magi are of
a level equal to mne. A contest was neither appropriate nor called for. It

woul d not do to offend the Kir, sire.”

St ephen gl owered. "I suppose you're right. But now we've |ost track of the
Hand and the Lady Iridal."

"I warned you to expect as much, Your Mpjesty. And we nmust have done so in any

case. | surmsed, you see, where they were headed—a place |, for one, dare not
foll ow. Nor would
you find many here willing or able to do so." "Wat place is that? The Seven

Mysteri es*?"

*Seven islands in the Giphith Custer, runored, anmong humans, to be haunted
by the ghosts of ancestors who had done sone nisdeed during their |ives and
who di ed unrepentant, cast off by their famlies. The elves have a simlar
belief; a common threat in elven is "You'll be sent to the Seven Mysteries for
that'" Several expeditions, both human and el ven, have been sent to explore
the islands. None ever returned.

Alfred wote that he intended to explore the islands hinself, but he never did
so. He appeared to have a vague theory that Sartan magi ¢ was invol ved, but how
it worked or for what purpose, he was unable to say

"No, sire. A place better known and, if anything, nore dreaded, for the
dangers in this place are real. Hugh the Hand is on the heading for Skurvash,
Your Majesty."

CHAPTER 25

SKURVASH

VOLKARAN | SLES

M D REALM

HUGH ROUSED | Rl DAL FROM HER SLUMBER WHI LE THEY WERE STILL IN the skies, the
weary dragon searching eagerly for a place to land. The Lords of Night had
renoved their dark cloaks, the Firmanment was beginning to sparkle with the
first rays of Solaris. Iridal started to wakeful ness, wondering that she had

sl ept so deeply and heavily.

"Where are we?" she asked, watching with half-drowsy pleasure the island



energe fromthe shadows of night, the dawn touching villages that were |ike
toy blocks fromthis height. Snoke began to drift up fromchi meys. On a
cliff—+he highest point on the island—a fortress made of the rare granite nuch
prized on Arianus cast the shadow of its massive towers over the |land, now
that the Lords of N ght had departed.

"Skurvash," said Hugh the Hand. He steered the dragon away from what was
obvi ously a busy port, headed for the forested side of town, where |andings
could be kept private, if not necessarily secret.

Iridal was wi de awake now, as if cold water had been thrown into her face. She
was silent, thoughtful, then said in a |l ow voice, "I suppose this is
necessary."

"You' ve heard of the place.”

"Not hi ng good. "

"And that probably overrates it. You want to go to Aristagon, Lady Iridal. How
did you plan to get there? Ask the elves to pretty please let you drop by for
tea?"

"Of course not," she said coolly, offended. "But—=

"No 'buts.' No questions. You do what | say, renmenber?"

Every muscle in Hugh's body ached fromthe unaccustoned rigors of the flight.
He wanted his pipe, and a gl ass—several gl asses—ef wine.

"Qur lives will be in danger every minute we're on ms island, Lady. Keep
quiet. Let me do the tal king. Follow nmy | ead and, for both our sakes, don't do
any magic. Not so much as a disappearing barl trick. They find out you're a
nmysteriarch and we're finished."

The dragon had spotted a likely landing site, a cleared patch near the
shoreline. Hugh gave the beast its head and allowed it to spiral downward.

"You could call me Iridal," she said softly.

"Are you always on a first-nane basis with your hired hel p?"

She sighed. "May | ask one question, Hugh?"

"I don't promse to answer."

"You spoke of 'they.' 'They' mustn't know |I'ma mysteriarch. Wio are 'they' ?"
"The rul ers of Skurvash."

"King Stephen is the ruler.”

Hugh gave a sharp, barking |augh. "Not of Skurvash. Oh, the king's prom sed to
cone in, clean it up, but he knows he can't. He couldn't raise a force large
enough. There's not a baron in Vol karan or Uyndia who hasn't a tie to this
pl ace, though you won't find one who'd dare adnit it. Even the elves, when
they rul ed nost of the rest of the Md Real ns, never conquered Skurvash."
Iridal stared down at the island. Qutside of its form dabl e-1ooking fortress,

it had little else to recomend it being nostly covered with the scraggry
brush known as dwarf-shrub, so naned because it | ooked somewhat |ike a dwarfs



thi ck, russet beard and because once it dug its way into the coralite, it was
al nost inmpossible to uproot. A small and scraggly-Iooking town perched on the
edge of the shoreline, holding on as tenaciously as the shrubs. A single road
led fromthe town through groves of hargast trees, clinbed the side of the
nountain to the fortress.

"Did the elves lay siege to it? | can believe such a fortress could hold out
| ong—

"Bah!" Hugh grinaced, flexed his arns, tried to ease the nmuscles in his stiff
neck and shoul ders. "The elves didn't attack. War's a wonderful thing, Your
Ladyship, until it begins to cut into your profits."

"You nean these humans trade with the elves?" Iridal was shocked.

Hugh shrugged. "The rulers of Skurvash don't care about the slant of a man's
eyes, only the glint of his noney."

"And who is this ruler?" She was interested and curious now.

"Not one person,"” Hugh responded. "A group. They're known as the Brotherhood."
The dragon settled down for a landing in a broad, cleared space that had

obvi ously been used for this purpose many tines before, to judge by the broken
tree linbs (snapped off by the wings), the tracks of claws left in the
coralite, and the droppings scattered around the field. Hugh di snrounted,
stretched his aching back, flexed his cranped |egs.

"Or perhaps | should say 'we,' " he amended, coming to assist Iridal down from
t he dragon's back. 'W are known as the Brotherhood."

She had been about to place her hand in his. Now she hesitated, stared at him
her face pale, her eyes wi de. Their rai nbow hue was rnuddi ed, darkened by the
shadows of the hargast trees surroundi ng them

"l don't understand."

"Go back, Iridal," he said to her, grimy earnest. "Leave, right now The
dragon's tired, but the beast'l|l make it, take you at |least as far as
Provi dence. "

The dragon, hearing itself mentioned, shifted irritably fromfoot to foot and
rustled its wings. It wanted to be rid of its riders, wanted to skulk off into
the trees, go to sleep.

"First you were eager to join me. Now you're trying to drive ne away." Irida
regarded himcoldly. "Wat happened? Wiy t he change?"

"I said no questions," Hugh growl ed, staring nmoodily out over the rimof the
island, into the fathom ess blue depths of deepsky. He flicked a gl ance at
her. "Unless you'd care to answer a few !l could ask."

Iridal flushed, drew back her hand. She disnounted fromthe dragon wi thout
assi stance, used the opportunity to keep her head | owered, her face conceal ed
in the recesses of the hood of her cloak. \Wen she was standing on the ground,
and certain of naintaining her conposure, she turned to Hugh

"You need ne. You need ne to help find Alfred. | know something of him quite
alot, in fact. I know who he is and what he is and, believe nme, you won't
di scover himw thout ny assistance. WIIl you give that up? WIIl you send ne



away?"

Hugh refused to |l ook at her. "Yes," he said in a |l ow voice. "Yes, dam it.
Go!" His hands cl enched on the dragon's saddle, he laid his aching head on

t hem

"Dam Trian!" he swore softly to hinself. "Damn Stephen! Damm this woman and
damm her child. | should have set ny head on the block when I had the chance.

| knew it then. Sonething warned ne. | would have w apped death around ne |ike
a bl anket and slipped into slumber..."

"What are you sayi ng?"

He felt Iridals hand, her touch, soft and warm on his shoul der. He shuddered,
cringed away.

"What terrible grief you bear!" she said gently. "Let me share it."

Hugh rounded on her, savage, sudden. "Leave nme. Buy soneone else to help you.

| can give you names—ten nmen—better than nme. As for you, | don't need you.
can find AlIfred. I can find any man—=
"—so long as he's hiding in the bottomof a wine bottle," Iridal retorted.

Hugh caught hold of her, his grip tight and painful. He shook her, forced her
head back, forced her to | ook at him

"Know me for what | am—a hired killer. My hands are stained with blood, blood
bought and paid for. |I took noney to kill a child!"

"And gave your life for the child..."

"A fluke!" Hugh shoved her away, flung her back fromhim "That dammed charm
he cast over ne. O maybe a spell you put on ne."

Turni ng his back on her, he began to untie the bundle, using swft, violent
t ugs.

"Co," he said again, not |ooking at her. "Go now. "

"I will not. We made a bargain," said Iridal. "The one good thing |I've heard
sai d about you is that you never broke a contract."

He stopped what he was doing, turned to stare at her, his deep-set eyes dark
beneat h frowni ng, overhangi ng brows. He was suddenly cold, calm

"You're right, ny lady. | never broke a contract. Renenber that, when the tine
cones." Freeing the bundle, he tucked it under his arm nodded his head at the
dragon. "Take off the enchantnent."

"But... that will nmean it will fly | oose. W night never catch it."

"Precisely. And neither will anyone else. Nor is it likely to return to the
king's stables any tine in the near future. That will be |ong enough for us to
di sappear."

"But it could attack us!"

"It wants sleep nore than food." Hugh glared at her, his eyes red from
sl eepl essness and hangover. "Free it or fly it, Lady Iridal. 1'mnot going to



argue. "

Iridal |ooked at the dragon, her last link with her hone, her people. The
journey had all been a dream up until now. A dream such as she had dreaned
asleep in Hugh's arnms. A glorious rescue, of magic and flashing steel, of
snatching her child up in her arms and defying his enemies to seize him of
wat ching the elves fall back, daunted by a nother's | ove and Hugh's prowess.
Skurvash had not been a part of that dream Nor had Hugh's blunt and shadowed
wor ds.

I"mnot very practical, Iridal told herself bleakly. O very realistic. None

of us are, who lived in the Hgh Realnms. W didn't need to be. Only Sinistrad.
And that was why we let himproceed with his evil plans, that was why we nade
no move to stop him W are weak, helpless. | swore | would change. | swore |

woul d be strong, for ny child' s sake.

She pressed her hand over the feather anulet, tucked beneath the bodice of her
gown. When she felt stronger, she lifted the spell fromthe dragon, broke the
last link in the chain.

The creature, once freed, shook its spiky mane, glared at them ferociously,
seemed to consider whether or not it should nake a neal of them decided
against it. The dragon snarled at them took to the air. It would seek a safe
pl ace to rest, somewhere high and hidden. Eventually it would tire of being
al one and go back to its stables, for dragons are social creatures, and it
woul d soon feel the longing for its mate and compani ons | eft behind.

Hugh watched it well away, then turned and began to walk up a small path that
led to the main road they had seen fromthe air. Iridal hastened to keep up
with him

As he wal ked, he was rummgi ng through the bundl e, extracted an object from
it—a pouch. Its contents gave off a harsh, metallic jingle. He looped its ties
over the belt he wore at his waist.

"G ve me your noney," he ordered. "All of it."

Silently, Iridal handed over her purse.

Hugh opened it, gave it a swift eye-count, then thrust the purse inside his
shirt, to rest snugly and firmy against his skin. "The |ightfingers* of
Skurvash live up to their reputation,'' he said dryly. "W'll need to keep
what nmoney we have safe, to buy our passage.”

*Pi ckpocket s.

"Buy our passage! To Aristagon?" repeated Iridal, dazed. "But we're at war! Is
flying to elven lands... is it that sinple?"

"No," said Hugh, "but anything can be had for a price."

Iridal waited for himto continue, but he was obviously not going to tell her
nore. Solaris was bright and the coralite glistened. The air was warm ng
rapidly after night's chill. In the distance, perched high on the side of a
mount ai n, the fortress |ooned strong and inposing, as |large as Stephen's

pal ace. Iridal could not see any houses or buil dings, but she guessed they
were heading for the small village she'd seen fromthe air. Spirals of snoke
from norni ng cooking fires and forges rose above the brush.

"You have friends here," she said, recalling his words, the "they" that had



been altered to "we.

"I'n a manner of speaking. Keep your face covered."

"Why? No one here will know ne. And they can't tell I'ma nysteriarch just by
| ooking at ne."

He stopped wal ki ng, eyed her grimy.

"I"'msorry," Iridal said, sighing. "I know | prom sed not to question anything
you did and that's all |1've done. | don't nmean to, but | don't understand and
and |'m frightened."

"I guess you've aright to be," he said, after a nmonment spent tugging

t houghtfully on the Iong thin strands of braided beard. "And | suppose the
nore you know, the better off we'll both be. Look at you. Wth those eyes,

t hose clothes, that voice —a child can see you're noble born. That nakes you
fair game, a prize. | want themto know you're ny prize."

"I will not be anyone's prize!" Iridal bristled. "Wiy don't you tell themthe
truth—that |I'm your enployer."

He stared at her, then he grinned, then threw back his head and | aughed. H s
| aught er was deep, hearty; it released sonmething inside him He actually
smled at her, and the snmile was reflected in his eyes.

"A good answer, Lady Iridal. Perhaps | will. But, in the meanwhile, keep close
to ne, don't wander off. You're a stranger here. And they have rather a
speci al wel come for strangers in Skurvash."

The port town of Klervashna was |ocated close to the shoreline. It was built
out in the open, no walls surrounded it, no gates barred entry, no guards
asked themtheir business. One road led fromthe shore into town, one road—the
same road—+ed out of town and up into the nountains.

"They're certainly not worried about being attacked,"” said Iridal, accustoned
to the walled cities of Vol karan and U yndi a, whose citizens, continually on
the alert for elven raiders, lived in an al nbpst constant state of fear

"If anything did threaten them the residents would pack up and head for the
fortress. But no, they're not worried."

A group of boys, playing at pirate in an alley, were the first ones to take
note of them The children dropped their hargast-linb swords and ran up to
stare at themwi th i ngenuous frankness and open curiosity.

The boys were about Bane's age, and Iridal sniled at them A little girl, clad
in rags, ran up, held out her hand.

"WIl you give ne noney, beautiful |ady?" begged the child, with a wi nsone,
pretty smile. "My nother is sick. My father is dead. And there is ne and ny
baby sister and brother to feed. Only one coin, beautiful |ady—

Iridal started to reach for her purse, renmenbered she didn't have it with her.
"OFf with you," Hugh said harshly. He held up his right band, pal mout.

The little girl |ooked at himshrewdly, shrugged, and skipped off, returning

to the gane. The boys trailed after her, whooping and shouting, except for
one, who dashed up the road into town.



"You didn't need to be so rough with the child," Iridal said reprovingly. "She
was so sweet. W could have spared a coi n—=

"—and | ost your purse. That 'sweet' child's job is to find out where you keep
your noney. Then she passes the word to her light-fingered father, who is
undoubt edly very much alive, and who woul d have relieved you of your wealth
once you were in town."

"I don't believe it! Achild like that..."
Hugh shrugged, kept wal ki ng.

Iridal drew her cloak nore closely about her. "Miust we stay long in this
dreadful place?" she asked in a | ow voice, nmobving nearer Hugh

"W don't even stop here. W go on. To the fortress."
"Isn'"t there another route?"

Hugh shook his head. "The only way is through Kl ervashna. It allows themto
get a look at us. Those boys play here for a reason, to watch for strangers.
But |1've given themthe sign. One's gone now, to report our arrival to the

Br ot herhood. Don't worry. No one'll bother us, fromnow on. But you best keep
quiet."

Iridal was al nost grateful for the order. Child thieves. Child spies. She
m ght have been shocked to think parents could abuse and destroy the innocence
of childhood. But she recalled a father who had used his son to spy on a king.

"Kl ervashna," said Hugh, gesturing with his hand.

Iridal |ooked about in surprise. Fromhis introduction, she had been expecting
a raucous, brawing city of sin—thieves harking in the shadows, nurder done
openly in the streets. She was considerably startled therefore to see nothing
nore frightening than young girls driving geese to nmarket, wonen carrying
baskets laden with eggs, men hard at apparently |egitimte work.

The town was bustling, thriving. Its streets were crowded, and the only

di fference she could see between it and any respectable city of U yndia was
that the popul ati on appeared to be of a widely varied nature, enconpassing
every type of human, fromthe dark-skinned inhabitants of Humbi sash to the
fair-haired wanderers of Malakal. But even this did not prepare her for the
ast oni shing sight of two elves, who energed froma cheese shop, alnobst ran
into them elbowed past with a nmuttered oath.

Iridal was startled, glanced at Hugh in alarm thinking perhaps that the town
had been conquered, after all. He did not appear concerned, barely glanced at
the el ves. The human inhabitants paid the eneny scant attention, except for a
young wonman who followed after them trying to sell thema bag of pua fruit.*

*Bel i eved to cure inpotence.

The rul ers of Skurvash don't care about the slant of a man's eyes, only the
glint of his noney.

Equal | y astounding was the sight of well-bred servants, belonging to wealthy
estates of other islands, strolling through the streets, packages in their
arms. Some wore their liveries outright, not caring who knew t he names of
their masters. Iridal recognized the coat of arns of nore than one baron of



Vol karan, nore than one duke of U yndia.

"Smuggl ed goods, " Hugh expl ai ned. "Elven fabric, elven weapons, elven w ne,
elven jewels. The elves are here for the same reason, to buy hunman goods they
can't get in Aristagon. Herbs and potions, dragon's teeth and cl aws, dragon
skin and scales to use on their ships."

The war for these people is profit, Iridal realized. Peace woul d nean econom c
di saster. O perhaps not. The wi nds of changing fortune must have bl own

t hrough Kl ervashna often. It would survive, just as legend held it the rat had
survived the Sunderi ng.

They wal ked t hrough the town at a |eisurely pace. Hugh stopped once, to buy
stregno for his pipe, a bottle of wine, and a cup of water, which he gave to
Iridal. Then they noved on, Hugh shoving his way through the crowds, keeping
firmhold of "his prize," his hand over Iridal's upper arm A few passersby
gave them sharp, inquisitive glances that flicked over Hugh's stern, inpassive
face, noted Iridal's rich clothing. An eyebrow or two raised, a knowing smle
quirked a Iip. No one said a word, no one stopped them Wat one did in

Kl ervashna was one's own busi ness.

And that of the Brotherhood.
"Are we going to the fortress now?" asked Iridal

The rows of neat, gable-roofed houses had cone to an end. They were headi ng
back into the wilderness. A few children had seen themon their way, but even
t hey had di sappear ed.

Hugh pull ed the cork out of the wine bottle with his teeth, spit it on the
ground. "Yeah. Tired?"

Iridal raised her head, |ooked up at the fortress that seemed a great distance
away. "l'mnot used to walking, I'mafraid. Could we stop and rest?"

Hugh gave this thoughtful consideration, then nodded abruptly. "Not |ong," he
said, assisting her to sit on a large outgrowh of coralite. "They know we've
left town. They'll be expecting us."

Hugh fini shed off the wine, tossed the bottle into the bushes at the side of
the road. He took another nmonent to fill his pipe—shaking the dried fungus out
of the bag—then lit it, using tinder and flint. Puffing on the pipe, draw ng
the snmoke into his lungs, he repacked the bundle, tucked it beneath his arm
and stood up.

"W best be going. You'll be able to rest when we get there. |'ve got sone
busi ness to transact."

"Who are 'they'?" Iridal asked, rising wearily to her feet. "Wat is this
Br ot her hood?"

"I belong to it," he said, teeth clenched on the pipe stem "Can't you guess?"
"No, I"'mafraid | can't."

"The Brotherhood of the Hand," he said. "The Assassins' Cuild."

CHAPTER 26

SKURVASH



VOLKARAN | SLES
M D REALM

THE FORTRESS OF THE BROTHERHOOD REI GNED, SOLI D AND | MPREGNABLE, over the

i sland of Skurvash. A series of structures, built over tinme, as the

Br ot her hood grew and its needs changed, the fortress comuanded a vi ew of
deepsky and its flight tracks, as well as the land all around it and the one
meandering road that led up to it.

An approaching single-rider dragon could be spotted at a thousand nenkas, a

| arge troop-1aden dragonship at two thousand. The road—the only road through
the rough land, covered with the brittle-linbed and occasionally deadly

har gast trees* —wandered through deep ravi nes and over numerous sw ngi ng

bri dges. Hugh showed Iridal, as they crossed, how a single stroke of a sword
could send the bridge and everyone on it plunging into the sharp rocks far
below. And if by chance an arny nade it to the top of the nountain, it would
have to take the fortress itself—a sprawling conpl ex, guarded by desperate nen
and worren who had nothing to | ose.

*Bane was nearly killed when the |inb froma hargast broke during a w ndstorm
and fell down on him See Dragon Wng, vol. i of The Death Gate Cycle.

Smal | wonder both King Stephen and Enperor Agah'ran had given up al
t hought s—except w shful ones—ef attacking it.

The Brotherhood knew itself to be safe, secure. Its vast network of spies
warned it instantly of any threat, |ong before that threat was seen. Vigilance
was, therefore, easy and rel axed. The gates stood open w de. The guards pl ayed
at rune-bone and didn't even bother to glance up fromtheir game as Hugh and
Iridal wal ked through the gates to a cobbl estone courtyard beyond. Mst of the
out bui I di ngs were enpty, though they woul d have been filled rapidly enough
with the citizens of Klervashna had attack threatened. Hugh and Iridal saw no
one in their wal k along the wi nding avenues, leading up a gentle slope to the
mai n bui | di ng.

O der than the rest, this structure was central headquarters for the

Br ot her hood, which had the tenerity to fly its own flag —a bl ood-red banner
bearing a single upheld hand, palmflat, fingers together. The entrance door-—-a
rarity on Arianus, for it was made of wood, decorated with intricate

carvi ngs—as cl osed fast and barred.

"Wait here," Hugh ordered, pointing. "Don't nove fromthis spot."

Iridal, numb and dazed w th exhaustion, |ooked down. She stood on a flat piece
of flagstone that was, she noticed (now that she examined it nore closely) a
di fferent shape and color fromthe fl agstone wal kway | eading to the door. The
stone was cut to resenbl e vaguely the shape of a hand.

"Don't nove off that rock," Hugh warned again. He indicated a narrow slit in
t he stonework, positioned above the door. "There's an arrow pointed at your
heart. Step to either the right or the left and you' re dead."

Iridal froze, stared at the dark slit, through which she coul d see not hi ng—o
sign of life, no novenent. Yet she had no doubt, from Hugh's tone, that what
he said was true. She remained standing on the hand-shaped rock. Hugh left
her, wal ked up to the door

He paused, studied the carvings on the door, carvings that were done in the



shape of hands—epen, palmflat, resenbling the synbol on the flag. There were
twelve in all, ranged round in the shape of a circle, fingers out. Choosing
one, Hugh pressed his own hand into the carving.* The door swung open

*Hapl o made a study of the Brotherhood and was able to penetrate many of their
secrets. He surmses, in his witings, that the carvings on the door
correspond to some sort of ritual cycle in the Brotherhood s cal endar. A
menber chooses the correct hand based on this cycle and presses his hand
against it. A small hole carved in the door adnmits sunlight into the watch
room The sunlight is cut off by the hand covering the hole, and thus the
wat cher knows the menber is one who has a right to enter. At night, or on
cl oudy days, a candle flame or some other source of light is held up to the
correct hand, is seen through the hole.

Those who fail to performthis ritual are killed instantly by the archer
stationed at all tines in the w ndow above.

"Come," he said to Iridal, nmotioning for her to join him "It's safe now "

d anci ng askance at the w ndow above, Iridal hastened to Hugh's side. The
fortress was oppressive, filled her with a sense of terrible |oneliness,

gl oom and dark foreboding. She caught hold of Hugh's outstretched hand, held
on to it fast.

Hugh | ooked concerned at her chill touch, her unnatural pallor. He squeezed
her hand reassuringly, a grimlook warned her to remain calm in control
Iridal |owered her head, pulled her hood down to hide her face, and
acconpani ed himinside a small room

The door shut immedi ately behind them bars thundered into place with a boom
that stopped the heart. After the bright |ight outside, Iridal was half blind.
Hugh stood blinking, notionless, until he could see.

"This way," said a dry voice that sounded |ike the crackle of very old
parchnent. Movenment sounded to their right.

Hugh fol |l owed, knowi ng well where he was and where he was goi ng. He kept fast
hold of Iridal, who was grateful for his guidance. The darkness was daunti ng,
unnerving. It was intended to be. She reninded herself that she had asked for
this. She had better get used to being in dark and unnerving pl aces.

"Hugh the Hand," said the dry voice. "How very good to see you, sir. It's been
along time."

They entered a wi ndowl ess chanber, lit by the soft light of a glowstone in a
antern. A stooped and wi zened old man stood regardi ng Hugh with a gentl e,
beni gn expressi on, made renmarkable by a pair of wonderfully clear and
penetrating eyes.

"It has that, Ancient," said Hugh, his stern expression relaxing into a smle
"I"'msurprised to find you still at work. I've thought you'd be taking your
ease by a good fire.™

"Ah, this is all the duties |I undertake now, sir," said the old man. "I|'ve put
the other away | ong since, except for a bit of instruction, now and then, to
those |ike yourself, who ask for it. A skilled pupil you were, too, sir. You
had the proper touch—delicate, sensitive. Not |ike sone of these hamfi sted
| outs you see today."

The Anci ent shook his head, the bright eyes shifted unhurriedly from Hugh to
Iridal, taking in every detail to the extent that she had the feeling he could



see through her clothes, perhaps even through flesh

He shifted the penetrating gaze back to Hugh. "You'll forgive ne, sir, but I
must ask. Whuldn't do to break the rules, not even for you." "OF course," said
Hugh, and held up his right hand, pal mout, fingers together

The Ancient took Hugh's hand in his own, peered at it intently by the |ight of
t he gl owst one.

"Thank you, sir," said the Ancient gravely. "Wat is your business?"

"I's G ang seei ng anyone today?"

"Yes, sir. One's cone to be admitted. They'll be performthe cerenony at the
stroke of the hour. |I'm sure your presence would be wel cone. And what is your
wi sh concerni ng your guest?"

"She's to be escorted to a roomwith a fire. My business with C ang may take a
while. See to it that the lady's nmade pconfortable, given food and drink, a
bed if she desires." "A roon?" asked the old man mldly. "Or a cell?" "A

room" said Hugh. "Make her confortable. | may be a long tine."
The Ancient eyed Iridal speculatively. "She's a magus, |'ll *er. It's your
call, Hand, but are you sure you want her |eft unguarded?"

"She won't use her magic. Another's life, nore precious for her than her own,
hangs in the bal ance. Besides," he added "she's ny enpl oyer."

"Ah, | see." The Anci ent nodded and bowed to Iridal with a rusty grace that
woul d have beconme one of Stephen's royal courtiers.

"I will escort the lady to her chanber nyself," said the old man in courteous
tones. "It is not often | have such pleasant duty allotted me. You, Hugh the
Hand, may go on up. C ang has been inforned of your coning."

Hugh grunted, not surprised. He knocked the ashes out of his pipe, refilled
it. Placing his pipe in his mouth, he cast Iridal one | ook that was enpty and
dark, without confort, hint, or meaning. Then he turned and wal ked into the
shadows beyond.

"We go through this door, ny lady," said the Ancient, gesturing in a direction
opposite fromthat which Hugh had taken

Lifting the lantern in his winkled hand, the old man apol ogi zed for precedi ng
her, saying that the way was dark and the stairs inill repair and
occasionally treacherous. Iridal begged him in a |ow voice, not to think of
it.

"You' ve known Hugh the Hand | ong?" she asked, feeling herself blush to ask the
question, trying hard to make it sound |ike casual conversation

"Over twenty years," said the Ancient. "Since he first came to us, little nore
than a gangling youth."

Iridal wondered at that, wondered about this Brotherhood, who ruled an island.
And Hugh was one of them and seem ngly respected at that. Amazing, for a man
who went out of his way to isolate hinself.

"You mentioned teaching hima skill," she said. "What was it?" It night have
been nusic | essons, to judge by the Ancient's benign and gentl e appearance.



"The knife, ny lady. Ah, there has never been one as skilled with a blade as
Hugh the Hand. | was good, but he bettered ne. He once stabbed a nan he was
sitting next to himan inn. Made such a neat job of it that the man never
nmoved, never let out a cry. No one knew he was dead until the next norning,
when they found himsitting in the same place, stiff as the wall. The trick is
knowi ng the right spot, slipping the blade between the ribs in order to pierce
the heart before the mark knows what hit him

"Here we are, ny lady. A roomnice and cozy, with a fire well laid and a bed,
if you'd care to take a nap. And will you have white wine or red with your
neal ?"

Hugh wal ked slowy through the halls of the fortress, in tine to feel pleasure
inthis return to famliar surround-Nothing had changed, nothing except him
That's why had not cone back, when he knew he woul d have been wel cone. They
woul dn't understand and he couldn't explain - The Kir didn't understand
either. But they didn't ask questions.

More than a few of the Brotherhood had come here to die. Sone of the elders,
like the Ancient, returned to spend fadi ng anong those who had been their only
famly—a famly loyal and closely bound than nost. O hers, younger, in to

ei ther recover from wounds—a hazard of the business or to die fromthem Mre
often than not, the patient recovered. The Brotherhood, fromlong association
wi th death, had considerable know edge on the treatnent of knife, sword, and
arrow wounds, dragon bites and claw attacks, had used antidotes for certain
poi sons.

The Brotherhood's own magi were skilled in reversing the spells cast by other
Magi cka, at lifting the enchantments fromrings, that sort of work. Hugh the
Hand had shared of his own know edge, gleaned fromthe Kir nonks, whose works
took them al ways anmong the dead and whose had devel oped magi cs that protected
agai nst contagi on, contam nation.*

*Al t hough the Kir nmonks worship death, consider death the final triunph over
life, they were forced to face the realization that, unless they took sensible
precautions, they m ght not have any worshipers |left.

"I could have come here," Hugh reflected, puffing on his pipe and eyeing the
dark and shadowed hal Il ways with nostal gic sigh. "But what would I have told
then? I'm not sickening froma nortal wound, but one that's imortal." He
shook his head, quickened his steps. G ang would still questions, but now Hugh
had a few answers, and since he here on business, she woul dn't press him Not
as she would have if he'd cone here first.

He clinbed a spiraling staircase, arrived in a shadowed and ity hall. A series
of doors stood shut on either side. One, at end, was open. Light streanmed out
into the hallway. Hugh inched toward the light, paused on the door's threshold
to give his eyes tine to adjust fromthe fortress's dark interior to the

bri ghtness of the room

Three people were inside. Two were strangers—a man and a youngster of perhaps

about nineteen. The other Hugh knew well. She turned to greet him not rising
fromthe desk behind which she sat, but tilting her head to gaze at himwth
the slanted, shrewd eyes that took in all, gave back nothing.

"Enter," she said. "And wel cone."

Hugh knocked the pipe's ashes out in the hallway, tucked his pipe into a
pocket of his |eather vest.



"Ciang,"* he said, walking into the room Conmng to stand before her, he bowed
| ow.

*Not her real nanme. Elven nmeaning of the word "ciang" is "nerciless" or
"without pity." She is one of the great mysteries of Arianus. No one knows her
past; the oldest elf living is young to G ang.

"Hugh the Hand." She extended her hand to him

He brought it to his |lips—an action that appeared to anuse her
"You kiss that old winkled claw?"

"Wth honor, G ang," Hugh said warmy, and neant it.

The wonman smiled at him She was ol d, one of the ol dest |iving beings on
Arianus, for she was an elf and long-lived, even for her kind.

Her face was a mass of lines, the skin drawn taut over high cheekbones, the

fi ne-boned, beaked nose white as ivory. She foll owed the el ven cust om of
painting her lips, and the red fl owed anmong the winkles like tiny rivulets of
bl ood. Her head was bald, her hair having fallen out |ong ago. She scorned to
wear a wig and one was truly not necessary, for her skull was snmooth and well
shaped. And she was aware of the startling effect she had on people, the power
of the | ook of the bright dark eyes set in the bone-white skull

"Once princes fought to the death for the privilege of kissing that hand, when
it was snooth and delicate," she said.

"They would still, G ang," said Hugh. "They'd be only too happy, sone of
them™
"Yes, old friend, but not for the sake of beauty. Still, what | have nowis

better. I would not go back. Sit beside ne, Hugh, at ny right. You will be
witness to this young nan's adm ttance."

Ci ang notioned for himto draw up a chair. Hugh was about to do so when the
youngster leapt to do it for him

"Allow mnme, sir," said the boy, stuttering, his face flushed red.
He lifted a heavy chair nmade of the precious wood that is in short supply in
Arianus and set it down where C ang indicated, at her right hand.

"And... and you're truly Hugh the Hand?" the boy blurted, when he had set the
chair down and stepped back to stare.

"He is," answered Ciang. "Few are granted the honor of the Hand. Soneday it
may be you, boy, but, for now, neet the master."

"I ... 1 can't believe it," stamrered the boy, overcone. "To think Hugh the
Hand shoul d be here, at ny investiture! I ... | ..." Wrds failed him

H s ol der compani on, whom Hugh did not recogni ze, reached out, plucked the
boy's sl eeve, tugged himback to his place at the end of C ang's desk. The
young man retreated, noving with the awkwardness of youth, at one point
stunbling over his feet.

Hugh said nothing, glanced at C ang. A corner of the woman's nmouth tw tched,



but she spared the boy's feelings, refrained fromlaughing.
"Ri ght and proper respect," she said gravely. "Fromyounger to elder. H s nane
is John Darby. His sponsor is Ernst Twist. | do not think you two know each

ot her ?"

Hugh shook his head. Ernst did |likew se, darting a gl ance sideways, bobbing
and reaching up to tug at his hair, a foolish, country-bunpkin gesture of
respect. The nman | ooked |ike a bunpkin, dressed in baggy patched cl othes, a
greasy hat, broken shoes. This was no bumpkin, however; those who took himfor
such probably never lived | ong enough to regret their mstake. The hands were
sl ender and | ong-fingered and had certainly never done manual |abor. And the
cold eyes, that never met Hugh straight on, had a peculiar cast to them a red
glint that Hugh found di sconcerting.

"Twist's scars are still fresh," said G ang. "But he has al ready advanced from
sheath to tip. He'll make bl ade, before the year is out." Hi gh praise, from

Ci ang.* Hugh regarded the man with | oathing. Here was an assassin who woul d
"kill for a plate of stew' as the saying went. Hugh guessed, froma certain
stiffness and coolness in her tone, that C ang shared his feelings of disgust.
But the Brotherhood needed all kinds, and this one's nmoney was as good as the
next. So long as Ernst Twist followed the | aws of the Brotherhood, how he
thwarted the |l aws of man and nature was his business, vile though it m ght be.

*See Appendi x |, The Brotherhood of the Hand.
"Twi st needs a partner," continued C ang. "He has brought forth the young nan,
John Darby, and, after review, | have agreed to admt himto the Brotherhood
under the standard terns."

C ang rose to her feet, as did Hugh. The elven worman was tall and stood
straight, a slight stoop in the shoulders her only concession to old age. Her
| ong robes were of the very finest silk, woven in the shimrering color and
fantastic designs favored by el ves. She was a regal presence, daunting, awful
in her majesty.

The yout h, undoubtedly a col d-bl ooded killer, for he could not have obtai ned
entry without some proof of his skill, was abashed, blushing and fl ustered,
| ooked as if he was about to be sick

H s conpani on poked the young man roughly in the back. "Stand up tall. Be a
man, " Ernst nuttered.

The boy gul ped, straightened, drew a deep breath, then said, through white
lips, "lI'"mready."

Ci ang cast a sidelong glance at Hugh, rolled her eyes, as nuch as to say,
"Well, we were all young once." She pointed a long finger at a wooden box,
encrusted with sparkling genms, that stood in the center of the desk.

Hugh | eaned over, respectfully took hold of the box and noved it within the
worman's reach. He lifted the lid. A sharp-bladed dagger, whose golden hilt was
fashioned in the shape of a hand—pal mflat, fingers pressed together. The

ext ended thunb formed the crosspiece. G ang drew forth the dagger, handling it
carefully. The firelight gleanmed in the razor-sharp blade, made it burn.

"Are you right-handed or left?" C ang asked.

"Right," said John Darby. Droplets of sweat ran down his temples, trickled
down his cheeks.



"G ve nme your right hand," C ang ordered.
The young man presented his hand, pal mopen, out.
"Sponsor, you may offer support—=

"No!" the boy gasped. Licking dry lips, he thrust Twist's proffered arm away.
"I can stand it on ny own."

Ci ang expressed approval with a raised eyebrow "Hold your right hand in the
proper position," she said. "Hugh, show him™"

Hugh lifted a candle fromthe mantel pi ece, brought it over to the desk, set it
down. The candle's flame shone in the wooden finish—a finish spotted and
stained with dark splotches. The young man | ooked at the splotches. The col or
fled his face.

G ang waited.

John Darby pressed his lips tightly together, held his hand closer. "I'm
ready, " he repeated.

C ang nodded. She raised the dagger by the hilt, its blade pointing downward.
"Grasp the blade," said Cang, "as you would the hilt."

John Darby did so, wapping his hand gingerly around the blade. The hilt, in
t he shape of the hand, rested on his hand, the thunb-shaped crosspi ece runni ng
parallel to his own thumb. The young man began to breat he heavily.

"Squeeze," said C ang, cool, imnpassive.

John Darby's breath halted an instant. He al nbost shut his eyes, caught hinself
intine. Wth a glance of shane at Hugh, the youngster forced hinself to keep
his eyes open. He swal |l owed, squeezed his hand over the dagger's bl ade.

He caught his breath with a gasp, but nade no other sound. Drops of blood fel
down on the desk, a thin streamtrickled down the young man's arm

"Hugh, the thong," said G ang.

Hugh reached into the box, drew out a soft strip of |eather, about as w de as
a man's two fingers. The synbol of the Brotherhood made a pattern up and down
the long strip of leather. It, too, was stained dark in places.

"Gve it to the sponsor," said G ang.

Hugh gave the thong to Ernst Twi st, who took it in those |ong-fingered hands
of his, hands that were undoubtedly splotched with the same dark stains that
marred the thong.

"Bind him" said G ang.

Al this tinme, John Darby had been standing, his hand squeezi ng the dagger's
bl ade, the blood dripping fromit. Ernst wapped the thong around the young
man's hand, bound it tight, leaving the ends of the thong free. Ernst grasped
one free end, held onto it. Hugh took hold of the other. He | ooked to Ci ang,
who nodded.



The two of them yanked the bond tight, forcing the dagger's bl ade deeper into
the flesh, into bone. The blood flowed faster. John Darby coul d not hold back
hi s anguish. He cried out in pain, a shuddering "ah!" wrenched fromhimin
agony. He closed his eyes, staggered, |eaned against the table. Then, gul ping,
drawi ng short, quick breaths, he stood straight, |ooked at C ang. The bl ood
dri pped onto the desk

C ang smiled as though she had sipped that blood, found it to her liking. "You
wi Il now repeat the oath of the Brotherhood."

John Darby did so, bringing back through a haze of pain the words he'd
| aboriously menorized. From now on, they would be etched on his nind, as
surely as the scars of his investiture would be etched on his hand.

The oath conpl eted, John stood upright, refusing, with a shake of his head,
any help fromhis sponsor. C ang sniled at the young man, a snile that for a
single instant brought to the aged face a hint of what nust have been

remar kabl e beauty. She laid her hand upon the youth's tortured one.

"He is acceptable. Renove the binding."

Hugh did so, unwapping the | eather thong from John Darby's bl oody hand. The
young man opened his palm slowy, with an effort, for the fingers were gumed
and sticky. G ang plucked the dagger fromthe trenbling grip.

It was now, when all was ended, the unnatural excitenment drained, that the
weakness cane. John Darby stared at his hand, at the cut flesh, the pul sing of
the red blood welling out of the wounds, and was suddenly aware of the pain as
if he'd never felt it. He turned a sickly gray color, swayed unsteadily on his
feet. Now he was grateftil for Ernst Twist's arm which kept the young nman
upright.

"He may be seated," said G ang.

Tur ni ng, she handed the gory dagger to Hugh, who took the bl ade and washed it
in a bow of water, brought specifically for the purpose. This done, the Hand
wi ped t he dagger care

fully on a clean, white cloth until it was conpletely dry, then brought it
back to C ang. She shut it and the | eather thong back in the box, replaced the
box in its proper place on her desk. The bl ood spattered on the desk woul d be
allowed to soak into the wood, m ngling young Darby's blood with that of

countl ess others who had undergone the sane rite.

One nore small cerenony remained to be conpl et ed.

"Sponsor," said C ang, her gaze going to Ernst Tw st.

The man had just settled the pale and shivering young Darby into a chair.
Smiling that deceptively foolish snmile, Twist shuffled forward and hel d out
his right hand, palmup, to G ang. The worman di pped the tips of her fingers in
Darby's bl ood, traced two long red lines along scars on Twist's palm scars

t hat corresponded to the fresh wounds on Darby's.

"Your life is pledged to his life," Gang recited, "as his is pledged to
yours. The punishment for oath-breaking is visited upon both."

Hugh, watching absently, his thoughts going to what would be a difficult
conversation with G ang, thought he saw, again, the man's eyes glisten with
that strange red light, like the eyes of a cat by torchlight. When the Hand
| ooked nore closely, curious about this phenonenon, Twi st had | owered his



eyelids in homage to C ang and was shuffling backward to resume his place near
hi s new partner.

Ci ang shifted her gaze to young Darby. "The Ancient will give you herbs to
prevent infection. The hand may be bandaged until the wounds are heal ed. But
you rmust be prepared to renove the bandage should any require it. You may
remain here until you feel you are well enough to travel. The cerenony takes

its toll, young man. Rest this day, renew your blood with nmeat and drink. From
this day on, you have only to open your palmin this fashion"—€iang lifted her
hand to denonstrate—and those in the Brotherhood will know you for one of our
own. "

Hugh | ooked at his own hand, at the scars that were now barely visible on a
cal l oused pal m The scar taken in the neaty part of the thunmb was cl earest,

| argest, for that had been the last to heal. It ran in a thin white strip,
cutting across what the pal mreaders know as the life line. The other scar ran
al nost parallel to the head and heart lines. Innocent-I|ooking scars; no one
ever noticed them not unless they were neant to.

Darby and Twi st were | eaving. Hugh rose, said what was appropriate. H s words
brought a faint flush of pleasure and pride to the young man's gray cheeks.
Dar by was al ready wal ki ng nore steadily. A few draughts of ale, sonme boasting
of his prowess, and he'd be thinking quite well of hinself. Tonight, when the
t hr obbi ng pai n awakened him from feveri sh dreanms, he woul d have second

t hought s.

The Ancient stood in the hallway as if on conmand, though G ang had nade no

sumons. The old nan had been through many of these rites, knew to the second
how | ong they I asted.

"Show our brothers to their roons," G ang ordered.

The Anci ent bowed, |ooked at her inquiringly. "May | bring madam and her guest
anyt hi ng?"

"No, thank you, my friend," said G ang graciously. "I wll take care of our
needs. "

The Anci ent bowed again and escorted the two of f down the hallway.

Hugh tensed, shifted in his chair, preparing hinself to neet those w se and
penetrating eyes.

He was not prepared for her remark.

"And so, Hugh the Hand," said G ang pleasantly, "you have cone back to us from
the dead."

CHAPTER 27

SKURVASH

VOLKARAN | SLES

M D REALM

STUNNED BY THE COMMENT, HUGH STARED AT CI ANG | N WORDLESS amazenent. Hi s | ook

was so wild and dark that it was now CGang's turn to regard himwith
ast oni shnent .



"Why, what is the matter, Hugh? One would think | spoke the truth. But | am
not talking to a ghost, am1? You are flesh and bl ood." She reached out her
hand, closed it over his.

Hugh rel eased his breath, realized the woman had nmade the remark in jest,
referring to his |long absence from Skurvash. He held his hand steady beneath
her touch, managed a | augh, and nade some nuttered expl anation that his |ast
job had taken himtoo close to death to nake it a |l aughing matter

"Yes, that is what | heard," said C ang, studying himintently, new thoughts
awakened.

Hugh saw, fromthe expression on her face, that he'd given hinself away. The
worman was too shrewd, too sensitive to have missed his unusual reaction. He
wai ted nervously for the question, was relieved, yet somewhat di sappointed,
when it did not cone.

"That is what comes of traveling to the Hgh Realm" said C ang. "O dealing
with nysteriarchs... and other powerful people." She rose to her feet. "I wll
pour the wine. And then we will talk."

And ot her powerful people. Wat did she nean? Hugh wondered, watching her nove
slowy toward the sideboard on which stood a lovely crystal bottle and two
goblets. Could she know about the Sartan? Or the man with the blue, tattooed
skin? And if she did know about them what was it she knew?

Probably nore than | do, Hugh thought.

Ci ang wal ked slowy, a concession to her age, but her dignity and carriage
made it appear that it was she who chose to walk with neasured tread, the
years had not chosen for her. Hugh knew better than to assist her. She would
have taken his offer for an insult. G ang al ways served her guests with her
own hands, a customthat dated back to early elven nobility when kings had
served wine to their nobles. It was a custom | ong since abandoned by nodern
el ven royalty, yet said to have been revived in this age by the rebel, Prince
Rees' ahn.

Ci ang poured the wine into the goblets, placed themupon a silver salver, and
carried it across the roomto Hugh

Not a drop spilled.

She | owered the tray to Hugh, who took a goblet, thanked her, and held it
until the worman had returned to her chair. Wen she had lifted the goblet in
her hand, Hugh rose to his feet, pledged G ang's health, and drank deeply.

C ang bowed graciously, pledged his health, and brought the cup to her Iips.
When nme cerenony was conplete, both resunmed their seats. Hugh woul d now be
free to pour hinmself nore wine, or to assist her, if she required.

"You were grievously wounded," said G ang.

"Yes," Hugh replied, not neeting her eyes, staring into the wine that was the
same col or as the blood of young Darby, drying on the table.

"You did not cone here." Ciang set her cup down. "It was your right."

"I know. | couldn't face anyone." He lifted his gaze, dark and grim "I
failed. | hadn't carried out the contract."



"W m ght have understood. It has happened to ot hers before—=

"Not to me!" said Hugh with a sudden, fierce gesture that al nost knocked over
the wine goblet. He steadied it, glanced at Ci ang, nmuttered an apol ogy.

The wonan gazed at himintently. "And now," she said, after a noment's pause,
"you have been called to account."

"I'"ve been called on to fulfill the contract."”

"And this conflicts with your desire. The woman you brought with you, the
nysteriarch.”

Hugh flushed, took another drink of w ne, not because he wanted it, but
because it gave himan excuse to avoid G ang's eyes. He heard—er thought he
di d—a note of rebuke.

"I never sought to hide her identity fromyou, G ang," Hugh responded. "Just
those fools in town. | didn't want trouble. The woman is ny enpl oyer."

He heard the rustle of fine silk, guessed that C ang was smiling, lifting her
shoul ders in a shrug. He could hear her unspoken words. Lie to yourself, if
you must. You do not lie to ne.

"Quite wise," was all she said aloud. "What is the difficulty?"
"The former contract conflicts with another job."
"And what will you do to reconcile the situation, Hugh the Hand?"

"I don't know," said Hugh, rotating the enpty goblet by the stem watching the
light reflect off the jewels at its base.

Ci ang sighed softly, her fingernail tapped lightly on the table. "Since you do
not ask for advice, | offer none. | rem nd you, however, to think over the
words you heard that young nman speak. A contract is sacred. If you break it,
we will have no choice but to consider that you have broken faith with us, as
well. The penalty will be exacted,* even upon you, Hugh the Hand."

*See Appendi x |, The Brotherhood of the Hand.

"I know," he said, and now he could | ook at her
"Very well." She was brisk, clasped her hands, unpleasantness out of the way.
"You have cone here on business. Wat may we do to assist you?"

Hugh stood up, wal ked over to the sideboard, poured another glass of wine,
tossed it down in a gulp that took no notice of the fine flavor. If he failed
to kill Bane, not only his honor was forfeit, but his life as well. Yet to
kill the child was to kill the nmother, at |east as far as Hugh was concer ned.

He t hought back to those monents Iridal had slept in his arns, confiding,
trusting. She had acconpanied himhere, to this terrible place, believing in
him believing in something within him Believing in his honor, in his |ove
for her. He had given both to her, as his gift, when he'd given up his life.
And, in death, he'd found both returned to hima hundred tines over.

And then, he'd been snatched back, and honor and | ove had died, though he
lived. A strange and terrible paradox. In death, perhaps he could find them
again, but not if he did this terrible deed. And he knew that if he didn't, if



he broke his oath to the Brotherhood, they would cone after him and he woul d
fight theminstinctively. And he would never find what he'd lost. He'd conmit
one foul crine after another, until darkness overwhelmed him utterly,
eternally.

It would be better for us all if |I told Gang to take that dagger fromits box
and stab me to the heart.

"I need passage,”
| ands. And information, whatever you can tell ne.

he said abruptly, turning to face her. "Passage to the elven

"The passage is not a problem as you well know," answered Ci ang. |If she had
been di sturbed by his long silence, she did not showit. "Wat about disguise?
You have your own neans of conceal nent in eneny |ands, for you have travel ed
Ari stagon before and never been found out. But will the sanme disguise work for
your comnpani on?"

"Yes," Hugh replied briefly.

Ci ang asked no questions. A brother's methods were a brother's business. Mbst
likely she knew anyway.

"Where is it you need to go?" Ciang lifted a quill pen, drew forth a sheet of
paper .

"Paxaria."
Ci ang dipped the pen in ink, waited for Hugh to be nmore specific.
"The I nperanon,” Hugh said.

Ci ang pursed her lips, replaced the pen in the inkwell. She gazed at him
steadily.

"Your business takes you there? Into the castle of the enperor?”

"It does, Ciang." Hugh drew out his pipe, thrust it in his mouth, sucked on it
nmoodi | y.

"You may snoke," said Ciang, with a gracious nod at the fire. "If you open the
wi ndow. "

Hugh lifted the small, |ead-paned wi ndow a crack. He filled the pipe with
stregno, lit it froma glowing coal at the fire, drew the biting snoke

gratefully into his lungs.

"That will not be easy," G ang continued. "I can provide you with a detailed
map of the palace and its environs. And we have soneone within who will help
you for a price. But to get inside the elven stronghold..." C ang shrugged
shook her head.

"I can get in," Hugh said grimy. "It's getting out again... alive."

He turned, strode back to seat hinself at the chair by her desk. Now that they
wer e di scussi ng business, now that the pipe was in his hands, the stregno

m xi ng pleasantly with the wine in his blood, he could for a time banish the
horrors that hounded him

"You have a plan, of course,” Cang said. "El se you would not have cone this
far."



"Only a partial one,” he told her. "That's why | need information. Anything at
all, no matter how small or seemingly irrelevant mght help. Wat is the
enperor's political situation?"

"Desperate," said Ci ang, |eaning back in her chair. "Oh, life is not changed
within the Inmperanon itself. Parties, gaiety, nerrinent every night. But they
[ augh fromw ne, not fromthe heart, as the saying goes. Agah'ran dares not
let this alliance between Rees'ahn and Stephen come about. If it does, the
Tribus enpire is finished, and Agah'ran knows it."

Hugh grunted, puffed on his pipe.

Ci ang regarded hi mthrough | anguid eyes, lids half closed. "This has to do
with Stephen's son, who is not, they say, Stephen's son. Yes, | heard the boy
was in the enmperor's clutches. Be easy, ny friend. | ask nothing. | begin to
see the tangle you are in all too clearly.”

"Whose side is the Brotherhood on in this?"
"Qur own, of course."” Ciang shrugged. "War has been profitable for us, for
Skurvash. Peace would nmean an end to smuggling. But |'ve no doubt new busi ness
opportunities would arise. Yes, so long as greed, hatred, lust, anbition
remain in this world—n other words, so long as mankind remains in this
world—we will thrive."

"I"'msurprised no one's hired us to rmurder Rees'ahn."

"Ah, but they have. He's remarkable, that one." C ang sighed, gazed far away.
"I don't mind admitting to you, Hugh the Hand, that the prince is one man |
woul d have |iked to have known when | was young and attractive. Even now. ..
But that is not to be."

The el ven woman si ghed agai n, came back to business, to the present. "W | ost
two good nen and ny best woman on that one job. Reports say he was warned by
the magus who is always with him the human femal e known as Ravenslark. You
woul dn't be interested in taking on this assignment yourself, ny friend? H's
head would fetch a fine price."

"Ancestors forbid," Hugh said shortly. "There isn't enough noney in the world
could pay ne for that."

"Yes, you are wise. W would have said, when we were younger, that
Krenka- Anri s guards him™

Ci ang sat silent, her eyes again half closed, one finger making an

absentm nded circle in the blood on the polished wood. Hugh, thinking she was
tired, was ready to take his | eave when she opened her eyes, stared full at
hi m

"There is one piece of information | have that may help you. It is strange,
only runor. But if so, it has great portent."

"And that is?"
"The Kenkari, they say, have stopped accepting souls.”
Hugh took the pipe fromhis mouth, his own eyes narrowed. "Why?"

C ang smled, made a slight gesture. "They di scovered that the soul s being



brought to the Tenple of the Al bedo were not yet ready to come. Sent there by
royal decree."”

It took Hugh a noment to assimlate her neaning. "Mirder?" He stared at her
shaki ng his head. "lIs Agah'ran insane?"

"Not insane. Desperate. And, if this is true, he is also a fool. Mirdered
souls will not aid his cause. Al their energy is expended, crying out for
justice. The magic of the Albedo is withering. Another reason Rees'ahn's power
grows. "

"But the Kenkari are on the enperor's side."

"For now. They have been known to switch allegiances before this, however.
They could do it again."

Hugh sat silent, thoughtful

Ci ang said nothing further, left Hugh to his thoughts. She took up the pen
again, wote several lines upon the paper in a firm bold hand that | ooked
nmore human than elven. She waited for the ink to dry, then rolled the paper up
in a conplex twi st that was as nuch her signature as that witing upon it.

"I's this information hel pful to you?" she asked.

"Maybe, " Hugh nmuttered, not being evasive, just attenpting to see his way. "At
least it gives ne the beginnings of an idea. \Wether or not it comes to
anything ..."

He rose to his feet, preparatory to taking his |leave. C ang stood to escort
himout. Courteously, he offered her his arm Gavely, she accepted it, but
took care not to lean on him He matched his pace to her slow one. At the
door, she handed himthe tw st of paper

"Go to the main docks. Gve this to the captain of a ship called the

Seven-eyed Dragon. You and your passenger will be admtted on board without
guestion. "

"El ven?"

"Yes." Ciang smiled. "The captain won't like it, but he'll do what | ask. He

owes us. But it would be politic to wear your disguise."
"What's his destination?"

"Paxaua. | trust that will suit?"

Hugh nodded. "The central city. Ildeal."

They reached the door. The Ancient had returned fromhis previous task and now
waited patiently for Hugh.

"I thank you, G ang," said Hugh, taking the worman's hand and lifting it to his
lips. "Your help has been inestimble."

"As is your danger, Hugh the Hand," said G ang, |ooking up at him eyes dark
and cold. "Remenber the policy. The Brotherhood can help you get into the
| mperanon. ... perhaps. W cannot help you get out. No matter what."

"I know." He smiled, then | ooked at her quizzically. "Tell me, Gang. Did you



ever have a weesham waiting around to catch your soul in one of those Kenkari
boxes?"

The wonman was startled. "Yes, | had one, once. As do all of royal birth. Wy
do you ask?"

"\What happened, if the question's not too personal ?"

"It is personal, but I don't mnd answering. One day | decided that ny soul
was my own. As | have never been a slave in life, so | would not be one in
deat h. "

"And t he weeshan? \What happened to her?"

"She woul d not | eave, when | told her to. I had no choice." G ang shrugged. "I
killed her. A very gentle poison, swift acting. She had been at ny side since
birth and was fond of nme. For that crime alone ny life is forfeit in elven

[ ands. "

Hugh stood silent, withdrawn into hinself, perhaps not even listening to the
answer, though he was the one who had asked the question

Ci ang, who was usually able to read nen's faces as easily as she read the
scars upon their pal ms, could nake nothi ng of Hugh. She could al nost have
bel i eved, at that nonent, that the absurd tales she had heard about hi mwere
true.

O that he has lost his nerve, she said to herself, eyeing him

C ang withdrew her hand fromhis arm a subtle indication that it was time he
left. Hugh stirred, came back to hinself and to business.

"You said there was soneone in the |Inperanon who might aid ne?"
"A captain in the elven arny. | know nothing of him except by report. That
very man who was previously here—Tw st—+ecomended him The captain's nane is

Sang- drax. "

"Sang-drax," repeated Hugh, commtting it to nmenory. He raised his right hand,
pal m outward. "Farewell, Ci ang. Thank you for the wine... and the help."

C ang bowed her head slightly, |owered her eyelids. "Farewell, Hugh the Hand.
You may go on ahead al one. | have need to speak with the Ancient. You know the
way. The Ancient will neet you in the central hall."

Hugh nodded, turned, and wal ked of f.

C ang wat ched hi mthrough narrowed eyes until he was out of hearing. Even
t hen, she kept her voice | ow

"If he comes here again, he is to be killed."

The Ancient |ooked stricken, but gave silent agreement. He, too, had seen the
si gns.

"Do I send round the knife?"* he asked unhappily.
*See Appendi x |, The Brotherhood of the Hand.

"No," answered C ang. "That will not be necessary. He carries his own doom



wthin him"

CHAPTER 28
THE | MPERANON
ARI STAGON, M D REALM

MOST ELVES DI D NOT BELI EVE I N THE EXI STENCE OF THE DREAD DUNGEONS of the
Unseen, the enperor's own personal guard. Mst elves considered the dungeons
little nore than dark runor, a threat held over small chil dren when they

m sbehaved.

"If you don't stop hitting your little sister, Rohana'ie," scolds the
| ong-suffering parent, "the Unseen will cone in the night and carry you off to
their prison! And then where will you be?"

Few el ves ever saw the Unseen; thus their name. The elite guard did not walk
the streets, or roamthe alleyways. They did not come knocking on the door in
the hours when the Lords of Night had spread their cloak. And though the elves
m ght not believe in the dungeons, alnobst all elves believed that the Unseen

t hemsel ves exi st ed.

For |l aw abiding citizens, the belief was a conforting one. M screants—thieves,
nmur derers, and ot her social msfits—had a convenient way of sinply

di sappearing. No fuss. No bother. None of that spectacle elves associated with
the strange human habit of granting crimnals a public trial that mght result
in their being set free (why arrest themin the first place?) or execution in
the mddle of the village square (barbaric!).

Rebel elves clained that the dungeons existed. They clained that the Unseen
wer e not bodyguards but the enperor's own personal assassination squad, that
t he dungeons held nore political prisoners than robbers and nurderers.

There were those anong the royal famlies who were beginning to think, in
their hearts, that Prince Rees'ahn and his rebels were right. The husband who
woke after a strangely heavy sleep to find his wife gone fromtheir bed. The
parents whose el dest son vani shed without a trace on his way honme from

uni versity. Those who dared make open inquiries were advised, by the head of
their clan, to keep their nouths shut.

Most el ves, however, dism ssed the rebel claims or would reply with a shrug
and the popul ar proverb that if the Unseen snelled a dragon they had probably
found a dragon.

But in one matter, the rebels were right. The dungeons of the Unseen did truly
exi st. Haplo knew. He was in them

Located far bel ow the Inperanon, the dungeons were not particularly terrible,
being little nore than holding cells. Long-terminprisonnent was unknown anong
t he Unseen. Those elves pernmitted to live |ong enough to see the dungeons were
here for a reason—the main one being that they had sone sort of information

t he Unseen needed. When that information was extracted, as it invariably was,

t he prisoner disappeared. The cell was cl eaned and readied for the next.

Hapl o was a speci al case, however, and nost menbers of the Unseen weren't sure
quite why. A captain—an elf with the peculiar name of Sang-drax—took a
proprietary interest in the human with the blue skin, and word went around



that he was to be left in the captain's hands.

Cycle after cycle, Haplo sat in an elven prison, whose iron bars he could have
melted with a sigil. He sat in his prison cell and wondered if he were going
mad.

Sang-drax had cast no spell over him The shackles that bound Hapl o were those
of his own choosing. Inprisonnment was another ploy of the serpent-elf to
torment him to tenpt him to force himinto taking some type of rash action
And because he believed that Sang-drax wanted Haplo to do sonething, the
Patryn decided to thwart Sang-drax by doi ng not hi ng.

At least, that's what he told hinself he was doing. It was then he woul d ask
hinself bitterly if he m ght not be going insane.

"We're doing the right thing," he assured the dog.
The animal lay on the floor, nose on paws, gazed up at its master dubiously,
seenmed to think that it wasn't so certain.

"Bane's up to sonmething. And | doubt if the little bastard has his
"grandfather's' interests in mnd. But I'll have to catch himin the act in
order to prove it."

To prove what? the dog's sad eyes asked. Prove to Xar that his trust in the
boy was ni spl aced, that he should have trusted you al one? Are you that jeal ous
of Bane?

Hapl o glared at the animal. "1'm not—=
"Visitor!" rang out a cheery voice.

Hapl o tensed. Sang-drax appeared out of nowhere, as usual stood just outside
the cell door. The door was nmade of iron, with a square grate in the upper
portion, a grate covered by bars. Sang-drax peered through the grate. He never
asked, on his daily visits, that the cell door be opened, never entered the
cell.

Cone and get me, Patryn! Hi s presence—ust out of reach —taunted Haplo
silently.

"Why should I?" Haplo wanted to shout, frustrated, unable to cope with the
feeling of panicked fear that was building inside him rendering him
i ncreasingly helpless. "What is it you want me to do?"

But he controlled hinself, to outward appearances, at |east, and renai ned
seated on his cot. Ignoring the serpent-elf, he stared at the dog.

The animal grow ed and bared its teeth, its hackles raised, lip curling back
over sharp fangs, as it did whenever the serpent-elf was either within sight
or snell.

Hapl o was tenpted to give the dog the order to attack. A series of sigla could
change the animal into a gigantic nonster. Its bul k would burst open the
cells, its teeth could rip off a man's—er a snake' s—head. The powerful and
fearful aberration Haplo could create would not have an easy battle. The
serpent-elf possessed his own nagic, stronger than Haplo's. But the dog m ght
di stract Sang-drax |ong enough to give Haplo a chance to arm hinsel f.

The Patryn had left his cell one night, the first night of arrival, to acquire



weapons. He picked up two—a dagger and a short-bl aded sword—from a cache the
Unseen kept in their guardroom Returning to his cell, he spent the remainder
of the night etching runes of death upon each bl ade, runes that woul d work
quite well against mensch, |ess well against the serpents.

Bot h weapons were hidden in a hole beneath a stone he'd magically renpved,
magi cal |y repl aced. Both weapons woul d conme quickly to hand.

Hapl o noi stened his nmouth. The sigla on his skin burned. The dog's growl grew
| ouder; it understood matters were becom ng serious.

"Hapl o, for shane," said Sang-drax softly. "You mght well destroy ne, but
what woul d you gai n? Not hing. And what woul d you | ose? Everything. You need
me, Haplo. | amas much a part of you"-his gaze shifted—as that animal is a
part of you."

The dog sensed Hapl o's resol ve waver. It whined, begging to be allowed to sink
its teeth into the serpent-elf's shins, if nothing better offered itself.

"Leave your weapons where they are," said Sang-drax, with a glance at the very
rock under which they were hidden. "You'll have use for themlater on, as you
will see. I've conme this very nonent to bring you information."

Haplo, with a nuttered curse, ordered the dog into a corner

The ani mal obeyed reluctantly, first venting its feelings by rearing up onits
hind | egs, |unging, barking and snarling, at the door. Its head cane to the

| evel of the barred grate. Teeth flashed. Then it dropped down, slunk off.
"Keeping that animal is a weakness," the serpent-elf remarked. "I1'm surprised
your lord permits it. A weakness in him no doubt."

Hapl o turned his back on the serpent-elf, went over and threw hinmsel f down on
his cot. He stared grimy at the ceiling. He saw no reason to di scuss either
the dog or his lord with Sang-drax, or to discuss anything at all for that
matter.

The serpent-elf |ounged agai nst the door, began to make what he termed his
"daily report.”

"I"ve spent the nmorning with Prince Bane. The child is well and in high
spirits. He appears to have taken a fancy to nme. He is pernmitted to conme and
go about the pal ace as he chooses, with the exception of the inperial suites,
of course, so long as | escort him In case you were wondering, |'ve requested
and been granted reassignment to this duty. An elven count naned Tretar—aho
has the ear of the enperor, as the saying goes—has al so taken a fancy to ne.

"As for the dwarfs health, I'mafraid | cannot say the same. She is extrenely
wr et ched. "

"They haven't hurt her, have they?" Hapl o demanded, forgetting he wasn't going
to talk to the serpent-elf.

"Ch, dear, no," Sang-drax assured him "She is far too valuable for the elves
to mistreat her. She has a roomnext to Bane's, though she is not permitted to
leave it. In fact, the dwarfs value grows, as you will hear shortly. But she

i s desperately honesick. She can't sleep. Her appetite dwindles. |I'mafraid
she may die of sorrow "

Hapl o grunted, put his hands under his head, settled hinself nmore firmy on



the cot. He didn't believe half of what the serpent-elf told him Jarre was
sensi bl e, |evel headed. She was probably fretting over Linbeck nore than
anything else. Still, it would be beneficial to get her out of here, |eave
with her, return to Drevlin..

"Why don't you escape?" asked Sang-drax, with his infuriating habit of
i ntruding on Haplo's thoughts. "1'd be delighted to assist you. | can't think
why you don't."

"Maybe because you serpents seem so damm eager to get rid of ne."

"That's not the reason. It's the boy. Bane won't |eave. You don't dare |eave
him You don't dare | eave w thout him"

"Your doing, no doubt."

Sang-drax laughed. "I'mflattered, but I'mafraid | can't take the credit.
This schenme is all his own. Quite a renarkable child, that Bane."

Hapl o yawned, closed his eyes, grit his teeth. Even through the closed lids,
he coul d see Sang-drax grinning.

"The Gegs have threatened to destroy the Kicksey-w n-sey,"
sai d.

the serpent-elf

Hapl o flinched involuntarily, cursed hinmself for doing so, and forced hinsel f
to lie still, every nuscle in his body rigid.

Sang-drax continued talking in a | ow voice, neant for Haplo's ear alone. "The
el ves, | aboring under the delusion that the dwarves have shut down the
machi ne, have delivered an ultimatumto that dwarf |eader—what's his name?"

Hapl o remai ned silent.

"Li mbeck." Sang-drax answered his own question. "QOdd nane for a dwarf. It
never sticks in ny mnd. The elves told this Linmbeck that he either starts
operating the Kicksey-wi nsey again or they will send his fermale dwarf friend
back to himin various assorted pieces.

"The dwarves, laboring under a simlar delusion that it is the elves who have
caused the machine to cease operations, were understandably confused by this

ultimatum but eventually came to decide, by reason of a few hints, passed on
by us, that the ultimatumwas a trick, some sort of subtle elven plot against
t hem

"Li mbeck's reply—which, by the way, |'ve just heard from Count Tretar—s this:
If the el ves harm one whi sker on Jarre's chin, the Gegs will destroy the

Ki cksey-wi nsey. Destroy the Kicksey-w nsey," Sang-drax repeated. "I fancy they
could do it, too. Don't you?"

Yes, Haplo was damm well sure they could do it. They had worked on the nachine
for generations, kept it running even after the Sartan had abandoned it. The
dwarves kept the body alive. They could nmake it die.

"Yes, so they could," agreed Sang-drax conversationally. "I can picture it

now. The Gegs let the steambuild up in the boilers, they send the electricity
runni ng anok. Parts of the machi ne woul d expl ode, unl eashing such a terrible
destructive force that the dwarves might unwittingly destroy the entire
continent of Drevlin, to say nothing of the nmachine itself. And there go Lord
Xar's plans for conquering the four worlds."



He began to laugh. "I find it all so anusing. The true irony in all this is
that neither dwarves nor elves could start the fool machine if they wanted to!
Yes, | did some investigating, based on what Jarre told me on board the ship.
Up until then, | believed—as do the el ves—that the dwarves had shut off the

Ki cksey-wi nsey. But they didn't. You discovered the reason. The openi ng of
Death's Gate. That's the key, isn't it? W don't know how, yet, or why. But,
to be honest, we serpents really don't care.

"You see, Patryn, it occurred to us that the destruction of the Kicksey-w nsey
woul d plunge not only this world into chaos but the others, as well.

"Way don't you destroy it yourselves, then?' you ask

"We could. Perhaps we will. But we nmuch prefer to | eave the destruction to the
dwarves, to feed off their rage, their fury, their terror. As it is, Patryn,
their frustration and anger, their feelings of hel pl essness and fear have been
strong enough to sustain us for a cycle, at least."

Hapl o I ay unmoving. Hi s jaw muscl es were beginning to ache fromthe strain of
keepi ng them cl enched shut.

"The enperor hasn't nade up his mnd what to do yet," Sang-drax informed him
"Li mbeck gave the elves two cycles to decide. I'll let you know what the
decision is. Wll, sorry to | eave, but duty cails. |'ve prom sed to teach Bane
to play rune-bone."

Hapl o heard the serpent-elf s light footfalls wal king away. They stopped, cane
back.

"I grow fat off your fear, Patryn."
CHAPTER 29

PAXAUA

ARI STAGON, M D REALM

THE ELVEN SH P, THE SEVEN- EYED DRAGON, NAMED AFTER A LEGENDARY nonster of
elven folklore,' made a safe, if somewhat ponderous |anding, in Paxaua. The
ship was heavily | oaded. Flying weather had not been good, with rain, wnd,
and fog the entire distance. They were a cycle late getting into port. The
crew was edgy and ill-tenpered, the passengers—nuffled to the eyes against the
col d—+ooked slightly green. The hunman gall ey sl aves, whose muscl es provided
the energy that propelled the gigantic wings, slunped in their bonds, too
exhausted to make the march to the prison house, where they were kept unti

t he next voyage.

*A nonster sent by Krenka-Anris to test the courage and skill of the nythica
el ven warrior Miarash'ai. In each of the dragon's eyes, Miarash' ai beheld
seven deaths. She had to overcone her fear of each before she could, at |ast,
sl ay the dragon.

A custons official, |ooking bored, left his warmoffice on shore, strolled up
t he gangpl ank. Tripping on his heels in haste to get aboard ship was an
overw ought Paxar nerchant. He had invested a considerable fortune in a | oad
of pua fruit, to be delivered fresh, and was positive that delay and danp had
caused it to rot.

The ship's captain strolled over to neet the custons official



"Any contraband, Captain?" inquired the official |anguidly.

"Certainly not, Excellency," answered the captain, with a smle and a bow
"WIl you examine the ship's log?" He gestured to his cabin.

"Thank you, yes," said the custons official stiffly.
The two | eft the deck, entered the cabin. The door shut behind them

"My fruit! I want ny fruit!" gabbled the nmerchant, dashing excitedly about the
deck, tangling hinmself in the ropes, and nearly tunbling headfirst down an
open hat ch.

A crew nenber took the nerchant in tow, steered himto the |ieutenant, who was
accustoned to dealing with such matters.

"I want my fruit!" the nmerchant gasped.

"Sorry, sir," answered the lieutenant, with a polite salute, "but we cannot
of f-1oad any cargo until we receive approval from custons."

"How I ong will that take?" demanded the nerchant, in agony.

The lieutenant glanced at the captain's cabin. About three glasses of w ne, he
could have said. "I can assure you, sir— he began

The nerchant sniffed. "I can snell it! The pua fruit. It's gone bad!"

"That woul d be the galley slaves, sir,
straight face

said the |lieutenant, keeping a

"Let ne see it, at |east,’
nmoppi ng his face.

begged the merchant, taking out a handkerchi ef and

The lieutenant, after some thought, agreed that this would be possible and | ed
the way across the deck toward the stairs | eading down to the hold. They

wal ked past the passengers, who stood lining the rail, waving to friends and
relati ves who'd cone to neet them The passengers, too, would not be all owed
to |l eave the ship until they had been questioned, their |uggage inspected.

"The market price on pua fruit is the highest |I've seen it," said the
merchant, floundering along in the lieutenant's wake, tripping and stunbling

over coils of rope, careening off casks of wine. "It's due to the raiding, of
course. This will be the first shipment of pua to reach Paxar safely in twelve
cycles. 1'll make a killing. If it's just not rotted—Holy Mther!"

The al armed nerchant nmade a grab for the lieutenant, nearly sent the officer
over boar d.

"H humans!" the merchant quavered. The |ieutenant, seeing the nmerchant's white
face and popping eyes, reached for his sword and searched the skies for
dragons, assuming that there nmust be an arny of them at the very |east.

Fi ndi ng not hi ng nore oni nous than the di smal overcast, he regarded the
merchant with a grimstare. The nerchant continued to tremnmble and point.

He had di scovered humans—+wo of them Two passengers, standing apart from al
the others. The humans were clad in | ong black robes. They kept their hoods up
over their heads; one in particular, the shorter of the two, had his pulled

| ow over his face. Though the merchant could not see their features, he knew



them for humans. No elf had such broad and well-nuscled shoul ders as the
taller of the two robed nmen, and no one except a human woul d wear cl ot hing
made of such coarse cloth, in such an ill-onmened and unl ucky col or as bl ack
Everyone on board ship, including the human sl aves, gave these two a wide
bert h.

The lieutenant, |ooking extremely annoyed, sheathed his sword.

"This way, sir," he said to the merchant, urging the gaping elf along.

"But they... they're wandering around |oose!" "Yes, sir," said the lieutenant.
The elf, staring at the humans in horrible fascination, stunbled over the open
hat ch.

"Here we are, sir. Mnd your step. W wouldn't want you to fall and break your
neck," the lieutenant said, gazing heavenward, perhaps asking to be kept from
tenpt ati on.

"Shoul dn't they be in irons? Chains or sonething?" the nerchant denanded, as
he began to gingerly descend the | adder

"Probably, sir,"
not permtted."

said the lieutenant, preparing to follow after. "But we're

"Not permitted!" The nmerchant halted, |ooked indignant. "I never heard of such
a thing. Who doesn't permt it?"

"The Kenkari, sir," said the lieutenant inperturbably, and had the
sati sfaction of seeing the nmerchant turn pale.

"Holy Mother," the elf said again, but this time with nore reverence. "Wat's
t he reason?" he asked in a whisper. "If it's not secret, of course.”

"No, no. These two are what the humans call 'death nmonks.' They cone to the
cat hedral on holy pilgrimge and have safe passage granted here and back, so
long as they don't speak to anyone."

"Death nonks. Well, | never," said the nerchant, descending into the hold,
where he found his fruit perfectly sound and only slightly bruised after its
rough passage.

The custons official energed fromthe captain's cabin, wiping his lips, his
cheeks a brighter shade of pink than when he'd entered. There was a noticeabl e
bulge in the vicinity of his breast pocket that had not been there earlier, a
| ook of satisfaction had replaced the | ook of boredomw th which he bad
boarded. The custons official turned his attention to the passengers, who were
eagerly awaiting perm ssion to go ashore. Hi s expression darkened. "Kir nonks,
eh?"

"Yes, Excellency," replied the captain. "Came aboard at Sunthas."

"Caused any troubl e?"

"No, Excellency. They had a cabin to thenmselves. This is the first tine
they've left it. The Kenkari have decreed that we should give the nonks safe
passage," the captain reninded the official, who was still frowning. "Their

per sonages are sacred.”

"Yes, and so is your profit," added the official dryly. "You undoubtedly



charged themsix times the price of the run."

The captain shrugged. "A nan has to earn a living, Excellency," he said
vaguel y.

The official shrugged. After all, he had his share.

"I suppose |I'Il have to ask thema few questions." The official grimaced in
di sgust at the thought, renoved a handkerchief fromhis pocket. "I am

permtted to question then?" he added dubiously. "The Kenkari won't take
of f ense?"

"Quite all right, Excellency. And it would |l ook well to the other passengers."

The official, relieved to know that he wasn't about to conmit sone terrible
breach of etiquette, decided to get the unpleasant task behind himas quickly
as possible. He wal ked over to the two nonks, who remai ned standi ng apart.
They bowed in silence to himas he approached. He halted at armis length from
them the handkerchief held over his nose and nout h.

"Where you fronmP?" the official demanded, speaking pidgin elven.

The nonk bowed again, but did not reply. The official frowned at this, but the
captai n, hastening forward, whispered, "They' re forbidden to speak."

"Ah, yes." The official thought a nonent. "You talk ne,"
hi msel f on the chest. "Me chief."

he said, slapping

"W are fromPitrin's Exile, Excellency," the taller of the two nobnks

answered, w th anot her bow.

"Where you go?" the official asked, pretending not to notice that the human
had spoken excellent el ven

"We are making a holy pilgrinage to the Cathedral of the Al bedo, Excellency,"”
answered the sanme nonk

"What in sack?" The official cast a scathing glance at the crude scrips each
nonk carried

"Itens our brethren requested we bring them herbs and potions and suchlike.
Wul d you like to inspect then?" the nonk asked humbly and opened his sack

A foul odor of decay wafted fromit. The official could only inmagi ne what was
in there. He gagged, clanped the handkerchief nmore firmy over his nouth, and
shook hi s head.

"Shut the damm thing! You'll poison us all. Your friend, there, why doesn't he
say sormet hi ng?"

"He has no lips, Excellency, and has | ost a portion of his tongue. Aterrible
accident. Wuld you like to see—=

The official recoiled in horror. He noticed now that the other nonk's hands
were covered by black gloves and that the fingers appeared to be crooked and
deformed. "Certainly not. You humans are ugly enough," he nuttered, but he
said the | ast beneath his breath. It would not do to offend the Kenkari
who—for sonme strange reason-had forned a bond with these ghouls.

"Be off with you then. You have five cycles to nake your pilgrinmage. Pick up



your papers at the port authority, in that house, to your left."

"Yes, Excellency. Thank you, Excellency," said the nmonk, with still another
bow.

The Kir lifted both scripts, slung themover his shoul der, then assisted the
other nmonk to wal k. H s steps were slow and shuffling, his back bent.

Toget her, the two made their way down the gangpl ank, passengers, crew, and
human sl aves all taking care to keep as far fromthe Kir as possible.

The official shivered. "They make my skin craw ,"
"Il bet you're glad to be rid of them"

he said to the captain.

"I am indeed, Excellency," said the captain.

Hugh and Iridal had no difficulty obtaining the papers that would permit them
to stay in the real mof Paxaria* for a period of five cycles, at which tine
they nmust | eave or face arrest. Even the Kenkari could not protect their

brot her nonks if they overstayed their allotted tinmne.

*A realmon the continent of Aristagon, Paxaria is the |and of the Paxar clan
of elves. Paxaria's largest city is Paxaua, a port town. Currently united with
the Tribus elves, the Paxar are ostensibly permitted to rule their own realm
The Paxar king is nothing but a figurehead, however, and is married to one of
Agah'ran's marry daughters.

The bond between the two religious sects, whose races have been enem es al npst
since the beginning of Aristagon, can be traced back to Krenka-Anris, the
Kenkari elf who discovered the secret nagic of trapping the souls of the dead.
At that time, shortly after the nensch were renoved fromthe H gh Real m
humans still lived on Aristagon, and though the rel ationship between the races
was rapidly worsening, a few maintained friendshi ps and contact.

Among t hese was a human nagus who had been known to Krenka-Anris for many
years. The humans had heard about the new el ven magic that was capabl e of
saving the souls of their dead, but were unable to discover the secret. The
Kenkari kept it as a sacred trust. One day this nmagus, who was a kind and
scholarly man, cane to Krenka-Anris, begging her help. Hs w fe was dying, he
said. He could not bear to |lose her. Wuld the Kenkari please save her soul

if they could not save the body.

Krenka- Anris took pity on her friend. She returned with himand attenpted to
catch the soul of the dying worman. But Kenkari nagic would not work with
humans. The woman di ed, her soul escaped. Her husband, despondent with grief,
became obsessed with attenpting to catch human souls. He traveled the isles of
Aristagon and eventually all the inhabited portion of the Md Realm visiting
every deat hbed, goi ng anong the pl ague-ri dden, standing on the sidelines of
every battle, trying various magics to catch the souls of the dying, al

wi t hout success.

He acquired followers during his travels, and these humans carried on his work
after the magus hinself died and his own soul had slipped away, despite his
foll owers' best efforts to keep hold of it. The followers, who called

t hensel ves "Kir,"* wanted to continue their search for the magic, but, due to
their habit of arriving at househol ds side by side with death, they were
becom ng i ncreasingly unpopul ar anong the popul ace. It was whi spered that they
brought death with them and they were often physically attacked, driven away
fromtheir homes and vill ages.

*Probably a corruption of the word "Kenkari."



The Kir banded together for their own protection, dwelt in isolated parts of
the Md Realm Their search for the neans to capture souls took a darker path.
Havi ng had no luck with the living, the Kir began to study the dead, hoping to
find out what happened to the soul after it left the body. Now t hey searched
for corpses, particularly corpses abandoned by the living.

The Kir continued to keep to thensel ves, avoiding contact with outsiders as
much as possible, taking far nore interest in the dead than in the Iiving.
Though still viewed with |oathing, they were no longer viewed with fear. They
became accepted and even wel come nmenbers of society. They eventually gave up
the search for the soul -trappi ng nagi c, began instead—perhaps naturally
enough—+to worshi p deat h.

And t hough, over the centuries, their views on death and |ife had grown

di vergent and were now far apart, the Kir nonks and the Kenkari elves never
forgot that the two trees had sprung fromthe sanme seed. The Kenkari were
anong the few outsiders ever permtted to enter a Kir nonastery and the Kir
were the only humans able to obtain safe passage in elven |ands.

Hugh, havi ng been raised by the Kir monks, knew about this bond, knew that
this disguise would provide the only safe neans of entering elven lands. He'd
used it before, with success, and he'd taken the precaution of procuring two
bl ack robes before he'd left the nonastery, one robe for hinself and one for
Iridal.

No wonen being allowed in the order, it was necessary for Iridal to keep her
hands and face covered and to refrain from speaking. This was not a great
difficulty, since elven |law prohibited the Kir fromtalking to any elf. Nor
was any elf likely to break the prohibition. The elves viewed the Kir with

| oat hi ng and superstitious dread that would make it quite easy for Hugh and
Iridal to travel without interference

The official at the port authority rushed themthrough with insulting haste,
threw their papers at themfroma safe distance

"How do we find the Cathedral of the Al bedo?" Hugh asked in fluent elven.

"No understand." The elf shook his head.

Hugh persisted. "Wat's the best route into the nmountains, then?"

"No speak human," the elf said, turned his back, and wal ked off.

Hugh gl owered, but said nothing, made no further argument. He took their
papers, thrust theminto the rope belt girdling his waist, and wal ked back out
into the streets of the bustling port town of Paxaua.

From the depths of her cow, Iridal gazed in awe and despair at the row after
row of buildings, the winding streets, the crowds of people. The largest city
in Vol karan could have fit easily into Paxaua's nmarket district.

"I never imagi ned anyplace so vast or one filled with so many people!" she
whi spered to Hugh, taking hold of his armand crowding cl ose. "Have you ever

been here before?"

"My business has never brought ne this deep into elven territory," Hugh
answered, with a grimsmle.

Iridal |ooked at the numerous, converging, winding, twisting city streets in



dismay. "How will we ever find our way? Don't you have a map?"

"Only of the Inperanon itself. Al | knowis that the cathedral's |ocated
somewhere in those nmountains,"” said Hugh, indicating a range of nountains on
the distant horizon. "The streets of this rat's warren have never been mapped,
to ny knowl edge. Most of themdon't have nanes, or if they do, only the

i nhabitants know them W' |l ask directions. Keep noving."

They followed the flow of the crowd, began wal ki ng up what appeared to be a
main street.

"Asking directions is going to be rather difficult,” Iridal remarked in a | ow
voi ce, after a few nonments' wal king. "No one comes near us! They just..
stare..."

"There are ways. Don't be afraid. They don't dare harmus."

They continued along the street, their black robes standing out |ike two dark
holes torn fromthe gaily colored, living tapestry formed by the throngs of

el ves going about their daily lives. Everywhere the dark figures wal ked, daily
l[ife came to a halt.

The el ves stopped tal king, stopped bartering, stopped |aughing or arguing.
They stopped running, stopped wal king, seenmed to stop living, except for their
eyes, which followed the black-robed pair until they had noved on to the next
street, where it happened all over again. Iridal began to think that she
carried silence in her hand, was draping its heavy folds over every person
every object they passed.

Iridal |ooked into the eyes, saw hatred—not for what she was, which surprised
her, but for what she brought—death. A reminder of nortality. Long-Ilived
t hough the elves are, they can't live forever

She and Hugh kept wal king, aimessly, it seened to Iridal, though they
traveled in the same direction, presumably noving toward the nountains, though
she could no |l onger see them hidden by the tall buildings.

At length, she came to realize that Hugh was searching for something. She saw
hi s hooded head turn fromone side of the narrow street to the other, | ooking
at the shops and the signs over the shops. He would | eave a street, for no
apparent reason, draw her into a street running along parallel. He would
pause, study diverging streets, choose one, and head that direction

Iridal knew better than to ask him certain she would receive no reply. But
she began to use her eyes, studied the shops and the signs as he was studying
them Paxaua's marketplace was divided into districts. Cloth sellers had their
street next to the weavers. Swordsmiths were up a block or two fromthe
tinker, the fruit vendors seened to stretch for a mle. Hugh led her into a
street lined with perfumers; the fumes fromtheir aromatic shops left Irida
breathl ess. A left-angle turn brought themto the herbalists.

Hugh appeared to be nearing his goal, for he noved faster, casting only the
bri efest gl ances at the signs hangi ng above the shops. They soon left the

| arger herb shops behind, continued on down the street, heading into the
central part of Paxaua. Here the shops were smaller and dirtier. The crowds
were smaller, as well, for which Iridal was thankful, and appeared to be of a
poorer class.

Hugh gl anced to his right, |eaned near Iridal



"You're feeling faint," he whispered.
Iridal stunbled, clutched at himobligingly, swayed on her feet. Hugh grasped
hol d of her, |ooked around.

"Water!" he called sternly. "I ask for water for my companion. He is not
well."

The few el ves who had been in the street vanished. Iridal |et her body go
heavy, sagged in Hugh's arns. He half carried, half dragged her over to a
stoop, under a shabby, swi nging sign that marked yet another herb shop

"Rest here," he told her in a loud voice. "I will go inside and ask for water
Keep a watch out," he nuttered beneath his breath before he left her

Iridal nodded silently, drew her hood well over her face, though she stil
made certain she could see. She sat linply where Hugh left her, darting

al arnmed gl ances up and down the street. It had not occurred to her until now
that they were being followed. Such a thing seened |udicrous, when every elf
i n Paxaua nust know by now of their presence and probably where they were
bound, for they had certainly nmade no secret of it.

Hugh entered the shop door, left it open behind him CQut of the corner of her
eye, lridal watched himwal k over to a counter. Behind it, |ong rows of
shelving were lined with bottles of every shape, color, and size, containing
an astonishing variety of plants, powders, and potions.

El ven magic tends to be nechanical in nature (dealing w th machines) or
spiritual (the Kenkari). Elves don't believe in mxing a pinch of this herb
with a scoop of that powder, except for use in healing. And healing potions
weren't considered nmagical, merely practical. The elf behind the counter was
an herbalist. He could di spense ointnents to treat boils and blisters and

di aper rash, provide liquids to cure coughs and i nsommi a and fainting spells.
And perhaps a |l ove charmor two, delivered under the counter

Iridal couldn't imagi ne what Hugh was after. She was reasonably certain it
wasn't water.

The el f behind the counter didn't seemat all pleased to see him

"No |ike your kind. You go way," said the elf, waving his hand.

Hugh raised his right hand, palmout, as if in greeting. "My companion is
feeling faint. I want a cup of water. And we are |lost, we need directions. In
t he nane of the Kenkari, you cannot refuse."

The elf regarded himin silence, cast a sharp and furtive glance at the door
"You, monk. You no sit there. Bad for business," he called to Iridal, loudly
and irritably. "Cone in. Cone in."

Hugh returned to assist Iridal to her feet, led her into the shop

The el f slamed shut the door. Turning to the Hand, he said in a | ow voice,
"What do you need, Brother? Be, quick. W don't have nuch tine."

"Directions on the fastest route to the Cathedral of the Al bedo."
"Wher e?" the elf asked, astonished.

Hugh repeated hinsel f.



"Very well." The elf was perpl exed, but cooperative. "CGo back to Swordsmith
Street, turn onto Silversmith Row and followit to the end. It will nerge with
a large highway known as King's Way. It w nds about sonme, but it will take you

into the nmountains. The nountain pass is heavily guarded, but you shoul dn't
have any troubl e. Those di sgui ses—a clever idea. They won't get you inside the
| mper anon, though. | presunme that's your real destination."

"We're going to the cathedral. \Were is it?"

The el f shook his head. "Take ny advice, Brother. You don't want to go there.
The Kenkari will know you're inposters. You don't want to cross the Kenkari."

Hugh made no reply, waited patiently.

The el f shrugged. "It's your soul, Brother. The Inperanon is built on the
mount ai n side. The cathedral is in front, on a large, |evel plateau. The
structure is a huge crystal done standing in the center of a large round
courtyard. You can see it for nmenka. Believe ne, you won't have any trouble
finding it, though why you'd want to go there is beyond me. Still, that's your
busi ness. Anything else | can do for you?"

"We heard a runor that the Kenkari have stopped accepting souls. Is it true?"

The elf raised his eyebrows. This question was certainly not one he'd
expected. He gl anced out the window, to the enpty street, then at the door, to
make sure it was shut, and still took the precaution of |owering his voice.

"It is true, Brother. The word is all over town. \Wen you reach the cathedral
you'll find the doors closed."

"Thank you for the help, Brother," said Hugh. "We'Il take our |eave. W don't
want to cause you any trouble. The walls noved."*

*Transl ati on: The Unseen are foll ow ng us.

Iridal |ooked at Hugh, wondering what he neant. The elf seened to know,
however .

He nodded. "Of course. Don't fret. The Unseen are not watching you so nuch as
they are watching us, their own people. Wi you talk to, where you stop."

"I trust we haven't brought trouble on you."

"Who am | ?" The el f shrugged. "Nobody. | take care to be nobody. If | were
somebody—i ch, powerful —yes, then you could bring trouble to ne."

Hugh and Iridal prepared to go.

"Here, drink this." The elf handed Iridal a cup of water. She accepted it
thankfully. "You took as if you could use it. You're certain | can't do

anyt hing el se for you, Brother? Poisons? | have sone excellent snake venomin
stock. Perfect for adding a little bite to your dagger's tooth—=

"Thank you, no," said Hugh

"So be it," the elf said cheerfully. He threw open the door. Hi s expression
altered to a scom. "And stay out, you dog of a human! And you tell the
Kenkari, they owe nme a bl essing!"



He shoved Hugh and Iridal roughly over the stoop, slamed the door shut after
them The two stood in the street, |ooking—ridal trusted—as forlorn and weary
and dispirited as she felt.

"W've cone the wong way apparently," said Hugh, speaking human, for the
benefit, Iridal presunmed, of the Unseen

So it was the elite elven guard who were followi ng them She stared around,
saw not hi ng, nobody. She didn't even see the walls nove, wondered how Hugh
knew.

"W nust retrace our steps,"” he told her

Iridal accepted the arm Hugh offered for her support, |eaned on him thinking
wearily of the long distance they had still to travel. "I had no idea your
wor k was so strenuous,” she whi spered.

He | ooked down at her with a snmle, arare thing for him "It's quite a
di stance into the mountains, I'mafraid. And we don't dare stop again."

"Yes, | understand."”

"You must be m ssing your magic, about now," he said to her, patting her hand,
still smiling at her.

"And you nust be m ssing your pipe." Her hand tightened over his. They wal ked
for Iong noments in conpani onabl e sil ence.

"You were | ooking for that shop, weren't you?"

"Not that one in particular,'
wi ndow. "

Hugh responded. "One with a certain sign in the

Iridal couldn't at first recall a sign; the shop had been so poor and shabby.
Not hi ng hung over the door. Then she renmenbered that there had been a sign
propped up inside the wi ndow. Crudely painted, now that she thought of it—the
i mge was of a hand.

The Brot herhood advertised openly in the streets, it seemed. EIf and
human—strangers, nortal enenm es—yet they risked their lives to help each

ot her, bound by a bond of blood, of death. Evil, to be sure, but might this
not offer a hope of good to come? Wasn't this an indication that the two races
were not natural enemies, as some on both sides clainmed?

The chance for peace rests with us, Iridal thought. W nust succeed. Yet, now
that she was in this alien land, this alien culture, her hopes for finding her
son and freeing himwere growi ng dim

"Hugh," she said, "I know |I'm not supposed to ask questions, but what the elf
said is true. The Kenkari will know we are inposters. Still you talk as if you
truly plan to go to them | don't understand. What will you say to then? How
can you hope—'

"You're right, Lady," said Hugh, cutting her short. His smle had vanished.
Hs tone was grim "You're not supposed to ask questions. Here, this is the
right road."

They entered onto a broad avenue, marked with the royal crest of the King of
Paxaria. The two were once again surrounded by crowds, once agai n surrounded
by silence.



In silence, they continued on
CHAPTER 30

THE CATHEDRAL OF THE ALBEDO
ARI STAGON, M D REALM

THE KEEPER OF THE DOOR OF THE CATHEDRAL OF THE ALBEDO HAD a new
responsibility. Once he had waited for the weesham bearing the souls of their
charges for release in the Aviary. Now, he was forced to turn them away.

Wrd spread rapidly anong a shocked popul ace that the cathedral was cl osed,

t hough just why the Kenkari had closed it was not reveal ed. The Kenkari were
powerful, but even they did not dare openly accuse their enperor of rnurdering
his own subjects. The Kenkari had been nore than half expecting to be attacked
or at |least persecuted by the enperor's troops, were considerably surprised
(and relieved) when they were not.

But, to the Keeper's dismay, the weesham continued to cross the courtyard.

Sone had not heard the news. Others, though informed that the cathedral was
closed, still tried to get in.

"But surely the |law doesn't apply to me,"
ot hers, perhaps, but the soul | bear is the soul of a prince..

or a marquis or an earl.

t he weesham woul d argue. "To all the
" O a duchess

It didn't matter. Al were turned away.

The weesham |l eft, bew | dered, conpletely at a |loss, clutching the small boxes
in trenbling hands.

"I feel so terribly sorry for them" said the Door to the Book. They stood
conferring together in the chapel. "The weesham | ook | ost. 'Were do | go?*
they ask ne. 'What am | to do?" It's been their whole life. Wat can | say
except "Return to your home. VWait.' Wait for what?"

"The sign," said the Book confidently. "It will cone. You will see. You nust
have faith."

"Easy for you to talk," said the Door in bitter tones. "You don't have to turn
t hem away. You don't see their faces."

"I know. I"'msorry," said the Book, |laying her hand on the thin hand of her
fell ow Kenkari. "But things will be easier nowthe word is out. The weesham
have stopped com ng. There hasn't been one in the last two cycles. You will no

| onger be troubled."

"Not by them"™ H s tone was om nous.

"You still fear we mght be attacked?"

"I al most begin to wish we would be. Then, at |east we would know t he
enperor's nmind. He hasn't publicly denounced us. He hasn't tried to order us
to alter our stand. He hasn't sent troops.”

"Troops woul dn't come. Not against us,"” said the Book

"They woul dn't have conme in the old days. But so much is changi ng now. |



wonder

The sound of the gong rang throughout the cathedral's precincts. Both gl anced
upward, the notes seeming to shiver on the still air. The Door's chi ef
assistant, left to guard in the Door's absence, was sumoning his naster

The Door sighed. "Ah, | spoke too soon. Another."

The Book gazed at himin nute synpathy. The Keeper of the Door rose to his
feet, left the Aviary, and hastened back to his post. As he wal ked—ot novi ng
very fast—he glanced unhappily out the crystal walls, expecting to see yet
anot her weesham expecting yet another argument. What he saw, however, made
the Door come to a halt. He stared in astonishment, and, when he started
nmovi ng again, his haste caused his slippered feet to slip precariously on the
pol i shed fl oors.

H s chief assistant was extrenely grateful to see him
"I'"'mthankful you could cone, Keeper. | feared you mi ght be at prayer."

"No, no." The Keeper of the Door stared through the crystal wall, through the
golden grille that barred entrance.

He had been hoping that his vision had been blurred, that a trick of l|ight had
deceived him that he wasn't seeing two bl ack-robed humans crossing the vast
and empty courtyard. But they were so near now that there could not be nmuch
doubt .

H's brow furrowed. "Kir nonks of all things. At atine like this."

"1 know," murnured his assistant. "Wiat do we do?"

"We nust admit them" said the Door, sighing. "Tradition demands it. They've

cone all this way. At grave peril, perhaps, for they cannot know how bad
things are. The sacred | aw that protects them holds, but who knows for how
long? Raise the grille. I will speak with them™

The assistant hurried to obey. The Keeper of the Door waited until the Kir,
who were moving slowy, had reached the stairs. They both kept their hoods
pul l ed | ow over their heads.

The grille rose silently, effortlessly. The Keeper of the Door pushed on the
crystal door, which noved noi sel essly to open. The Kir had halted when the
grille went up. They renmai ned standi ng unnoving, their heads | owered, as the
Door wal ked forth.

He rai sed his arns; the shinrering robes with their butterfly w ngs and nyriad
colors were dazzling in the sunlight.

"I wel come you, brethren, in the name of Krenka-Anris," said the Door
speaki ng human.

"Al'l praise to Krenka-Anris," said the taller of the two Kir nmonks in elven.

"And to her sons."
The Door nodded. The response was the correct one.

"Enter and be at peace after your long journey," said the Door, |owering his
arnms, standing to one side.



"Thank you, Brother," said the nonk harshly, assisting his conpanion, who
appeared footsore and exhaust ed.

The two crossed the threshol d. The Keeper shut the door. H s assistant | owered
the grille. The Door turned to his visitors and, though they had said not hing,
done nothing to arouse suspicion, the Door knew he'd nade a mi st ake.

The taller of the nonks saw, by the Door's altered expression, that their

di sgui ses had been penetrated. He drew off his hood. Keen eyes glittered from
beneat h overhangi ng brows. H s beard was braided into two twists on a strong
and jutting jaw. Hi s nose was |like the beak of a hawk. The Keeper thought he
had never seen a more daunting human.

"You are right, Keeper," said this man. "W are not Kir monks. W nade use of
t hese di sgui ses because it is the only way we could travel here in safety.”

"Sacrilege!" cried the Door, his voice shaking, not with fear, but with fury.
"You have dared enter sacred precincts under false pretenses! | don't know
what you hoped to acconplish, but you have nade a terrible m stake. You will
not | eave here alive. Krenka-Anris, | call upon you! Cast down your holy fire.
Burn their flesh! Ceanse your tenple of their profane presence!"”

Not hi ng happened. The Keeper of the Door was staggered. Then, he began to
t hi nk he understood how his nmagi c had been thwarted. The other Kir nonk had
renoved her hood, and he saw the rai nbow col ored eyes, the wisdomin them

"A nysteriarch!" said the Door, recovering fromthe shock. "You may have
di srupted ny first spell, but you are one and we are nany..."

"I did not disrupt your spell," said the woman quietly. "Nor will | use ny
magi ¢ agai nst you, not even in nmy own defense. W mean no harm intend no
sacrilege. Qur cause is one of peace between our peoples.”

"W are your prisoners," said the man. "Bind us, blindfold us. W won't fight
you. We ask only that you take us to see the Keeper of the Souls. W nust
speak to him Wen he has heard us, he may pass judgnent on us. |If he deens we
nmust die, then so be it."

The Door eyed the two narrowly. Hi s assistant had sounded the alarm ringing
the gong wildly. Gther Kenkari cane at a run, forned a ring around the fal se
nmonks. The Keeper, with their assistance, could cast his spell again.

But why hadn't it worked in the first place?

"You know a great deal about us," said the Door, trying to decide what to do
"You knew t he correct response—sonething only a true Kir nmonk woul d know;, you
know about the Keeper of the Souls."

"I was raised by Kir nmonks," said the man. "And |'ve |lived anong them since."

"Bring themto ne.'
t he tonguel ess bel | .

A voi ce sparkled on the air, like frost or the notes of

The Keeper of the Door, recognizing the command of his superior, bowed in
silent acqui escence. But first, he laid his hand upon each human's eyes,
casting a spell that would blind them Neither attenpted to stop him though
the man flinched and stiffened, as if it took enornmous will to submt hinself
to this handi cap.

"Prof ane eyes may not see the sacred nmiracle," said the Keeper of the Door



"We understand," replied the nysteriarch calmy

"We will guide you safely. Have no fear of falling," said the Door, extending
his own hand to the wonan.

Her hand nmet his, her touch was light, cool

"Thank you, Magicka," she said and even managed a smile, though by the
weari ness on her face, she nust be exhausted al nost to the point of dropping.
Li mpi ng on bruised and swol |l en feet, she grimced when she wal ked.

The Door gl anced back. Hi s chief assistant had taken hold of the arm of the
man, was | eading himalong. The Door found it difficult to take his eyes from
the man's face. It was ugly, its features hard and brutal -1 ooking. But then
nost human faces appear brutish to the delicate-boned elves. There was

somet hing different about this man's face. The Door wondered that he wasn't
repul sed, that he kept staring at the man with a sense of awe, a prickling of
the skin.

The wonman stunbl ed over the Kenkari's long butterfly robes. The Door had
drifted over into her path.

"I beg your pardon, Magicka," he said. He would have |iked to ask her nane,
but it was for his superior to handle the formalities. "I wasn't watching
where | was going."

"I"'msorry we've upset you," the woman said, w th another wan smle.

The Door was coming to feel pity for her. Her features were not nearly as
coarse as those of nost humans, she was al nost pleasant to | ook upon. And she

seened so tired and so... sad. "It isn't nuch farther. You've traveled a |ong
di stance, | suppose.™
"From Paxaua, on foot. | dared not use ny nagic," said the wonan.

"No, | suppose not. No one gave you any trouble, hindered you?"

"The only place we were stopped was in the nountains. The guards at the pass
guestioned us, but did not detain us | ong, once we remnm nded themthat we are
under your protection.”

The Door was pleased to hear this. The troops, at |east, have respect for us,
haven't turned against us. The enperor is a different matter. Agah'ran is up
to sonet hing. He would never have allowed our prohibition to stand if he were
not. After all, we let himknow that we know he's a nurderer. He nust realize
we won't tolerate his rule for |ong.

And for what do we wait? For a sign. Other worlds. A gate of death that |eads
tolife. A man who is dead and who is not dead. Bl essed Krenka-Anris! Wen
would it all be explained?

The Keeper of the Book and the Keeper of the Soul were waiting for themin the
chapel . The humans were | ed inside. The Door's chief assistant, who had
brought the human nal e, bowed and |l eft them He shut the door. At the sound,

t he human nal e turned, frowned.

“lridal ?"

"I'"'mhere, Hugh," she said softly.



"Have no fear," said the Keeper of the Soul. "You are in the chapel of the
Aviary. | amhere, the one with whomyou asked to speak. Wth ne also are the
Keepers of the Book and of the Door. | regret that | nust |eave the blindness

upon you, but it is forbidden by law that the eyes of our enem es shoul d | ook
upon the mracle."

"W understand," said Iridal. "Perhaps the day will come when there will be no
need for such | aws."

"We pray for that day, Magicka," said the Keeper. "Wat is it you are called?"
"I amlridal, formerly of the H gh Real ns, now of Vol karan."

"And your conpani on?" the Keeper pronpted, after waiting a noment for the nman
to answer.

"He is Hugh the Hand," said Iridal, when it becanme clear Hugh wasn't going to
speak. She appeared worried, turned her sightless eyes in what she sensed was
his direction, reached out a gropi ng hand.

"A man rai sed by Kir nmonks. A man with a nost remarkable face," said the
Keeper, studying Hugh intently. "I1've seen many humans, and there is sonething
di fferent about you, Hugh the Hand. Somnething awful, sonething fey. | do not
understand. You cane to speak to nme. Wy? What is you want of the Kenkari?"

Hugh opened his |ips, seened about to respond, then said nothing.

Iridal, her hand finding his arm was alarnmed to feel the muscles rigid,
shi veri ng.

"Hugh, is everything all right? Wat's wong?"

He drew away from her touch. H s mouth opened, closed again. The cords in his
neck stood out, his throat constricted. At last, apparently angered wth

hi nsel f, he brought the words out with an effort, as if he'd dragged them up
from dark dept hs.

"I canme to sell you mnmy soul."

CHAPTER 31

THE CATHEDRAL OF THE ALBEDO

ARI STAGON, M D REALM

"HE' S I NSANE, " SAI D THE BOOK, THE FI RST TO RECOVER HER POMER of speech

"I don't believe so," said the Keeper of the Soul, regarding Hugh wth
intense, if perplexed, interest. "You are not insane, are you, Hugh." The
human word cane awkwardly to el ven lips.

"No, " Hugh answered shortly. Now that the worst was over—and he had not

i magined it would be so difficult—he was rel axed, could even view the elves
ast oni shment wi th sardoni ¢ anusement. The only person he could not face yet

was |ridal and, because of this, he was grateful for his blindness.

She said not hing, confused, not understanding, thinking, perhaps, that this
was anot her of his tricks.



No trick. He was in earnest—deadly earnest. 'You were raised by Kir nonks. You
know sonet hi ng, then, of our ways."

"I know a lot, Keeper. | make it my business to know things," Hugh said.
"Yes," the Soul murnured. "I do not doubt it. You know, then, that we do not
accept human souls, that we never buy souls at all. The souls we take in are
given to us freely..."

The Keeper's voice faltered sonewhat on the | ast statenent.

Hugh sniled grimy, shook his head.

The Keeper was silent |ong monments, then said, "You are well informed, sir."

Sil ent again, then, "You have made a | ong journey, fraught wth danger, to
of fer that which you knew we nust reject—

"You won't reject it," said Hugh. "I'mdifferent."

"I can sense that," said the Keeper softly. "But | don't understand. Wy are
you di fferent, Hugh? What is there about your soul that would nake it val uabl e
to us? That would even permt us to take it?"

"Because ny soul, such as it is"—Hugh's nmouth twi sted —~has passed beyond. .
and has returned."

"Hugh," Iridal gasped, suddenly realizing that this was no trick, "you can't
be serious. Hugh, don't do this!"

Hugh paid no attention to her
"Do you mean," said the Keeper in a stifled tone that sounded as if he were
suffocating, "that you have died and been... and been..."

"Resurrected," Hugh said.

He had expected astoni shnent, disbelief. But it seened he had cast a |ightning
bolt into the elves. He could feel the electricity arc in the air, alnost hear
it crackle around him

"That is what | see in your face," said Soul

"The man who is dead and is not dead,' " said Door
"The sign," said Book

A moment ago, Hugh had been in control of the situation. Now, sonehow, he'd
lost it, felt hel pless, as when his dragon-ship had been sucked into the
Mael st rom

"What is it? Tell me!" he demanded harshly, reaching out. He stunbl ed over a
chair.

"Hugh, don't! What do you nean?" Iridal cried, blindly clutching at him She
turned frantically to the elves. "Explain to nme. | don't understand."

"I think we may restore their sight," said the Keeper of the Soul

"Such a thing is unprecedented!" Book protested.



"Al'l is unprecedented,"” replied Soul gravely.

He took hold of Hugh's hands, held themfast, with a strength startling in one
so thin, and laid his other hand on the man's eyes.

Hugh blinked, |ooked swiftly around him The Keeper of the Door lifted
Iridal's blindness in the same fashion. Neither had ever seen Kenkari elves
bef ore, and were amazed by their appearance.

The Kenkari, all three, stood head and shoul ders taller than Hugh the Hand,
who was considered a tall man anong humans. But the elves were so excessively
thin that the three of them night have stood side by side and barely equal ed
Hugh's breadth. The Kenkari's hair was long, for it is never cut, and is white
frombirth.

Mal e and fenal e Kenkari are sinmilar in appearance, particularly when wearing
t he shapel ess butterfly robes that easily hide the fermale's curves. The nost
noti ceabl e difference between the sexes is in the way the hair is worn. Mles
plait it in one long braid, down the back. Fenales wap the braid around the
head in a crown. Their eyes are large, overlarge in their small, delicate
faces; the pupils are extraordinarily dark. Sone elves remark disparagi ngly
(but never publicly) that the Kenkari have cone to resenbl e the w nged insect
t hey worshi p and enul at e.

Iridal sank weakly into a chair one of the Kenkari provided for her. Once her
initial shock at the sight of the strange-looking elves had worn off, she
turned her gaze to Hugh.

"What are you doing? Tell ne. | don't understand."

"Trust ne, lridai," Hugh said quietly. "You prom sed you would trust ne."
Iridal shook her head, and, as she did so, her eyes were drawn to the Aviary.
They softened at the sight of the |lush, green beauty, but then she seened to
realize what it was she | ooked upon. Her gaze shifted back to Hugh with a kind
of horror.

"Now, please explain yourself, sir," said the Keeper of the Soul

"First you explain yoursel f," Hugh demanded, glaring fromone to the other
"You don't seemall that surprised to see ne. | get the feeling you were
expecting nme."

The dark-eyed gazes of the three Keepers slid fromone to the other
exchangi ng thoughts from beneath | owered |ids.

"Pl ease, sit down, Hugh. | think we should all sit down. Thank you. You see,

sir, we weren't expecting you precisely. W didn't know quite what to expect.
You' ve obviously heard that we have cl osed the Cathedral of the Al bedo. Due

to... shall we say... very unhappy circunstances."

"The enperor murdering his own kin for their souls,"” Hugh stated. Reaching
into a pocket of his robes, he drew forth his pipe, stuck it—ol d—between his
teet h.

Angered by Hugh's bluntness and apparent disdain, the Soul's expression turned
hard and brittle. "Wat right have you humans to judge us? Your hands, too,
are wet with blood!"

"It is aterrible war," said Iridal softly. "A war neither side can win."



The Soul grew cal ner. Sighing, he nodded in sad agreement. "Yes, Mgicka. That
i s what we have cone to understand. W prayed to Krenka-Anris for the answer.
And we received it, though we do not understand it. 'Qher worlds. A gate of
death that leads to life. A nman who is dead and who is not dead.' The nmessage
was nore conplicated, of course, but those are the signs we are to | ook for

to know that the end of this terrible destruction is near."

" "Agate of death...' " Iridal repeated, staring at themin wonder. "You
nmean: Death's Gate."

"Do you know of such a thing?" the Keeper asked, taken aback

"Yes. And ... it leads to other worlds! The Sartan created them created
Death's Gate. A Sartan | knew passed through it, not |ong ago. The sane
Sartan..." lridal's voice faded to a whisper. "The sane Sartan who restored
this man's life to him"

No one spoke. Each one, elf and human, sat in the awed and fearful silence
that comes when nortals feel the touch of an Inmmortal hand, when they hear the
whi sper of an Immortal voice.

"Why have you come to us, Hugh the Hand?" the Soul demanded. "What bargain did
you hope to strike? For," he added, with a wy—f trenul ous—snile, "one does
not sell one's soul for so paltry a thing as noney."

"You're right." Hugh shifted unconfortably, his glowering gaze upon his pipe,
avoiding all eyes, especially Iridal's. "You know, of course, of the human
child being held in the castle—=

"Ki ng Stephen's son, yes."

"He's not King Stephen's son. He's her son." Hugh pointed the pipe at Iridal
"Her son and her |ate husband's, also a mysteriarch. How the kid canme to be

t hought of as Stephen's is a long story and one that has nothing to do with
why we are here. Suffice it to say, the elves plan to hold the boy hostage, in
return for Stephen's surrender.”

"Wthin only a few days' time, King Stephen plans to nmeet with Prince

Rees' ahn, forman alliance between our peoples, |launch a war that will surely
bring an end to the cruel Tribus rule. The enperor plots to use ny son to
force Stephen into refusing such an alliance,” Iridal explained. "Al hope for
peace, for unity anong the races, would be shattered. But if | can free ny
son, the emperor will have no hold over Stephen. The alliance can proceed."

"But we can't get into the Inperanon to free the kid," said Hugh. "Not wi thout
hel p."

"You seek our help in obtaining entry into the pal ace.™

"I'n exchange for ny soul," said Hugh, placing the pipe back in his nouth.

"I'n exchange for nothing!" Iridal struck in angrily. "Nothing except the
know edge that you elves have done what is right!"

"You ask us, Magicka, to betray our people,"” said the Soul
"I ask you to save your people!" Iridal cried passionately. "Look at the

dept hs to which your enperor has sunk. He nmurders his own! Wat wll happen if
this tyrant rules the world unchal | enged?"



The Keepers agai n exchanged gl ances.

"W will pray for guidance," said Soul, rising to his feet. "Cone, brethren
If you will excuse us?"

The ot her Keepers stood and left the room passing through a small door into
an adj oi ni ng room presumably another chapel. They shut the door carefully
behi nd t hem

The two |l eft alone sat in cold, unhappy silence. There was rmuch Iridal wanted

to say, but the grimand dour expression on Hugh's face |let her know that her

words and argunents woul d not be wel cone, might do nore harmthan good. Irida

could not think, however, that the elves would accept Hugh's offer. Surely the
Kenkari would aid them w t hout exacting such a terrible price.

She convinced herself of this, relaxed, and, in her weariness, mnust have
drifted into sleep, for she was not aware of the Kenkari's return until Hugh's
touch upon her hand brought her to startled wakeful ness.

"You are tired," said Soul, looking at her with a gentle beneficence that
strengt hened her hope. "And we have kept you overlong. You shall have food and
rest, but first, our answer." He turned to Hugh, clasped his thin hands before
him "W accept your offer.”

Hugh made no reply, merely nodded once, abruptly.

"You will accept the ritual death at our hands?"

"I welcome it," Hugh said, his teeth clenched over the pipe stem
"You can't mean this!" Iridal cried, rising to her feet. "You can't demand
such a sacrifice—=

"You are very young, Magicka," said Soul, dark eyes turning upon Iridal. "You
will come to learn, as we have in our long lives, that what is given freely is
often despised. It is only when we pay for sonmething that we treasure it. W
will aid your safe entry into the pal ace. Wien the boy is removed, you, Hugh
the Hand, will return to us. Your soul will be of inestinable val ue.

"Qur charges"—Soul glanced toward the Aviary, to the |eaves fluttering and
stirring with the breath of the dead—are beginning to grow restless. Sone
want to | eave us. You will placate them tell themthat they are better off
where they are.”

"They're not, but fair enough," said Hugh. Renobving his pipe, he rose to his
feet, stretched tired and achi ng nuscl es.

"No!" Iridal protested brokenly. "No, Hugh, don't do this! You can't do this!"

Hugh tried to harden hinsel f against her. Then, suddenly, he sighed, drew her
cl ose, held her fast. She began to weep. Hugh swal |l owed. A single tear crept
frombeneath his eyes, slid down his cheek, and fell into her hair.

"It's the only way," he said to her softly, speaking human. "Qur only chance.
And we're getting the best of the deal. An old used-up, msspent life |ike

m ne in exchange for a young life, |ike your son's.

"I want death to conme this way, lridal," he added, his voice deepening. "I
can't do it nyself. I'"'mafraid. |1've been there, you see, and the journey



is... is..." He. shuddered. "But they'll do it for ne. And it will be easy
this time. If they send ne."

She coul d not speak. Hugh lifted her in his arms. She clung to him weeping.

"She's tired, Keeper," he said. "W both are. Wiere may we rest?"

The Keeper of the Soul smiled sadly. "I understand. The Keeper of the Door
wi Il guide you. W have roons prepared for you and food, though I fear it is
not what you are accustoned to eating. | cannot pernmt you to snoke, however."

Hugh grunted, grinaced, said nothing.

"When you are rested, we will discuss arrangenents with you. You rust not wait
l ong. You are probably not aware of ms, but you were nost assuredly foll owed
here.”

"The Unseen? |I'maware of it. | saw them O as much of them as anyone ever
sees. "

The Keeper's eyes w dened. "Truly," he said, "you are a dangerous nan."

"I"maware of that, too,"
pl ace without ne init."

Hugh responded grimy. "This world will be a better

He left, carrying Iridal in his arnms, follow ng the Keeper of the Door, on
whose face was an expression of hope, nmingled with dazed perplexity.

"WIl he truly cone back to die?" asked Book, when the three were gone.

"Yes," said the Keeper of the Soul. "He will conme back."

CHAPTER 32
THE CATHEDRAL OF THE ALBEDO
ARI STAGON, M D REALM

GUI DED BY THE KEEPER OF THE DOOR, HUGH CARRI ED | RI DAL THROUGH the halls of the
cat hedral, down to the lower |evels, where the roons allocated to the weesham
were | ocated. The Door opened two of the rooms, |ocated side by side. Food,
consisting of bread and fruit, and a small pitcher of water had been placed on
a table in each.

"The doors seal thenselves once they are closed,"” the elf said apol ogetically.
"Pl ease do not be offended. We do this with our own people, not out of |ack of
trust, but in order that the quiet and peace of the cathedral may be

mai ntai ned. No one is permitted to walk the halls except nyself or ny
assistants, the Keeper of the Book, and the Keeper of the Soul."

"We understand. Thanks," said Hugh

He carried Iridal inside, placed her upon the bed. She caught hold of his hand
as he was about to wthdraw

"Pl ease don't go yet, Hugh. Please stay and talk to ne. Just a nonent."

Hugh's expression was dark. He gl anced at the Kenkari, who | owered his eyes,
nodded gently.



"I will |leave you to enjoy your repast in private. Wien you are ready to go to
your own room Yyou have but to ring the small silver bell there, by the bed,
and | will return to escort you."

The Keeper, bow ng, withdrew
"Sit down," Iridal urged, holding fast to Hugh's hand.

"I"'mvery tired, Lady,’
nor ni ng—

he said, avoiding |ooking at her. "W'll talk in the

"We nust talk now. " Iridal rose to her feet, stood in front of him Reaching
up, she touched his face with her fingers. "Don't do this, Hugh. Don't make
this terrible bargain."”

"I have to," he said gruffly, jaw clenched agai nst her soft touch, eyes
anywhere but on her. "There's no other way."

"Yes, there is. There has to be. The Kenkari want peace as much as we do.
Maybe nore. You saw them heard them They're afraid, Hugh, afraid of the
enperor. We'll talk to them make sone other arrangement. Then we'll rescue
Bane and 1'll help you find Alfred, as | pronm sed—

"No," said Hugh. Catching hold of her wist, he forced her hand away from him
And now he | ooked at her. "No, it's better this way."

"Hugh!" Iridal faltered, cheeks stained crimson, wet with her tears. "Hugh,
| ove you!"

"Do you?" Hugh regarded her with a grim sardonic smle. He held up his right
hand, held it palmout. "Look, |ook at the scar. No, don't turn your head.
Look at it, Iridal. Imagine my hand caressing your soft flesh. Wat would you
feel? My loving touch? O this scar?"

Iridal |owered her eyes, |owered her head.

"You don't love me, Iridal," Hugh said, sighing. "You |love a part of ne."

She rai sed her head, answered himfiercely. "I love the best part!"”

"Then let that part go."

Iridal shook her head, but she said nothing nore, made no further argunent.

"Your son. He's the one that matters to you, Lady. You have a chance to save
him Not me. My soul was lost a long time ago."

Turning away fromhim Iridal sank down on the bed, stared at her hands,
cl asped in her |ap.

She knows |I'mright, but she doesn't want to accept it, Hugh decided. She's
still fighting against it, but her resistance is weakening. She's a rationa
worman, not a lovesick girl. By norning, when she's thought about it, she'll go
along with it.

"Good ni ght, Lady."

Hugh reached down, rang the small silver bell.

Hugh had judged Iridal correctly, or at |east so he supposed. By norning, her



tears were dry. She was calm net Hugh with a quiet smile of reassurance and
t he whi spered words, "You may count on ne. | won't fail you."

"You won't fail your son," he corrected her

She smled for himagain, et himthink that was what was inmportant to her
And it was, certainly. Bane would be her redenption, hers and Sinistrad' s. Al
the evil both parents had done-his by comm ssion, hers by om ssion—aoul d be
expurgated by their child. But this was only one factor in her decision to
appear to go along w th Hugh

Last night, before she slept, Iridal remenbered again the silent counsel of
that Immortal voice. Wiat or whose, she couldn't understand, for she had never
believed in any Al mighty power.

The man who was dead and who i s not dead.

Hugh was meant to be here, she realized. | will take this as a hopeful sign
and trust that all will be for the best.

And so Iridal no | onger argued against the sacrifice. She had convinced
herself that the sacrifice would never take place.

She and Hugh met later in the day with the three Keepers, Book, Door, and
Soul, in the small chapel room of the Aviary.

"We do not know if you have yet devised a plan for entering the Inperanon,”
t he Keeper of the Soul began, with a deprecating glance at Hugh. "If not, we
have sone ideas."

The Hand shook his head, indicated that he would be interested to hear what
t he Keeper had in m nd.

"WIl you go, Magicka?" the Soul asked Iridal. "The risk is very great. Should
t he enperor capture a human of your talent—=

"I will go," Iridal interrupted. "The boy is ny son."

"We assumed that such would be the case. If all goes according to plan, the
danger should be minimal. You will enter the palace very late, when nost will
be sl eepi ng heavily.

"His Inmperial Majesty is giving a party this night, as he does every night,

but this one is to celebrate the anniversary of elven unification. Everyone
living in the Inperanon will be expected to attend and many are com ng from
far parts of the kingdom The celebration will l[ast a considerable |Iength of
time and there will be much com ng and going and contusion in the castle.

"You will make your way to your son's room renove the child, bring him back
here. He will be quite safe in the cathedral, | assure you, madam " the Soul
added. "Even if the enperor should discover the boy were here, Agah'ran would
not dare order an attack on the sacred precinct. H s own soldiers wuld rebe
agai nst such a command."

"I understand,"” Iridal replied.
Hugh, sucking on the cold pipe, nodded his approval

The Keeper appeared pleased. "W will provide you, Mgicka, and your son, wth
safe transportation to your own | ands. You, sir"—he bowed slightly in Hugh's



direction—"will remain here with us."

Iridal pressed her lips firmy shut at this, made no comment.

"It all sounds easy enough," said Hugh, renoving the pipe, "but how do we get
into the pal ace and back out agai n? The guards won't be sleeping off gaiety

and nerrinment."' "

The Keeper of the Soul shifted his gaze to the Keeper of the Door, turning
over the remai nder of the discussion to his subordinate.

The Door |ooked to Iridal. "W have heard it said, Mgicka, that those hunans

of your arcane skill, Seventh House, have the gift of creating... shall we
say... false inpressions in the mnds of others."

"You nmean illusion," Iridal answered. "Yes, but there are certain
restrictions. The one observing the illusion nust want to believe it is true
or expect it to be true. For example, | could create an illusion, right now,
that would allow ne to |l ook just like this woman." Iridal pointed to the
Keeper of the Book. "But such an illusion would fail, sinply because you woul d

not believe it. Your nmind would tell you that, logically, there could not be
two of this woman in this roomat the sane tine."

"But if," pursued Door, "you cast the illusion and | nmet you wal ki ng down t he
hal | by yourself. | would be deluded into thinking you were ny fell ow Kenkari
woul d | not?"

"Yes. Then you would have little reason to doubt."
"And | could stop and speak to you, touch you? You would seemreal to nme?"

"That woul d be dangerous. Even though | speak elven, the tinbre and tone of ny
voi ce is necessarily human and might give me away. My gestures would be ny
own, not those of your friend. The |onger you were around ne, the greater the
chances that | could no | onger deceive you. However, | begin to see what you
have in nmind. And you are right. It mght work. But only for ne. | could
appear to be an elf, and thus walk safely into the castle. But | cannot cast
such a spell on Hugh."

"No, we had not supposed you coul d. W have made ot her arrangenments for him
You, sir, are famliar, you said, with those known as the Unseen."

"Only by reputation.”

"Yes, quite." Door smled faintly. "Do you know of the nmagical clothing they
wear ?"

"No." Hugh | owered the pipe, |ooked interested. "No, tell ne about it."

"The fabric is woven of a wondrous thread that changes color and texture to
mat ch whatever it is around. One of their uniforns lies on the floor there,
next to the desk. Do you see it?"

Hugh stared, frowned, raised his eyebrows. "I'll be dammed."

"Now you see it, of course, since your attention has been drawn to it. Mich
like Lady Irida's spell. You see the folds, the shape, the bul ki ness. Yet, you
were in this roomfor a considerable length of tinme, and the clothing passed
unobserved, even by you—a man usually quite observant.



"Dressed in this guise, the Unseen can go anywhere, at any tinme, day or night,
and—to the ordinary eye—would be practically invisible. Anyone watching for
them woul d be able to detect themby their nmovenent and... substance... for
lack of a better word. In addition, it takes a certain amount of tine for the
fabric to alter col or and appearance. Thus the Unseen learn to nove slowy,
silently, with fluid grace, in order to blend in with their surroundings.

"Al'l this you nmust learn to do, Hugh the Hand. Before you enter the pal ace
this night."

Hugh wal ked over, fingered the cloth. Lifting it, he held it against the
background of the wooden desk, watched, marveling, to see the fabric shift
fromthe soft green of the carpet on the floor to the dark brown of the wood.

As the Kenkari said, the very appearance of the cloth altered as well, taking
on the grain and texture of the wood until it seemed to al nost disappear in
hi s hand.

'"The walls nove.' What | wouldn't have given for this in the old days," he
nmur mur ed.

The Brot herhood had | ong wondered how t he Unseen managed to operate so
effectively and efficiently, wondered how it was that no one ever saw them or
knew what they |ooked like. But the secrets of the Unseen were kept as closely
and carefully as the secrets of the Brotherhood.

It was agreed upon that elven magi c nmust have sonething to do with this
remarkabl e ability, though what or how was open to debate. The elves did not
possess the ability to conjure up illusions, as did the higher ranking human
Wi zards. But they could spin magical thread, it seened.

This guise that he held in his hand could make his fortune. Add to its obvious
advant ages his own skill and know edge and experience. .

Hugh | aughed bitterly at hinself, tossed the uniformback to the floor, where
it imediately began to change its color to the green of the carpet.

"WIl it fit nme? I'm bigger than any elf."

"The garments are designed to fit loosely, to flowwith the wearer's
nmoverents. Then, too, they must adapt to all sizes and shapes of our people.
As you m ght imagine, such unifornms are trenendously rare and prized. It takes
a hundred cycles to produce thread enough for the tunic al one, and another
hundred cycles after that to do the weaving. The weaving and sew ng rmay only
be done by skilled magi, who have spent years learning the secret art. The
trousers have a drawstring, to fit around the waist. There are slippers for
your feet, a mask for your head, gloves for your hands."

"Let's see what | look like," Hugh said, gathering up the clothing in a
bundle. "Or what | don't |ook Iike."

The uniformfit, though it was tight through the shoul ders, and he was forced
to let the drawstring on the waist out as far as it would go. Fortunately,
he'd | ost weight during his self-inposed incarceration. The slippers were
meant to slip over boots and did so with ease. Only the gloves didn't fit.

The Kenkari were extrenely upset over this. Hugh shrugged. He coul d al ways
keep his hands out of sight, hide them behind his back or in the folds of the
bel ted tunic.

Hugh | ooked in the crystal mirror at hinself H s body was rapidly blending



into the wall. His hands were the only part of himclearly visible, the only
part that was flesh and bl ood, real

"How appropriate,” he renmarked.

Hugh spread out his map of the |Inperanon. The Keepers exanined it, pronounced
it accurate.

"In fact," said Soul in wy tones, "I amamazed at its accuracy. No one but
anot her el f—and then one who has spent considerable time in the pal ace—aoul d
have been able to draw this map."

Hugh shrugged hi s shoul ders, nmade no conment.

"You and the Lady Iridal enter here, through the main gate that |l eads into the
pal ace proper," said the Keeper, turning back to the map, tracing the route
with his thin finger. "The Lady Iridal will tell the guards that she has been
sumoned to the pal ace at such a late hour to 'attend a sick relative.* Such
excuses are comon. Many nmenbers of the royal famlies maintain their own
private hones in the hills surrounding the pal ace and many return under the
cover of darkness to keep private appointnments. The gat ekeepers are accustoned
to such trysts and will nost assuredly let the lady in without difficulty."

"Wul dn't her weesham be with her?" asked the Book worriedly.
"By rights," the Soul admitted, "but nmenbers of the royal famly have been

known to sneak away fromtheir weesham especially when |ooking forward to a
ni ght of stol en pleasure.

"While the guards are talking to Lady Iridal, you, sir, will remain hidden in
t he shadows. You may slip past the guards when the gate is opened. Cetting
inside will be the easy part, | amafraid. As you can see, the palace is

enornmous. It contains hundreds of rooms, on nunerous |evels. The child could
be hel d anywhere. But one of the weesham who was in the palace a short tine
ago, told ne that a human child had been given a roomjust off the Inperial
Garden. That could be in any one of these suites |ocated here—=

"l know where he is," said Iridal, in a | ow voice.

The Keepers were silent. Hugh strai ghtened from bendi ng over the nap, regarded
her with a dark frown.

"How?" he asked in a tone that inplied he already knew —and wasn't going to
I i ke—her answer.

"My son told me," she said, lifting her head, neeting his eyes. She reached
into the bodice of her elven dress, withdrew a hawk feather attached to a

| eather thong and held it in her hand. "He sent ne this. |'ve been in contact
with him"

"Dam!" Hugh growl ed. "I suppose he knows we're com ng?"

"OfF course. How el se could he be ready?" Iridal was defensive. "I know what

you' re thinking, that we don't dare trust him=
"I can't imagi ne what woul d give you that idea!" Hugh sneered.
Iridal flushed in anger. "But you're wong. He's frightened. He wants to get

away. That man Hapl o was the one who turned himover to the elves. This has
all been Haplo's idea. He and this lord of his—a terrible old man call ed



Xar—want the war to continue. They don't want peace."

"Xar, Haplo. Strange nanes. \Wo are these people?"

"They are Patryns, Keeper," said Iridal, turning to the Kenkari
"Patryns!" The Kenkari stared at her, stared at each other. "The anci ent eneny
of the Sartan?"

"Yes," said Iridal, grow ng cal ner.
"How i s that possible? According to their records left behind, the Sartan
renoved their enemy before bringing us to Arianus."

"I don't know how it's possible. | only know that the Patryns weren't
destroyed. Alfred told ne about it, but I"'mafraid | didn't understand very
much of what he said. The Patryns have been in prison, or something like that.
Now t hey' re back and they want to conquer the world, take it for thenselves."

She turned to Hugh. "We nmust rescue Bane, but w thout Haplo's know edge. That
shouldn't be difficult. My son tells nme that Haplo is being held by the
Unseen, in sone sort of dungeon. | |ooked, but I can't find themlocated on

t he map—=

"No," said the Keeper, "they wouldn't be. Not even the very clever person who
drew this map coul d know where the dungeons of the Unseen are |ocated. But
does this present a problem sir?"

"I hope not. For all our sakes," Hugh said coldly. He bent over the nmap. "Now,
let's say we've got the kid, no trouble. Wat's the best way out?"

"Patryns,"” murrmured the Soul in awe. "What are we coming to? The end of the
world..."
"Keeper," Hugh urged patiently.

"Forgi ve ne. What was your question? The way out? That would be here. A
private exit, used by those who | eave with the dawn and want to depart
quietly, without bother. If the child was cl oaked and wore a wonan's bonnet,
he m ght pass for Lady Iridal's handmai d, should anyone see."

"Not good, but the best we can do under the circunstances," Hugh nmuttered, in
an ill hunmor. "Have you ever heard of an elf named Sang-drax?"

The Kenkari | ooked at each other, shook their heads.

"But that is not unusual," said the Soul. "Many people come and go. \Why do you
ask?"

"I was told that if we got into trouble, this elf could be trusted."

"Pray such trust will not be needed," said the Soul sol emmly.

"Amen, " said Hugh.

He and the Kenkari continued to plan, to discuss, to bring up difficulties,
dangers, try to address them solve them work around them Iridal ceased
payi ng attention. She knew what she was to do, what part she was to play. She

wasn't frightened. She was el ated, wi shed only that tine would nove nore
swiftly. Before now, she had not |let herself dwell too much on recovering



Bane, afraid that something would go wong. Afraid she would be di sappoi nted
agai n, as she had been in the past.

But now she was so cl ose. She couldn't imagi ne anything goi ng wong. She |et
hersel f believe the dreamwas at |ast com ng true. She yearned for her son

for the little boy she had not seen in a year, the little boy lost to her, now
f ound.

Cl asping the feather in her hand, she closed her eyes, pictured himin her

mnd. "My son, | amconming for you. Tonight we will be together, you and |
And no one will ever take you fromne again. W will never be separated
again."

CHAPTER 33

THE | MPERANON
ARI STAGON, M D REALM

'"*M/ MOTHER S COM NG FOR ME TONI GHT, " SAI D BANE, TWDDLI NG the feather he held
in his hand. "It's all arranged. | just spoke to her."

"That is excellent news, Your Highness," said Sang-drax. "Do you know the
detail s?"

"She's coming in the front gate, disguised as an elf wonan. An illusion spell.
Not all that difficult. | could doit, if |I wanted."

"I"'mcertain you could, Your H ghness."
acconpanyi ng her?"

Sang-drax bowed. "lIs the assassin

"Yes. Hugh the Hand. | thought he was dead," Bane added. He frowned, shivered.
"He certainly | ooked dead. But Mther said no, he was only hurt real bad."

" Appear ances can be deceiving, Your Hi ghness, especially when Sartan are
i nvol ved. "

Bane didn't understand this, didn't care. His head was filled with his own
concerns, plots, and schenmes. "You'll tell Count Tretar? Tell himto be
ready?"

"I leave this nmoment on just such an errand, Your Hi ghness."

"You'll tell everyone who needs to know?" Bane persi sted.

"Everyone, Highness," Sang-drax said, with a bow and a snile

"Good," said Bane, meking the feather spin and twist in his hands.

"Still here?" Sang-drax said, peering in the cell's grate.

"Easy, boy," Haplo said to the dog, who was barking with such ferocity it had
nearly barked itself hoarse. "Don't waste your breath." The Patryn lay on the
bed, his hands beneath his head.

"I amtruly amazed. Perhaps we m sjudged you. We thought you reckless, full of
fire and spirit, eager to advance the cause of your people. Have we"—Sang-dr ax
| ounged agai nst the cell door—=frightened you into a stupor?"

Pati ence, Hapl o counsel ed, clenching the hands conceal ed beneath his head.



He' s goadi ng you
"I shoul d have thought," Sang-drax continued, "that by now you woul d have
engi neered the fermal e dwarfs escape."

"And Jarre's unfortunately killed while attenpting to break out of prison. And
the enperor's extrenely sorry, but it can't be hel ped. And the dwarves are
extremely sorry, but they' Il have to destroy the machi ne anyway." Hapl o
settled hinmself nore confortably.

"Go play rune-bone with Bane, Sang-drax. You could probably beat a child at
your ganes."

"The gane is going to get interesting tonight, Haplo," said Sang-drax softly.
"And you, | think, will be one of the mjor players."

Haplo didn't nove, stared at the ceiling. The dog, standing near its master
had lost its bark but kept up a constant runmbling growl in its chest.

"Bane's going to have a visitor. H's nother."

Haplo lay still, kept his eyes focused above him He was getting to know that
ceiling very well by now.

"Iridal is a strong-willed woman. She's not coming to bring her baby cookies
and weep over him No, she's comng with the intent of taking himwth her
when she | eaves. O spiriting himaway, hiding himfromyou, you bad man. And

she' Il succeed, | have no doubt. And where will you go to | ook for dear little
Bane? M d Real n? Hi gh Real n? Low? How | ong will your search take, master? And
what will Bane be doing all mis time? He has his own plans, as you well know,

and they don't include either you or 'G andfather.’
Hapl o reached out his hand, petted the dog.

"Well, well." Sang-drax shrugged. "Just thought you m ght be interested in the
i nformation. No, don't thank ne. | hate to see you bored, that's all. Shall we
expect you toni ght?"

Hapl o nmade an appropriate renmark.

Sang-drax | aughed. "Ah, my dear friend. We are the ones who invented that*."
He produced a sheet of parchment, slid it under the cell door. "Just in case
you don't know where the boy's roomis, |'ve drawn you a map. The dwarfs room
is right down the hall. Ch, by the way, the enperor is refusing to give into
Li mbeck' s demands. He's going to execute Jarre and send down an arny to finish
of f her people. Such an entertaining man, that enperor. W' ve really grown
quite fond of him"

The serpent-elf made a graceful bow. "Until tonight, master. W do so | ook
forward to the pleasure of your company. The party just wouldn't be the sane
wi t hout you."

Still laughing, Sang-drax sauntered off.

Hapl o, fists clenched, lay on the bed and stared at the ceiling.

The Lords of N ght drew their cloaks over the world of Arianus. In the

| mperanon, artificial suns banished the darkness, flanmbeaux |it the hallways,

chandeliers were lowered fromthe ceiling of the ballrooms, candel abra flaned
in the drawi ng roons. The elves ate, drank, danced, and were as nerry as



possible with the dark shadows of their watching weesham carrying their
little boxes, in attendance. \Wat the geir were doing with the souls they
col l ected now was a subject of whispered specul ati on, though not at the dinner
table. The gaiety was brighter than usual this night. Since the Kenkari had
proclainmed their edict refusing to accept any nore souls, the nortality rate
anong young el ven royalty had markedly decli ned.

The parties lasted far into the night, but eventually even the young mnust
sleep... or least retire to nore private pleasures. The fl anbeaux were put
out, the chandeliers doused and raised back up into the ceilings, the
candel abra were di spersed anong the guests to aid themin finding their way
ei ther home or back to their chanbers.

An hour had passed since the |last few elves had | eft the pal ace, staggering
honeward, armin arm trilling an obscene song, ignoring the patient and sober
weesham who trotted sleepily behind. The main gate was never closed; it was
extraordi narily heavy, nechanically operated, and nade a terrible screeching
sound that could be heard as far away as Paxaua. The enperor, out of bored
curiosity, had ordered it shut once. The experience was a dreadful one, it had
taken hima cycle to fully recover his |oss of hearing.

The gate was not shut, but the guards who patrolled the main entrance were
alert and careful, far nore interested in the skies than the ground. Al knew
that the human invasion force, when it came, would come fromthe air. Lookouts
stood on the towers, keeping watch for raiders whose dragons m ght succeed in
breaki ng through the elven fleet.

Wearing rich and col orful elven clothi ng—a high-wai sted dress, decorated in
jewel s and ribbons, with puffed sleeves that cane to her wists, and | ong,
flowing skirts of several layers of filny silk, covered by a cloak of royal
bl ue satin—ridal slipped out of the shadows of the |Inperanon's walls and
wal ked rapidly to the guardhouse that stood just inside the main gate.

Guards neaking their rounds on the walls above gave her a swift, cursory gl ance
and di sm ssed her fromtheir thoughts. Those standing inside the nmain gate
eyed her, but made no nove to accost her, leaving that to the porter

He opened the door, in response to the knock

"How may | assist you, ny |ady?"

Iridal could barely hear himabove the blood surging in her ears. Her heart
beat rapidly. She was alnpbst faint fromit, yet it didn't seemto be working
properly—didn't seemto be punping blood to her Iinbs. Her hands were ice cold
and her feet alnost too nunmb to wal k.

The guard's casual response and uni nterested gaze gave her confidence,

however. The illusion was working. He did not see a human worman clad in el ven
clothes that were too small, fit too tight. He saw an elf nmaiden with delicate

features, al nond eyes, porcelain skin.

"I wish to enter the palace,” said Iridal faintly, in elven, hoping her fear
woul d be m staken for naidenly confusion

"Your business?" the porter asked crisply.
"I ... that is... ny aunt is very sick. |I've been sumobned to her bedside."

Several of the guards, standing nearby, |ooked at each other with sly grins;
one nmade a whi spered conment having to do with surprises that |urked between



t he sheets belonging to

"sick aunts." Iridal, hearing the whispers if not the words, thought it in
character to draw herself up, favor the offender with an inperious stare from
the confines of her satin-lined hood. And, in doing so, she flashed a quick
searching gl ance around the gate area.

She saw not hing, and the heart that had beat too rapidly before now seened to
stop altogether. She w shed desperately she knew where Hugh was, what he was
doi ng. Perhaps he was —even now-stealing inside the gate, underneath the |ong
noses of the elven guards. It took all Iridal's willpower to keep froml ooking
for him hoping to catch even the slightest glinpse of novenent in the
torchlight, hear the tiniest sound. But Hugh was a master of stealthy
nmoverent, had adapted hinself swiftly and conpletely to the chanel eonli ke
costume of the Unseen. The Kenkari had been inpressed.

The whi spering behind Iridal hushed. She was forced to turn her attention back
to the porter.

"Have you a pass, ny |ady?"

She had, witten out by the Kenkari. She presented it. Al was in order. He
handed it back

"Your aunt's nanme?"
Iridal supplied it. The Kenkari had supplied her

The porter disappeared into his guardhouse, wote the name down in a book kept
for the purpose. Iridal mght have been worried by this, fearing he would
check on her, but the Kenkari had assured her that this was a formality. The
porter woul d have been hard pressed checking up on the whereabouts of the
hundreds who came and went during a single nighttine.

"You may enter, mny lady. | trust your aunt's health inproves," said the porter
politely.
"Thank you," Iridal replied and swept past him beneath the nassive gate and

the towering walls.

The footsteps of the guards echoed on ranparts above her. She was daunted by
the i mMmensity of the |Inperanon, which was enornmus beyond anything she
coul d- have imagi ned. The main building towered above her, blotting the
nmount ai nt ops from si ght. | nnunerable wi ngs branched off fromit, wapped
around the base of the nountain.

Iridal thought of the vast numbers of guards patrolling the pal ace, imagi ned
themall to be standing outside her son's room and suddenly her task appeared
hopel ess. How coul d she have ever dreaned they woul d succeed?

W will, she told herself. W have to.

Firmy suppressing her doubts, she kept wal ki ng. Hugh had warned her not to
hesitate. She had to appear as if she knew where she was going. Her steps did
not falter, not even when a passing elven soldier, catching a glinpse of her
face by torchlight, inforned her that he was off duty in an hour, if she cared
to wait.

Keeping the map well in mind, Iridal veered to her right, bypassing the main
buil ding. Her path took her into the part of the royal dwellings set farther
back into the mountains. She wal ked underneath archways, past barracks and



various other outbuildings. Turning a corner, she ascended a tree-lined
avenue, continued past what had once been spl ashing fountains of water (a

bl at ant di splay of the enperor's wealth) but which were now shut off "for
repairs." She was growing worried. She couldn't renenber any of this fromthe
map. She didn't think she should have cone this far, was tenpted to turn
around and retrace her steps, when she finally saw sonethi ng she recogni zed
fromthe map.

She was on the outskirts of the Inperial garden. The garden, whose terraces
ran up the mountainside, was beautiful, though not as lush as in past days,
before the water had been rationed. It |ooked exquisite to Iridal, however,
and she paused a nonment to relax in relief. Apartments for the inperial guests
surrounded the garden, a series of eight buildings. Each building had a
central door, that provided admttance. Iridal counted six buildings over;
Bane was in the seventh. She could al nost |ook to his wi ndow Pressing the
feather anulet tightly in her hand, Iridal hastened forward.

A footman opened a door to her knock, asked to see her pass.

Iridal, standing in the open doorway, funbled for the pass in the folds of her
skirt, dropped it.

The footrman bent to pick it up

Iridal felt, or thought she did, the hemof her gown stir, as though someone
had crept by her, slipping through the narrow confines of the open door. She
t ook back the pass—which the footnman did not bother to exam ne—-hoped he had
not noticed how her hand shook. Thanking him she entered the building. He
of fered the use of a candle boy, to escort her through the halls. Irida
declined, stating that she knew the way, but she did accept a lighted

fl anbeau.

She continued down the long hall, certain that the footnan was staring at her
the entire distance, though in reality he had gone back to exchangi ng the

| atest court gossip with the candl e boy. Leaving the main corridor, Irida
ascended a flight of carpeted stairs, entered another corridor that was enpty,
illum nated here and there by light shining fromfl anmbeaux nmounted in wall
sconces. Bane's roomwas at the very end.

"Hugh?" she whi spered, pausing, staring into the shadows.
"I''"'m here. Hush. Keep going."

Iridal sighed in relief. But the sigh changed to an inaudible gasp when a
figure detached itself fromthe wall and advanced on her

It was an elf, a nale elf, clad in the uniformof a soldier. She rem nded
herself that she had every right to be here, guessed that this man nust be on
an errand simlar to the one she'd made up. Wth a cool ness that she would
have never believed herself capable of, she drew her hood over her face and
was about to sweep past the elf, when he reached out a hand, detained her

Iridal drew back with a show of indignation. "Really, sir, I—=
"Lady Iridal?" he said to her softly.
Astoni shed, frightened, Iridal retained her conposure. Hugh was nearby, though

she trenmbled to think what he m ght do. And then she knew. Hi s hands
materialized in the air behind the elf. A dagger flashed.



Iridal couldn't speak. Her magical powers failed her

"It is you," said the elf, smling. "I see through the illusion now. Don't be
afraid. Your son sent me." He held up a feather, twin to the one Iridal wore.
"I am Captain Sang-drax..."

The dagger bl ade held still, but did not reverse. Hugh's hand rai sed, nade a
sign to Iridal that she should find out what the elf wanted.

Sang-drax. She vaguely renmenbered the name, nmentioned as someone they coul d
trust if they were in trouble. Were they in trouble?

"I"ve frightened you. I'msorry, but | didn't know of any other way to stop
you. | came to warn you that you are in danger. The man with the blue skin—=

"Hapl o!" Iridal gasped, forgetting caution

"Yes, Haplo. He was the one who brought your son to the elves. Did you know
that? For his own evil purposes, you nmay be certain. He has di scovered your
plan to rescue Bane and he neans to stop you. He may be here at any nonment. W
haven't a second to | ose!"

Sang-drax took hold of Iridal's hand, urged her down the hall. "Quickly, ny
| ady, we nust reach your son before Hapl o does."

"Wait!" lIridal cried, pulled back

The dagger's blade still gleamed in the torchlight, behind the elf. Hugh's
hand was rai sed, adnoni shing caution

"How could he find out?" Iridal swallowed. "No one knew, except my son—

Sang-drax's expression was grave. "Haplo suspected sonething was up. Your son
is brave, nadam but brave nmen have been known to break down under torture—=

"Torture! A child!" Iridal was aghast.

"This Haplo is a nonster. He will stop at nothing. Fortunately, | managed to
i ntervene. The boy was nore frightened than hurt. But he will be very glad to
see you. Cone. | will carry the light." Sang-drax took the flanmbeau from her
drew her forward, and this tinme Iridal went with him

The hand and the dagger had both vani shed.

"It is a pity," Sang-drax added, "that we have no one to stand guard while we
make your son ready for his journey. Haplo might arrive at any nmonment. But |

dared not trust any of nmy nen—=
"You need not concern yourself," Iridal said coolly. "I have a conpanion."

Sang- drax appeared astoni shed, inpressed. "One as gifted in magic as yourself,
apparently. No, don't tell me. The less | know the better. There is the room

Il will take you to your son, but then | nust |eave you two for a nonent. The
boy has a friend, a dwarf-maid named Jarre. She's due to be executed and,
brave child that he is, he will not escape w thout taking her with him You
remain with your son, | will bring the dwarf."

Iridal agreed. They reached the roomat the end of the hall. Sang-drax tapped
on the door in a peculiar manner



"Afriend," he said in a |l ow voice. "Sang-drax."

The door opened. The room was dark, an odd circunmstance if Iridal had thought
about it. But at that noment, she heard a choked cry.

"Mt her! Mther, | knew you'd conme for ne!"

Iridal sank to her knees, held out her arnms. Bane flung hinmself into her
enbr ace.

ol den curls and a tear-wet cheek pressed agai nst hers.
"Il be back," Sang-drax prom sed.

Iridal heard himonly vaguely, paid little attention as the door shut gently
behi nd hersel f and her son.

It was night in the dungeons of the Unseen. No l|ights burned here, except for
a single glow anp provided for the benefit of the soldier on duty. And the
light was far from Hapl o, at the opposite end of the |ong row of prison cells.
Peering through the grate, he could barely see it—a flicker of brightness that
seened, fromthis distance, no larger than a candle flane.

No sound broke the stillness, except the occasional hacking cough of somne
wretch in another part of the prison and a noan from anot her whose politica
views had come into question. Haplo was so accustonmed to these sounds he no
| onger heard them

He stared at the cell door

The dog stood near, ears up, eyes bright, tail wagging slowy. It sensed
somet hi ng was happeni ng and whi ned softly, urging its master to action

Hapl o reached out his hand, touched the door that he could barely see in the
darkness, felt the iron cold and rough fromrust beneath his fingers. He
traced a sigil on the door, spoke a word, watched it flare blue, then red. The
iron nelted in the heat of his magic. Haplo stared at the hole he'd created,
visible until the magic's glow faded. Two, three nore sigla. The hole
expanded, and he could wal k out, free.

"Free..." Haplo nuttered.

The serpents had forced himinto taking this action, maneuvered himinto it,
i mpelled him driven him

"I"ve lost control," he said. "I've got to get it back. That neans beating
themat their own gane. Which is going to be interesting, considering |I don't
know t he damm rul es!”

He glared at the hole he'd made.

Now was the tine to nmake his nove.

"A nove they're expecting ne to make," he said bitterly.

He was al one down here at the end of the cell block. No guards, not even the

Unseen in their magical fool-the-eye getup. Haplo had spotted themthe first

day, been mildly inpressed by mensch ingenuity. But they weren't around. They

had no need to follow him Everyone knew where he nust go. Hell, they'd given
hi ma nmap!



"I"'msurprised the bastards didn't |eave the key in the lock," he nuttered.
The dog whi ned, pawed at the door

Hapl o drew two nore sigla, spoke the words. The iron nelted away. He stepped
t hrough the hole. The dog trotted excitedly after

Hapl o gl anced at the runes tattooed on his skin. They were dark, dark as the
ni ght that cloaked him Sang-drax wasn't around, and, for Haplo, no other
danger existed in this palace. He walked fromthe cell, the dog at his heels,
wal ked past the soldier on duty, who didn't notice him*

*Hapl o' s magic woul dn't render himinvisible, but it does affect the
possibility that people not |ooking for himwouldn't see him

Hapl o wal ked out of the dungeons of the Unseen

Hugh the Hand took up his position across the hallway opposite Bane's room
The hail was a T-shape, with the boy's roomat the cross-point, the stairs
they had conme up fornming the base at the far end, and another hallway running
per pendi cul ar. By posting hinmself at the cross-point, Hugh could see the
stairs and all three sections of hall

Sang-drax had let Iridal into her son's room had crept back out, shutting the
door. Hugh was careful to remain quiet and unnoving, blending into the shadows
and the wall behind him It was inmpossible that the captain should see him

but Hugh was di sconcerted to note the eyes of the elf shift alnmost right to
him He was also puzzled to note the eyes had a red cast to them and he was
rem nded of Ernst Twist, remi nded that G ang had said sonethi ng about Tw st—a
human—ecomendi ng t hi s Sang- dr ax.

And Ernst Twi st had just happened to be with G ang. And Sang-drax had j ust
happened to befriend Bane. Coincidence? Hugh didn't believe in coincidence,
any nore than he believed in |uck. Something was wong here...

"I"'mgoing to get the dwarf," said Sang-drax, and if it hadn't been

i mpossi bl e, Hugh m ght have supposed the elf was talking to him Sang-drax

poi nted down the hallway to Hugh's left. "Wait here. Keep an eye out for
Haplo. He's coning." The elf turned and ran lightly and swiftly down the hall.

Hugh flicked a gl ance back down the corridor. He'd just |ooked that direction
seen no one. The hall was enpty.

Except it wasn't enpty now.

Hugh blinked, stared. A nan was wal ki ng down the hall that had been enpty
seconds before, alnost as if the elfs words had magi cked hi minto being.

And the man was Hapl o.

Hugh had no difficulty recognizing the Patryn—the deceptive, unassum ng
self-effacing air; the calm confident wal k; the quiet watchful ness. Wen Hugh
had | ast seen Hapl o, however, the man's hands had been bandaged.

Now Hugh knew why. Iridal had said something about blue skin, but she had said
not hi ng about the blue skin glowing faintly in the dark. Some type of magic,
Hugh supposed, but he couldn't worry about magic now. H's main concern was the
dog. He'd forgotten about the dog.



The ani mal was | ooking straight at him It wasn't threatening. It appeared to
have found a friend. Its ears went up, its tail wagged, it opened its mouth in
a wide grin.

"What's the matter with you?" Hapl o demanded. "Get back here.”
The dog fell back obediently, though it continued to eye Hugh, its head cocked

to one side, as if it couldn't quite figure out what this new game was but
woul d go along since they were all old conrades.

Hapl o continued to wal k up the hall. Though he flicked a glance sideways in
Hugh's direction, the Patryn appeared to be | ooking for something ... or
soneone. .. el se.

Hugh drew t he dagger, lunged forward, noving swiftly, silently, with letha
skill.

Hapl o made a slight motion with his hand. "Take him dog."

The dog | eapt, mouth open, teeth flashing. Strong jaws cl osed over Hugh's
right arm the weight of the animal's body crashing into his knocked himto
the floor.

Hapl o ki cked the dagger out of Hugh's hand, stood over him

The dog began |icki ng Hugh's hand, wagging its tail

Hugh made a nove to stand.

"I wouldn't, elf,"” said Haplo calmy. "He'll rip your throat out."

But the beast that was supposed to rip out Hugh's throat was sniffing and
pawi ng at himin friendly fashion

"Cet back," Haplo ordered, dragging the dog away. "I said get back." He stared
at Hugh, whose face was hidden by the hood of the Unseen. "You know, elf, if
it wasn't inpossible, 1'd say he knows you. Just who the hell are you,

anyway ?"

Leani ng down, the Patryn took hold of Hugh's mask, ripped it fromthe nman's
head.

Hapl o staggered backward, the shock a paral yzi ng one.
"Hugh the Hand!" he breathed, awed. "But you're... dead!"
"No, you are!" Hugh grunted.

Taki ng advantage of his eneny's startlenent, Hugh | ashed out with his foot,
aimred a bl ow at Hapl o' s groin.

Blue fire crackled around Hugh. He m ght have driven his foot into one of the
"lectric zingers on the |G cksey-wi nsey. The jolt knocked hi m backward, al npst
head over heels. Hugh |l ay stunned, nerves tw tching, head buzzing.

Hapl o bent over him "Were's Iridal? Bane knew she was coming. Did the kid
know about you? Damm it, of course he did." He answered hinself. "That's the

plan. |I—=

A muffl ed expl osion cane fromthe end of the hall, from behind the cl osed door



of Bane's room

"Hugh! Hel p— Iridal screaned. Her voice was cut off in a strangled choke.
Hugh twi sted to his feet.

"It's a trap,” warned Haplo quietly.

"Of your making!" Hugh snarled, tensing to fight, though every nerve in his
body j unmped and bur ned.

"Not mne." Haplo rose slowy, faced the man calnly. "Bane's."

Hugh stared intently at the Patryn.

Hapl o nmet his gaze. "You know I'mright. You've suspected all along."

Hugh | owered his eyes, turned, noved at a groggy, staggering run for the door
CHAPTER 34

THE | MPERANON

ARI STAGON, M D REALM

HAPLO WATCHED HUGH GO | NTENDED TO FOLLOWN H'M BUT FI RST | ooked
around warily. Sang-drax was here sonewhere; the runes on the Patryn's skin
were reacting to the presence of the serpent. Undoubtedly Sang-drax was
waiting in that very room Which neant that—

"Hapl o!" A voice shrieked. "Haplo, cone with us!"

Hapl o turned. "Jarre?"

Sang-drax had the dwarf maid by the hand, was urging her along down the
corridor toward the stairs.

Behi nd Hapl o, wood splintered. Hugh had broken down the door. The Patryn heard
the assassin crash into the roomwith a roar. He was nmet with shouts, orders
in elven, a clash of steel against steel

"Come with me, Haplo!" Jarre reached out to him "W're escaping!"

"We dare not stop, ny dear," warned Sang-drax, dragging the dwarf along. "W
nmust fl ee before the confusion ends. |'ve prom sed Linbeck |1'd see you reached

hone safely."

Sang-drax wasn't |ooking at Jarre. He was | ooking at Haplo. The serpent's eyes
gl eanmed red

Jarre woul d never reach Drevlin alive.

Sang-drax and the dwarf ran down the stairs; the dwarf stunbling in her haste,
her heavy boots clunping and cl attering.

"Hapl o!" he heard her how .
He stood in the hall, swearing in bitter frustration. If he could have, he

woul d have split hinself in two, but that was inpossible, even for a demni god.
He did the next best thing.



"Dog, go to Bane! Stay with Bane!" he conmanded.

Waiting only to see the dog take off, dashing for Bane's roomever which an
om nous silence had now settl ed—Haplo started down the corridor in pursuit of
Sang- dr ax.

A trap!
Hapl o' s warni ng echoed i nsi de Hugh
You' ve suspected all al ong.

Too damm right. Hugh reached Bane's room found the door |ocked. He kicked it.
The flimsy tik wood splintered, tore at Hugh's flesh as he dashed through it.
He had no plan of attack, there wasn't time to formone. But experience had
taught himthat reckless, unexpected action could often overwhel man
enemy—especi al |y one conpl acent with success. Hugh abandoned steal th and

di sgui se, made as nuch noi se, wought as much havoc as possi bl e.

The el ven guards who had been hiding inside the roomknew Iridal had an
acconplice; her call for help had proclaimed as nmuch. Once they had subdued
the nysteriarch, they lay in wait for the man, junped hi mwhen he cane
smashi ng through the door. But after a few seconds, the elves began wondering
if they were grappling with one nan or a | egi on of denons.

The room had been dark, but, now that the door was shattered, light fromthe
flanbeaux in the hallway partially illum nated the scene. The flickering |ight
only added to the confusion, however. Hugh's mask was torn off. H's head and
hands were visible, his body was still canouflaged by the elven magic. It

seened to the startled elves that a di senbodi ed human head | ooned over them
Hands carrying death flashed out of nowhere.

Hugh' s sl ashi ng dagger caught one elf across the face, stabbed another in the
throat. He groin-kicked an elf guard, who crunpled with a groan. A battering
fist felled another.

The el ves, caught flat-footed by the ferocity of the attack, and not exactly
certain if they fought a living man or a specter, the elves fell back in
conf usi on.

Hugh i gnored them Bane—his face pale, eyes w de, curls dishevel ed—rouched
besi de his nmother, who |ay unconscious on the floor. The Hand swept aside
furniture and bodies. He had very nearly scooped up both nother and child,
seened likely to walk out with them when a cold voice spoke.

"This is ridiculous. He's one man. Stop him"

Shamed, shaken fromtheir terror, the elven soldiers returned to the attack
Three junmped Hugh from behi nd, grasped his flailing arms and pinned themto
his side. Another struck hima blow across the face with the flat of his
sword, two nore carried his feet out fromunderneath him The fight was over.

The el ves bound Hugh's arns and wists and ankles with bowstrings. He lay on
his side, his knees hunched to his chest. He was groggy and hel pl ess. Bl ood
ran down the side of his head, dripped froma cut mouth. Two el ves stood

wat chful guard over him while the others went to fetch |light and assi st

fall en conrades.

Candl es and flaring flanbeaux illum nated a scene of destruction. Hugh had no



i dea what sort of spell Iridal had cast before she'd been struck down, but

bl ack scorch nmarks were burned into the walls, several ornate tapestries were
still smoldering, and two elves with severe burns were being carried fromthe
room

Iridal lay on the floor, eyes closed, her body linp. But she was breathing.
She was alive. Hugh could see no sign of a wound, wondered what had felled
her. H's gaze shifted to Bane, who knelt beside his nother's unnoving form
Hugh recall ed Hapl o' s words, and, though he didn't trust the Patryn, he didn't
trust Bane either. Had the child betrayed thenf?

Hugh stared at Bane hard. Bane stared back, his face inpassive, revealing
not hi ng, neither innocence nor guilt. But the |l onger the child | ooked at Hugh
the nore nervous Bane grew. His gaze shifted from Hugh's face to a point just
above Hugh's shoul der. Suddenly Bane's eyes grew wi de, he gave a strangl ed
cry.

"Alfred!"

Hugh al nost gl anced around behind him then realized that the boy nust be
trying to trick him draw his attention away fromIridal

But if Bane was putting on an act, he was giving a narvel -ous performance. He
shrank back, held up a warding small hand.

"Alfred! What are you doing here? Alfred, go away. | don't want you here.
don't need you..." The child was babbling, alnbst incoherent.

"Cal m down, Your Highness," said the cold voice. "There is no one there."
Bane swelled in anger. "Alfred' s there! Standing right at Hugh's shoul der!
can see him | tell you—*

Suddenl y, the boy blinked, stared, narrow eyed, at Hugh. Bane gul ped, managed
a sickly, cunning snile.

"I was laying a trap, trying to find out if this man has an acconplice. You
spoiled it. You' ve gone and ruined it all, Count." Bane tried to | ook

i ndi gnant, but he kept his gaze fixed on Hugh, and there was a certain
uneasiness in the child s eyes,

Hugh had no i dea what Bane was up to, cared |l ess. Sonme sort of trick. The Hand
renenbered a time when Bane had clainmed to see a Kir nonk, standing at Hugh's
shoul der.* The assassin licked blood fromhis cut lip, glanced around the
room trying to get a |l ook at the man in charge.

*Drigon Wng, vol. i of The Death Gate Cycle. Bane, as a clairvoyant,
possessed the ability to see i mages of anything or anyone currently exerting a
strong influence on a person. In general, with nost people, the i mages woul d
be synbolic and Bane would likely take themfor granted, or use themto

i ncrease his hold on people, and thus he would not nention them This one
apparently startled the boy into speaking.

"Me no speak elf," Hugh grunted.

Atall, well-forned elf came into view Dressed in resplendent clothing, the
el f had, by some miracle, energed unscathed, undamaged from the whirlw nd of
destruction that had | eveled much of the room The count wal ked forward,
studi ed Hugh with detached interest, as he m ght have studi ed some new form of
bug life.



"l am Count Tretar, lord of the Tretar elves. You, | believe, are known as
Hugh the Hand."

"No?" Tretar smiled. "But you wear our clothes quite well. Come, cone, ny dear
sir." The count continued to speak elven. "The gane is ended. Accept your | oss
with grace. | know a great deal about you—that you speak elven fluently; that
you are responsible for the deaths of several of our people; that you stole
one of our dragonships. | have a warrant for your apprehensi on—dead or alive."

Hugh gl anced again at Bane, who was now regarding the Hand with the
unbl i nki ng, guileless innocence children practice as their best defense
agai nst adults.

Hugh grinmaced, shifted his body, ostensibly to ease his disconfort, but in
reality to test the strength of his bonds. The bowstrings were tied tight. If
he attenpted to work them | oose, he would only succeed in causing themto dig
deeper into his flesh

This Tretar was no fool. Dissenbling would no | onger serve the assassin.
Per haps he coul d strike a bargain,

"What's happened to the boy's nother?" Hugh demanded. "Wat did you do to
her ?"

The count gl anced at Iridal, quirked an eyebrow.

"Poi soned. Oh, nothing fatal, | assure you. A mld form delivered by a dart,
that will render her unconscious and incapacitated for as long a period as we
deem necessary. It is the only way to deal with those humans known as

"nysteriarchs.' Other than killing them outright, of-—=-

The count stopped tal king. Hi s gaze had shifted to a dog that had cone
wandering into the room

Hapl o' s dog. Hugh wondered where the Patryn was, what his role was in al
this. But the Hand coul dn't guess and he certainly wasn't going to ask, in
case the elves had, by sone chance, left the Patryn out of their cal cul ations.

Tretar frowned, glanced round at his soldiers. "That's the dog that belongs to
H s H ghness's manservant. Wat's it doing here? Take the beast out."

"No!" Bane cried. "He's minel" The child leapt up and threw his arns around
t he dog' s neck.

The dog responded by |icking Bane's cheek, giving every evidence that it had
just discovered a long-lost friend.

"He |ikes ne better than Haplo," Bane announced. "I'mgoing to keep him™"
The count regarded the pair thoughtfully. "Very well, the animal can stay. Go
find out how it got |oose," he said, in an undertone to a subordinate. "And

what's happened to its owner."

Bane pulled the dog down beside himon the floor. The animal lay there
panting, |ooking around with bright eyes.

The count returned to his perusal of Hugh.

"You' ve captured ne," said the Hand. "I'myour prisoner. Lock me up, kill ne.



What happens to ne doesn't matter. Let the lady and the boy go."

Tretar appeared highly amused. "Really, ny dear sir, do you think we are that
stupi d? A renowned assassin and a powerful w zardess fall into our hands and
you expect us to literally throw both of you away. Wat waste! Wat folly."
"What do you want, then?" Hugh grow ed.

"To hire you," said Tretar coolly.

"I"'mnot for sale.”

"Every man has his price."

Hugh grunted, shifted his position again. "There's not enough barls in this
slinmy kingdom of yours to buy ne."

"Not money," said Tretar, carefully dusting the soot off the seat of a chair
with a sil ken handkerchief. He sat down, crossed shapely |egs, covered by
sil ken hose, |eaned back. "Alife. Her life."

"So that's it."

Rolling over to lie on his back, Hugh bunched his rmuscles, tried to burst his
bi ndi ngs. Bl ood—aarm and sticky—+an down hi s hands.

"My dear sir, relax. You're only damagi ng yourself." Tretar heaved an affected

sigh. "I admit that ny nmen are not particularly inpressive fighters, but they
do know how to tie knots. Escape is inpossible, and we would not be foolish
enough to kill you in the attenpt, as perhaps you hope. After all, we are not

asking you to do anything you haven't done countless tines before. W want to
hire you to kill. As sinple as that."

"Who' s the mark?" Hugh asked, thinking he knew.

"Ki ng Stephen and Queen Anne."

Hugh gl anced up at Tretar, surprised.

The count nodded in understanding. "You expected ne to say Prince Rees' ahn

didn't you? W considered it, when we knew you were coming. But the prince has
survived several such attenpts. It is said that he has supernatural powers

guarding him While |I don't necessarily believe in that rubbish, | do think
you—a human—woul d have an easier tine killing the human rulers. And their
deaths will serve much the same purpose. Wth Stephen and Anne dead and their
el dest child on the throne, the alliance with Rees'ahn will crunble."

Hugh | ooked grimy at Bane. "So this was your idea."

"I want to be king," Bane said, petting the dog.
"And you trust this little bastard?" Hugh said to the count. "Hell, he'd
betray his own nother."

"That's meant to be some sort of jest, isn't it? Sorry, but | never could
under stand human attenpts at hunor. Hi s Highness, Prince Bane, knows where his
best interests lie."

Hugh's gaze went to Iridal. He was thankful she was unconscious. He m ght
al nrost, for her sake, have w shed her dead.



"If I agree to kill the king and queen, you |let her go. That's the deal ?"
"Yes."
"How do | know you'll keep your end?"

"You don't. But then you haven't nmuch choice except to trust us, do you?
However, | will nake this concession. The boy will accompany you. He will be
in contact with his nmother. Through him you will know she is alive."

"And through himyou'll know if |'ve done what you want."

Tretar shrugged. "Naturally. And we will keep the mother informed as to the
condition of her son. She would, | inagine, be devastated if anything happened
to the child. She would suffer nost cruelly..."

"You're not to hurt her,"
nmysteriarchs to be on nmy side. She loves ne,’

Bane ordered. "She's going to convince all the
" the child added with an i npish

smle. "She'll do whatever | want her to do."

Yes, and she wouldn't believe nme if | told her the truth. Not that I'Il be
around | ong enough, Hugh thought. Bane will see to that. He can't let ne live.
Once |'ve served ny purpose, |I'll be "captured" and executed. But how does

Haplo figure in all this? Were is he?

"Well, sir, may we have your answer?" Tretar nudged Hugh with the toe of his
pol i shed shoe.

"You don't need an answer," Hugh said. "You' ve got me and you know it."
"Excellent," Tretar stated briskly. Rising to his feet, he beckoned to severa
of his nen. "Renove the lady to the dungeons. Keep her drugged. O herw se, she
is to be well treated.”

The elves lifted Iridal to her feet. She opened her eyes, stared around
drunkenly, saw her son and smled. Then her eyelids fluttered, her head
lolled, she slunped in the arns of her captors. Tretar drew her hood up over
her head, hiding her features.

"There, if anyone sees you, they will think that the lady is nmerely suffering
froma surfeit of wine. Go on."

The elves half carried, half dragged the stunbling Iridal out the door and
down the corridor. Bane, his armaround the dog, watched w thout interest.
Then, face brightening, he turned to Hugh

"When do we | eave?"

"I't nust be soon," Tretar advised. "Rees'ahn is already at Seven Fiel ds.

St ephen and Anne are on their way. W will provide you with whatever you need
"I can't very well travel like this,” Hugh remarked from his place on the
fl oor.

Tretar regarded himattentively, then gave a single, brief nod. "Rel ease him
He knows that even if he did manage to escape us and find his way to the
dungeons, the lady would be dead by the tine he reached her."



The el ves cut Hugh's bindings, assisted himto his feet.

"Il want a short sword," he said, rubbing his arns, trying to restore the
circulation. "And ny daggers back. And poison for the blades. There's a
certain type. Have you an alchem st? Good. |I'lIl speak to him nyself. And
money. A lot. In case we have to bribe our way through the Iines. And a
dragon. "

Tretar pursed his lips. "The last will be difficult, but not inpossible."
"I'"l'l need traveling clothes,"” Hugh continued. "And so will the boy. Human.
Sonet hi ng peddl ers mi ght wear. And some el ven jewels. Nothing good. Cheap and
gaudy. "

"That will not be a problem But where are your own clothes?" Tretar asked,
with a sharp | ook.

"I burned 'em" Hugh responded cal my.

Tretar said nothing nore. The count was longing to find out how, from where,
and from whom Hugh had obtai ned the magi cal uniform of the Unseen. But he nust
have guessed that on this point Hugh woul d keep silent. And perhaps the count
had a fair idea anyway. Surely, by now, Tretar's spies would have connected
Hugh and Iridal with the two Kir nmonks who entered Paxaua. Were would Kir
nmonks go but to their spiritual brothers, the Kenkari?

"I"mtaking the dog," Bane announced, junping excitedly to his feet.

"Only if you can teach it to fly dragonback," Hugh told him

Bane appeared crestfallen for an instant, then ran off to his bed, comandi ng
the animal to foll ow

"Now, this is a dragon," Bane said, pointing at the bed. He patted the
mattress. "You get up here... That's it. And now sit. No, sit. Hind end
down. '

The dog, tongue out, ears up, tail wagging, entered into the spirit of the
gane, but appeared uncertain what was required of it and offered a front paw
to shake.

"No, no, no!" Bane pressed on the dog's rear portion. "Sit!"

"Charm ng child," observed Tretar. "One would think he was going on
hol i day. .. "

Hugh said nothing, eyed the dog. The beast was mmgical, as he recalled. At

| east he supposed it nust be. He'd seen it do sone strange things. It wasn't
often separated fromHaplo and, if it was, there nust be a reason. But Hugh
was dammed if he could figure out what. Not that it much mattered anyway.
There was only one way out of this, as far as Hugh could see.

An elf entered the room glided over to Tretar, spoke in an undertone. Hugh
had sharp hearing.

"Sang-drax ... all going according to plan. He has the dwarf... she wll
arrive in Drevlin safely, story of escape. Enperor's pride saved..
Ki cksey-wi nsey saved. Boy can keep the dog..."

At first, Haplo had no difficulty foll ow ng Sang-drax and the dwarf. Wth her



heavy boots, her short |egs, which couldn't quite keep up with her supposed
rescuer, and her huffing and puffing fromthe unaccustoned exertion, Jarre was
nmovi ng sl owy and naki ng enough noi se for the Kicksey-w nsey itself.

Which nade it all the nore inexplicable when Haplo | ost them

He had foll owed them down the hall outside Bane's room down the stairs. But
when he reached the bottom of the staircase that opened into another hallway
(the sanme hall through which he'd entered) the two were nowhere in sight.

Hapl o, cursing in frustration, ran down the hallway, gaze sweeping the floor
the walls, the closed doors on either side.

He was near the end of the hall, alnpbst to the front door, when it occurred to
hi m t hat sonet hi ng about this was w ong.

Li ghts were burning, where before it had been dark. No footnen yawned and
gossiped in the entryway. He saw, in sudden perplexity, that there wasn't an
entryway. Reaching the end of the corridor and what shoul d have been a door
Hapl o di scovered a blank wall and two nore corridors, each of which branched
of f in opposite directions. These halls were far |onger than normal, far

| onger than woul d have been possible, considering the size of the building.
And he had no doubt now that if he ran down either one, he would find both |ed
to other corridors.

He was in a maze, a maze of the serpent-elf's nagical creation, a frustrating,
ni ght marel i ke concoction that woul d have Hapl o runni ng endl essly, going
nowher e except insane.

The Patryn came to a halt. He reached out groping hands, hoping to touch

somet hing solid and real, hoping to dispel the magic. He was in danger, for
though it appeared to himas if he were standing in an enpty corridor, in
reality he mght be standing in the center of an open courtyard, surrounded by
a hundred arned el ves.

This was worse, far worse, than being struck suddenly blind. Deprived of his
sight, he could have relied on, trusted his other senses. But now his brain
was forced to argue with his senses; the dreamike quality of the illusion was
unnerving. He took a step, and the corridor swayed and slanted. The floor he
could feel beneath his feet wasn't the floor he sawwith his eyes. Walls slid
through his fingers. Yet his fingers touched sonething solid. He was grow ng
di zzy, disoriented.

He shut his eyes, tried to concentrate on sounds, but that proved unreliable.
The only sounds he heard were comng through the dog's ears. He mi ght have
been standing in the roomw th Hugh and Bane.

Hapl o' s skin prickled, the runes activating. Sonething, someone was coning up
on him And here he stood, with his eyes shut, flailing about hel pl essly. Now
he heard footsteps, but were they near himor near the dog? Hapl o fought down
a pani cked urge to lash out wldly.

A breath of w nd touched his cheek. Hapl o turned.
The corridor was still enpty, but, damm it, Hapl o knew soneone was there,
someone right behind him He worked his magic, caused the sigla to shine blue,

envelop himin a protective shield.

It would work agai nst nensch. But not against..



Pain burst in his head. He was falling, falling into the dream He hit the
ground, the shock jolted himback to conscious awareness. Blood rolled into
his eyes, gumed the lids. He struggled to open them but gave up. It hurt to
| ook into the dazzling light H's magi c was unraveling.

Anot her bl ow. ..

G gantic birds—horrible creatures with | eather w ngs, razor-sharp beaks and
tearing teeth—attacked Haplo. He tried to escape, but they dove at him
repeatedly. Their wi ngs beat around him He fought, but he couldn't see them
They had pecked out his eyes.

He tried to run fromthem stunbled blindly over the rough and uneven terrain
of the Labyrinth. They swooped down on him talons raked across his naked
back. He fell, and when he did, they were on him He turned bl eeding eye
sockets toward the sound they nade, the raucous cries of glee and chortles of
sat ed hunger.

He struck at themwith his fists, kicked at themwith his feet. They flew just
near enough to tease him let himwear hinself out. And when he coll apsed,
weak, they perched on his body, dug talons into his skin, tore out great gobs
of flesh, and feasted on it and on his pain and his terror

They nmeant to kill him But they would devour himslowy. Pick his bones, eat
the still-living flesh. CGorged, they would flap away, |eave himto agony and
dar kness. And when he had regained his strength, healed hinself, tried to run
he woul d hear once nore the horrible flapping of their |earner w ngs. And each
time they attacked, he lost a little nore of his power to fight them

Lost it, never to regain it.

CHAPTER 35
THE CATHEDRAL OF THE ALBEDO

ARI STAGON, M D REALM

"KEEPER, " SAI D THE KENKARI, THE DOOR S ASSI STANT. "ONE OF THE weeshamto see
you. Count Tretar's weesham to be precise."

"Tell himthat we are not accepting—

"Beggi ng your pardon, Keeper, but | have told himjust that. He is being very
stubborn. He insists on speaking to you personally."

Door sighed, took a sip of wine, dabbed his lips with a cloth and left his
repast to go to deal with this nost irritati ng weesham

He was a long tine in speech with him and, when the conversation ended, Door
pondered a monent, sunmoned his assistant, infornmed himthat he would be in
t he chapel .

The Keepers of the Soul and of the Book were on their knees before the altar
in the small chapel. The Door, seeing themin prayer, entered the room
silently, shut the door behind him and hinmself went down on his knees,

cl asped his hands, bowed his head.

The Keeper turned. "You have news?"

"Yes, but | feared—



"No, you do quite right to interrupt us. Look."

Door lifted his head, stared aghast at the Aviary. It was as if a stormwere
sweepi ng through the lush greenery; trees shook and shivered and noaned in a
wi nd that was the clanorous breath of thousands of trapped souls. Leaves
trenbled in violent agitation, branches cracked and broke.

"What is happening?" Door whispered, forgetting in his fright that he was not
supposed to speak unless the Keeper of the Soul had spoken first. Recalling
this, he cringed, was about to ask forgiveness.

"Perhaps you can tell us."

Door shook his head, perplexed. "A weesham was just here, the one who told us
about the human child, Bane. He received our warning and sends us this news.
H s charge, Count Tretar, has captured the Lady Iridal and Hugh the Hand. The
nmysteriarch has been inprisoned in the dungeons of the Unseen. The weeshamis
not certain what has beconme of Hugh, but thinks that he and the child, Bane,
are being taken away somewhere."

The Keeper of the Soul rose to his feet.
"W nust act and act swiftly."
"But why do the dead clanmor so?" Door faltered. "What has di sturbed thenP"

"I do not understand." The Keeper of the Soul |ooked sorrowful, perplexed. "I
have the feeling that we may never, in this life, understand. But they do." He
stared into the Aviary, his expression changing to one of awe and w stful

| ongi ng. "They understand. And we nust act. W nmust go forth."

"Go forth!" The Door blanched. He had never, in the countless years he had
opened his door to others, passed through it hinself. "Go where?"

"Perhaps," said the Keeper with a pale smle, listening to the silent cries of
the dead inside the Aviary, "to join them"

In the chill, dark hour before dawn, the Keeper of the Soul shut the door that
led to the Aviary, placed a spell of sealing upon it—a thing that had never
happened in all the history of the cathedral. Never once, in that time, had

t he Keeper of the Soul left his sacred post.

The Keeper of the Door and the Keeper of the Book exchanged sol erm gl ances as
t he door swung shut, the words of the spell were pronounced. Awed and
overwhel med, they were nore frightened by this sudden change in their lives
than by the vague danger they felt threatening them For they read in this
smal | change a portent of far greater change that would affect, for good or
evil, the lives of all the peoples of all the races of Arianus.

The Keeper of the Soul left the Aviary, proceeded down the corridor. He was
foll owed two paces behi nd—as was proper—by the Keeper of the Door on his left,
t he Keeper of the Book on his right. None of the three spoke, though Door
nearly excl ai ned al oud as they passed by the hallway that led to the outer
doors, continued noving farther into the heart of the cathedral. He had
assuned they must | eave the cathedral to reach the |Inperanon. But then, he had
assuned that was their destination. Apparently, he'd assumed w ong.

He dared not question, since the Keeper of the Soul did not speak. Door could
only exchange gl ances of nute astoni shment with Book as they acconpanied their
master down the stairs to the chanbers of the weesham past study roons and



storage roons, and entered the great library of the Kenkari

The Keeper spoke a word. d owl anmps burst into light, illum nated the roomwth
a soft radiance. Door guessed now t hat perhaps they had cone in search of sone
vol ume of reference, sonme text that would provide explanation or instruction

Inside the library of the Kenkari was the entire history of the elves of
Arianus and, to a lesser extent, the history of the other two races, as well.
The material on the humans was | argest; that on the dwarves extrenely slim

for the elves considered the dwarves a nere footnote. Here, to this library,
Book brought her work when it was conplete, carried down each huge vol une as
it filled with names, and placed it in its correct order on the ever-expandi ng
shel ves that housed the Record of Souls. Here, too, were volumes |eft behind
by the Sartan, though not quite as large a collection as could be found in the
H gh Real m

The el ves could not read nost of the works of the Sartan. Few could even be
opened, for the mysteries of the rune-magic used by the Sartan, whomthe el ves
had considered to be gods, could not be penetrated. The books were kept as
sacred relics, however, and no Kenkari ever entered the library w thout
perform ng a bow of reverence and renenbrance in honor of those who had

vani shed | ong ago.

Door was not surprised, therefore, to see the Keeper of the Soul pause before
the crystal case that held the various Sartan scrolls and | eather-bound

vol unes. Neither was Book. She and Door enul ated their master, nade their

obei sance to the Sartan, but then stared in astonishnment to see the Keeper
reach out his hand, rest his thin fingers on the crystal, and speak severa
words of magic. The crystal nmelted at his touch. He passed his hand through
the crystal, took hold of a slim rather nondescript-Iooking volune. It was
covered with dust, having been relegated to the bottom of the case.

The Keeper withdrew the book. The crystal re-fornmed, sealed shut. The Soul
regarded the book with an air of w stful sadness and fear

"I begin to think we have nade a terrible nistake. But"—he lifted his head to
heaven—we were afraid." He |lowered his head, sighed. "The humans and dwarves
are different fromus. So very different. Who knows? Perhaps this will help us
all understand.”

Thrusting the book into the vol um nous sl eeves of his many-col ored robes, the
Keeper of the Soul led his nystified followers deeper into the library unti
they came to stand before a blank wall.

The Soul halted. The expression on his face altered, becane grimand angry. He
turned and, for the first tinme since they had started on their expedition
| ooked directly at the other two.

"Do you know why | have brought you here?"
"No, Keeper," each murrmured, quite truthfully, for neither of themhad a clue
as to why they should be standing staring at a blank wall when great and
portentous events noved around them

"This is the reason,"” the Soul said, his usually gentle voice stern. He put
forth his hand, placed it against a portion of the wall, and shoved.

A section of the wall swung out, pivoting silently and smoothly on a central
axi s, opened on a crudely fashioned staircase, |eading down into darkness.



Bot h Book and Door spoke at once.
"How | ong has this been here... ?"
"Who coul d have done..."

"The Unseen," answered the Soul grimy. "These stairs go to a tunnel that
| eads directly to their dungeons. | know, because | followed it."

The other two Kenkari stared at the Keeper in unhappy astoni shment, unnerved
by the discovery and fearfull of its portent.

"As to how long this has been here, | have no idea. | found it nyself only a
few cycles ago. | could not sleep one night, and sought to compose ny m nd
with study. | cane here at a |late hour when no one would normally be about. At
that, | did not catch themquite by surprise. | saw a flutter of novenment out
of the corner of ny eye. | might have passed it off as nothing nore than ny
eyes adjusting fromdi mess to bright light, except that it was acconpani ed by
an odd sound that drew ny attention to this wall. | saw the outline of the

door just disappearing.

"For three nights | hid in the darkness, waited for themto return. They did

not. Then, on the fourth, they came back. | saw thementer, watched them
| eave. | could feel the anger of Krenka-Anris at this sacrilege. Coaked in
her anger, | slipped after them tracked themto their lair. The dungeons of

t he Unseen."

"But why?" Book denmanded. "Have they dared to spy on us?"
"Yes, | believe so," the Keeper of the Soul responded, his expression grave.
"Spyi ng and worse, perhaps. The two who entered the night | watched were
searchi ng anong the books, appeared particularly interested in those of the
Sartan. They sought to break into the crystal case, but our magic thwarted
them And there was sonething very strange about them"

The Keeper |owered his voice, glanced at the open wall. "They spoke a | anguage
| had never heard before in this world. | could not understand what they were
saying."

"Perhaps the Unseen have devel oped a secret |anguage of their own," offered
Door. "Simlar to thieves' cant anong the humans..."

"Perhaps." The Soul appeared unconvinced. "It was terrible, whatever it was. |
was al nost paral yzed with fear, just listening to themtal k. The souls of the
dead trenmbled and cried out in horror."

"And yet you followed them" said Door, regarding the Keeper with admration.
"It was my duty,"” the Keeper replied sinply. "Krenka-Anris commanded it. And
now we are conmanded to enter once again. And we are to wal k their path and
use their own dark secrets against them"

The Keeper stood in the doorway, raised his arns. The chill, dank w nd that
flowed fromthe cavernous tunnel fluttered the silken folds of multicol ored
fabric, spread them lifted them lifted the slender body of the elf. He
dwi ndled in size until he was no larger than the insect he emnul at ed.

Wth a graceful sweep of his w ngs, the Kenkari flew through the door and into
the dark tunnel. Hs two conpanions took to the air, worked their magic,
soared after him Their robes glowed with a lumnous brilliance that lit their



way, a brilliance that died, changed to the softest black vel vet when they
reached their destination

Unheard, the three entered the dungeons of the Unseen

Once the Kenkari were inside, the elves resuned their normal shape and
appearance, with the exception that their robes remained a velvet black
softer than the darkness that surrounded them

The Keeper of the Soul paused, |ooked back at his conpani ons, wondering if
they felt what he felt.

By their expressions, they did.

"There is great evil at work here," said the Keeper in a |low voice. "l've
never experienced the Iike on Arianus before."

"And yet," said the Book, timdly, "it seens ancient, as if it had al ways been
here.”

"dder than we are," agreed the Door. "d der than our people.”
"How can we fight it?" the Book asked hel pl essly.
"How can we not?" responded the Soul

He advanced down the dark cell block, noving toward a pool of light. One of

t he Unseen, on night duty, had just departed. The day command was taking over
the watch*. The guard lifted a ring of keys, prepared to nake his rounds to
check on the prisoners, see who had died in the night.

A figure stepped out of the shadowy darkness, bl ocked his path.
The Unseen cane up short, put his hand to his sword.

"What the— He stared, fell back a pace before the advanci ng bl ack-robed el f.
" Kenkari ?"

The Unseen renoved his hand fromthe sword hilt. He had recovered fromhis
shock and surprise by now, remenbered his duty.

"You Kenkari have no jurisdiction here," he said gruffly, albeit with the
respect he considered it expedient to show such powerful magi. "You agreed not
to interfere. You should honor that agreenent. In the name of the enperor,

ask you to | eave.™

"The agreenment we made with H's Inperial Mjesty has been broken, and not by
us. W will |eave when we have what we came for," said the Keeper calmy. "Let
us pass."

The Unseen drew his sword, opened his nmouth to shout for reinforcenents. The
Keeper of the Soul raised his hand in the air, and, with his notion, the
Unseen's notion was arrested. He stood inmobile, silenced.

"Your body is a shell," said the Kenkari, "which you will |eave soneday. |
speak to your soul that lives eternally and that nust answer to the ancestors
for what it didinlife. If you are not conpletely lost to hatred and dark
anbition, aid us in our task."

The Unseen began to shake violently, in the throes of some inner struggle. He



dropped his sword, reached for the ring of keys. Wrdlessly, he handed the
keys to the Keeper.

"Which is the cell of the hunan w zar dess?"

The Unseen's living eyes shifted to a corridor that was dark and appeared
unused and abandoned. "You mustn't go down there,"” he said in a hollow voice
that was |ike an echo in a cavern. ' 'They are com ng down there. They are
bringing in a prisoner."

"Who are they?"

"I don't know, Keeper. They came to us not |ong ago—they pretend to be el ves,
like us. But they are not. We all know, but we dare say nothing. Watever they
are, they are terrible."

"Whi ch cel | 2"

The Unseen trenbl ed, whinpered. "I ... | can't..."

"A powerful fear, to work on the soul,"” murmured the Keeper. "No matter. W
will find her. Whatever happens, your body will neither see nor hear anything
until we are gone."

The Keeper of the Soul |owered his hand. The Unseen blinked a little as if
he'd just woken froma nap, sat down at the desk, picked up the night |og, and
began to study it with intense interest.

Taki ng the keys, the Keeper—-his expression grave and stern—advanced down the
dark corridor. H s conpanions came after. Footsteps faltered, hearts beat
rapidly, chill fear shook the body, its cold penetrating to the bone.

The cell bl ock had been om nously silent, but now, suddenly, the elves heard
footsteps and a shuffling sound, as of a heavy wei ght being dragged across the
fl oor.

Four figures stepped out of a wall at the opposite end of the corridor
appeared to take shape and formfromthe darkness. They dragged a fifth
person, linp and lifeless, between them

The four |ooked to all others to be elven soldiers. The Kenkari | ooked beyond
what they could see with the nortal eye. Ignoring the outward facade of flesh,
t he Keepers searched for souls. They did not find any. And though they could
not see the serpents in their true form what the Kenkari did see they knew as
Evi | —hi deous, naneless, old as tine's beginning, terrible as tinme's end.

The serpent-elves sensed the Kenkari's presence—a radi ant presence—and turned
their attention fromtheir prisoner. The serpent-el ves appeared anused.

"What do you want, old tw g?" said one. "Conme to watch us kill this man?"

"Perhaps you' ve cone for his soul," said another
"Don't bother," said a third, with a laugh. "He's |like us. He doesn't have
one."

The Kenkari could not reply, terror had stolen their voices. They had |lived
long in the world, |onger than al nost any other elves, and they had never
encount ered such evil.



O had they?

The Keeper of the Soul |ooked around him | ooked at the dungeons. Sighing, he
| ooked into his own heart. And he was no |longer afraid. Only ashaned.

"Rel ease the Patryn," he said. "Then | eave."

"You know what he is." The serpent-elves seened surprised. "But perhaps you
don't realize how powerful he is? W alone can deal with his magic. It is you
who shoul d | eave—while you are still able to do so."

The Keeper of the Soul clasped his thin hands together, took a step forward.
"Rel ease him" the Keeper repeated calmy. "And | eave.™

The four serpent-elves dropped Haplo to the ground, but they did not depart.
Abandoning their elven forms, they nelted into shapel ess shadows. Only their
eyes were visible, glow ng red. They advanced on the Kenkari

"Long have you worked for us." The darkness hissed |ike a thousand snakes.
"You have served us well. This is a matter that does not concern you. The
worman i s human, your bitter enemy. The Patryn plans to subjugate you and al
your people. Turn away- Go back and live in peace."

"I hear you now and see you for the first tine," said the Keeper of the Soul

his voice trenbling, "and ny shane is very great. Yes, | served you—eut of
fear, m sunderstandi ng, hate. Having seen you for what you are, having seen
nmysel f, | denounce you. | serve you no |onger."

The bl ack velvet of his robes began to shimrer, the nulticolors flashed to
radi ant light. The Keeper lifted his arms and the silken material floated
around his thin body. He advanced, summoni ng his magi c, sunmoni ng the magi c of
the dead, calling on the name of Krenka-Anris to come to his aid.

The darkness | oomed over him hideous, threatening.

The Kenkari stood his ground, faced it, unafraid.

The darkness hissed, withed about him and slid away.

Book and Door stared, gasped.

"You drove it off!"

"Because | was no longer afraid," said the Soul

He | ooked down at the unconscious, seenmingly lifeless Patryn. "But | believe
we are too late.”

CHAPTER 36
THE | MPERANON
ARI STAGON, M D REALM

HUGH THE HAND WAS AWAKENED | N THE DAWN BY THE | MPRESSI ON t hat soneone st ood
over him He roused hinself, found Count Tretar

"Remar kabl e,"” said the count. "Wat they tell of you is not exaggerated. A
true professional, a cold and callous killer, if ever there was one. | fancy



there are not nmany nen who coul d sleep soundly the night before they intend to
mur der a king."

Hugh sat up, stretched. "Myre than you m ght inagine. How well did you sl eep?"

Tretar smiled. "Rather poorly. But | trust that tomorrow | will rest easier
The dragon has been obtai ned. Sang-drax has a human friend who is quite
hel pful in such matters—

"Name woul dn't happen to be Ernst Twi st, would it?"

"Yes, as a matter of fact it is," said the count.

Hugh nodded. He still had no idea what was going on, but the know edge that
Twi st was involved didn't surprise him

"The dragon is tethered on the grounds outside the Inperanon's walls. Couldn't
permt the beast inside. The emperor would be in a state of nervous
prostration for a week. 1'll take you and the boy there nyself. H s Hi ghness
is anxious to get started.™

Tretar gl anced over at Bane, who was dressed and fidgeting with inpatience.
The dog lay at the boy's side.

Hugh studi ed the animal, wondered what was wong with it. Ears drooping, it
| ooked desperately unhappy. As he watched, he saw it raise its head, stare
hopefully at the door, as if expecting a sunmons.

Then, not hearing anything, it sighed and sank back down. Obviously, the dog
was waiting for its naster.

It mght, thought Hugh, have a long wait.

"Here are the clothes you wanted,"” Tretar was saying. "W took them off one of
the slaves."

"What about ny weapons?" asked Hugh. He exami ned the | eather breeches,
soft-sol ed boots, patched shirt, and worn cloak. Nodding in satisfaction, he
began to dress.

Tretar regarded himw th a disdainful air, his nose winkled at the smell.
"Your weapons wait for you in conpany with the dragon.™

Hugh was careful to seem casual, at ease, hide his disappointnment. It had been
a fleeting hope, a half-formed plan, made before he gave in to exhaustion. He
hadn't really expected the elves to give himthe weapons. |If they had..

But, they hadn't.

He shrugged the hope off. One way out, he told hinself. Be thankful you have
t hat .

He Iifted his pipe fromthe table by the couch on which he'd slept. He'd
persuaded the elves to bring himsome stregno, enjoyed a pipe before bed. He
tucked the pipe into his belt, indicated he was ready.

"Something to eat?" Tretar offered, gesturing to honey cakes and fruit.

Hugh gl anced at it, shook his head. "What you elves eat isn't eating." Truth



told, his stomach was cl enched so tight he didn't think he could keep anyt hi ng
down.

"Are we finally going now?" Bane demanded grunpily. He tugged at the dog. The
ani mal clanbered reluctantly to its feet, stood | ooking woeful. "Cheer up,"
the boy ordered, giving the animal a playful smack on the nose.

"How s your nother this norning?" Hugh asked.
"Fine," Bane answered, looking at himwith a sweet smle. He toyed with the
feather he wore around his neck, held it up for Hugh to see. "She's sl eeping."

"You'd tell ne that, with that sanme | ook on your face, if she was dead," Hugh
said. "But I'Il know if anything happens to her. I'Il know, you little
bastard. "

Bane's smle froze, twitched at the coners. Then he tossed his curls. "You
shouldn't call me that," he said slyly. "You insult ny nother."

"No, | don't," Hugh replied. "You' re no child of hers. You are your father's
creation."” He wal ked past Bane, out the door

At the count's command, three elven guards, heavily arned, surrounded Hugh the
Hand, escorted himdown the hall. Bane and Tretar foll owed, walking side by
si de.

"You must see to it, Your Highness, that he's publicly charged with the
mur ders, executed before he can talk," Tretar said in an undertone. "The
humans nmust not suspect that we elves have had anything to do with this."

"They won't, my lord," said Bane, two bright red spots burning in his pale
cheeks. "Once | have no nore use for the assassin, |'Il have himexecuted. And
this time, I'lIl see to it that he stays dead. He couldn't cone back to life
once his body's been cut apart, do you think?"

Tretar had no i dea what Bane was tal king about, but he didn't suppose it
mattered. Looking down at the prince, who was gazing up at the count with
linpid eyes and a curve of the rose-tinted lips, Tretar alnost found it in his
heart to pity the wetches who would so shortly be Bane's subjects.

Count Tretar's own personal dragonship was to carry Hugh and Bane up into the
nmount ai ns, where the dragon was being held in thrall.

In the Inperial Harbor, another dragonshi p—ene of the |arge ones that nade the
journey through the Mael strominto Drevlin—was being hurriedly made ready to
sail .

Human sl aves, stunbling over their chains, were herded aboard. Elven mariners
swarmed over the ship, testing lines, raising and | owering the sails. The
captain ran on board, clutching together the flapping folds of his hastily
put-on uniform A ship's w zard, rubbing sleep fromhis eyes, dashed on board
after.

Tretar's own snall dragonship spread its wings, prepared to take to the air.
Hugh wat ched the bustle on board the larger ship until he grew bored, was
turni ng away when his attention was caught by a famliar figure.

Two fam liar figures, Hugh anended, startled. The first he recogni zed as
Sang-drax. The second, wal ki ng al ong beside the elf, was—ef all things—a
femal e dwarf.



"Jarre," said Hugh, conming up with the name, after some thought. "That
girlfriend of Linbeck's. |I wonder what the devil she's doing, mxed up in al
this?"

H s wonder was brief and it passed swiftly, for Hugh wasn't much interested in
the dwarf. He stared hard at Sang-drax, however, wi shed that he m ght be
granted the time to settle his score with the treacherous elf. But that wasn't
going to be possible.

The count's ship sailed into the air, headed for the mountain peaks. Tretar
was taking no chances with Hugh. An elven soldier stood with his sword at the
Hand's throat during the entire short journey, just in case the human m ght
have sone desperate plan to seize control of the ship.

The el ves needn't have troubled. Any attenpt to escape would be futile,
endanger Iridal's life, and all for nothing. Hugh realized that now, should
have realized it during the night when he was concocting fool hardy, desperate
schenes.

There was only one way, one way to alert Stephen to his danger, deliver Bane
alive into the king's hands, keep himalive so that the el ves wouldn't harm

Iridal. The last was chancy, but Hugh had to take the risk. Iridal would want
himto take the risk

Most inportant, this would open her eyes to the truth.

Hugh had formed his plan. It was firmin his mnd. He was confident it would
work. He rel axed, at peace with hinself for the first tine in a long tine.

He was | ooking forward to the night.

To what would be, for him endless night.

CHAPTER 37

THE DUNGEONS OF THE UNSEEN

M D REALM

HAPLO CLOSED THE CI RCLE OF HI' S BEI NG GATHERED HI S REMAI NI NG strength, heal ed
hinself. This tinme would be the last, though. He couldn't fight any | onger
didn't want to fight any longer. He hurt, he was tired. The battle was futile.
No matter what he did, they would defeat himat last. He lay in the darkness,
waiting for themto cone.

They didn't.

And then the darkness changed to |ight.

Hapl o opened his eyes, renmenbered he didn't have any eyes. He put his hands to
t he bl eedi ng sockets, saw his hands, and realized he had eyes to see. He sat
up, stared at his body. He was whol e, unharned, except for a throbbing pain at
the base of his skull and a dizzy sensation brought on by his too-swft
novenent .

"Are you all right?" came a voice.

Hapl o tensed, blinked rapidly to clear his vision



"Don't be afraid. W are not those who harned you. They have gone."

Hapl o had only to | ook down at his armto know the voice spoke the truth. The
sigla were dark. He was in no i medi ate danger. He |ay back, closed his eyes.

Iridal walked in a terrible world, a world distorted, where every object was
just alittle beyond her reach, a world where people tal ked a | anguage whose
wor ds she understood, yet they made no sense. She watched the world happen
around her w thout being able to affect it, control it. The feeling was
horrifying, that of existing in a waking dream

And then all was darkness—that and the know edge that she was inprisoned and
they'd taken her child away fromher. She tried to use her magic to free
hersel f, but the words to the spell were hidden by the darkness. She coul dn't
see them and she couldn't remenber them

And then the darkness grew | ight. Strong hands took hold of hers and gui ded
her to stability, to reality. She heard voi ces and understood the words. She
reached out, hesitantly, to touch the person who | eaned over her and her hand
cl osed over thin, fragile-feeling bone. Iridal gasped in relief, could have
wept .

"Be at peace, Lady," said the Kenkari, "all is well. Rest. Relax. Let the
antidote take effect.”

Iridal did as she was told, too weak and stilt too disoriented to do anything
el se, for the nmoment, though her first and forenost thought was rescui ng Bane.
That rmuch had been real, she knew. They had stolen himaway fromher. But with
t he Kenkari's help, she would get him back

Struggling to clear the burning msts fromher mnd, she heard voices cl ose
by—ene voice that sounded famliar. Chillingly famliar. Iridal |eaned forward
to hear better, putting aside irritably the restraining hand of the Kenkari

"Who are you?" the voice was asking.

"I amthe Keeper of the Soul, a Kenkari. This is ny assistant, the Keeper of
the Door. Though | fear these titles mean nothing to you."

"What happened to the ser—+ nean the ... uh ... elves who took ne prisoner?"

"They are gone. What did they do to you? W thought you were dead. Should you
be moving around |ike this?"

Iridal sucked in a breath. Haplo! The Patryn! The man who had taken her son
fromher the first tine.

"Help me get away!" Iridal said to the Kenkari. "I must ... He nustn't find
me..." She tried to stand, but her legs were weak and she fell back

The Kenkari was perpl exed, anxious. "No, Lady, you are not fully recovered

"Never mind what they did to me," Hapl o was saying harshly. "Wat did you do
to then? How did you fight then"

"We confronted them" replied the Soul gravely. "W faced them wi thout fear
Qur weapons are courage, honor, the determination to defend what is right.
Di scovered | ate, perhaps,"” he added with a sigh, "but true to us when we
needed them"



Iridal flung the Kenkari aside. She could stand now, weak, but she woul dn't
fall. Watever drug the elves had given her was wearing off rapidly, burned
out of her blood by her fear of Haplo's finding her... and finding Bane. She
reached the cell door and | ooked out. Al nobst inmmediately, she noved back
keepi ng hersel f hidden in the shadows.

Hapl o was on his feet, |eaning against a wall, not four paces fromwhere she
stood. He | ooked haggard, pale, as if he had endured sone terrible torment.
But Iridal renenbered his magi cal power, knew it was far stronger than her
own. She dared not let himfind her

"Thanks for ... whatever,"
have | been unconsci ous?"

he was saying to the el ves grudgingly. "How | ong

"It is norning," answered Door

The Patryn cursed. "You didn't by any chance see an elf and a dwarf, did you?
An elf soldier, a captain. And he'd have with hima dwarf, a female."

"We know of whom you speak, but we did not see them Count Tretar's weesham
has informed us. They have taken a dragonship to Drevlin. They left at dawn."

Hapl o cursed again. Miuttering sonme excuse, he started to wal k around the
mensch. He was | eaving, chasing after sone dwarf and an elf captain. He hadn't
said a word about Bane. Iridal held her breath, alnmost linp with relief.

Go! she urged himsilently. Let himgo, she urged the elves silently. But, to
her dismay, one of the elves put a slender hand on Hapl o's shoul der. The ot her
Kenkari bl ocked Hapl o' s path.

"How wi || you go after then?" the Soul said.
"That's my concern,"” the Patryn returned inpatiently. "Look, you elves nmay not
care, but they're going to nurder that dwarf, unless |-

"You reproach us," said the Soul, closing his eyes, bow ng his head. "W
accept your rebuke. W know the wong we have done and we seek only to make
anends, if that is possible. But relax. You have time, time to heal your
injury, for | believe such things are possible for you. Rest now W nust free
the nysteriarch.”

"Mysteriarch?" Haplo had been going to shove his way past. He stopped. "Wat
nysteriarch?"

Iridal began to call upon the magic, to crunble the stone down around t hem
She did not want to hurt the Kenkari, after all they had done for her, but
they were going to reveal her presence to Haplo and that was sonething she
could not allow. ..

A hand cl osed over hers. "No, Lady," said the Book, her voice gentle and sad.
"W cannot permt it. Vit."

"The Lady Iridal," said Soul, and | ooked directly at her
"Bane... Bane's nother. She's here?" Haplo followed the Kenkari's gaze.
"Book," called Soul. "lIs the Lady Iridal well enough to travel ?"

Iridal cast a furious glance at the Kenkari, jerked her hand fromthe wonman's



grasp. "Wiat is this—a trap? You Kenkari said you would help me rescue ny son
And | find you with this man—a Patryn—ene who carried Bane off! | wll not—=
"Yes, you will." Haplo cane up to her, stood in front of her. "You're right,
this is a trap, but you're the one who fell into it. And that son of yours set
it."

"I don't believe you!" Iridal clasped her hand over the feather amulet.

The Kenkari stood by, exchangi ng el oquent gl ances anong thensel ves, but doing
not hi ng, sayi ng not hi ng.
"OfF course, the anulet," said Haplo grimly. "Just |ike the one he used to wear
when he comunicated with Sinistrad. That's how Bane found out you were

com ng. You told him You told himyou were bringi ng Hugh the Hand. Bane
arranged the capture, set the trap. Right now, he and the assassin are on
their way to nmurder King Stephen and his queen. Hugh's been coerced into going
along with the plot because he thinks they'll kill you if he doesn't."

Iridal held onto the feather anulet tightly.

"Bane, ny child," she called. She would prove Haplo lied. "Can you hear ne?
Are you safe? Have they hurt you?"

"Mother? No, I'mfine, Mdther. Truly."
"Are they holding you prisoner? I'll free you. How can | find you?"

"I"'mnot a prisoner. Don't worry about ne, Mdther. I'mw th Hugh the Hand.
W're riding on a dragon. The dog, too! Though | had quite a bit of trouble
getting the dog to junp on. | don't think he Iikes dragons. But | |ove them

' mgoing to have one of my very own sonmeday." A nonent's pause, then the
childish voice, slightly altered. "Wat did you nmean about finding nme, Mther?
Where are you?"

Hapl o was watching her. He couldn't possibly hear what Bane was sayi ng; her
child's words came to her nmind nmagically through the amulet. But the Patryn
knew.

"Don't tell himyou' re coming!" Haplo said to her softly.

If Haplo is right, then this is all my fault, Iridal realized. Again, ny
fault. She shut her eyes, blotting out Haplo, blotting out the synpathetic
faces of the Kenkari. But she took Haplo's advice, though she |oathed herself
for doing so.

"I'm.. I'min a prison cell, Bane. The elves have | ocked ne in here and..
they're... giving ne a drug..."

"Don't worry, Mbther." Bane sounded cheerful again. "They won't hurt you. No
one will. We'll be together soon. It's all right if |I keep the dog, isn't it,
Mot her ?"

Iridal renoved her hand fromthe feather anulet, snoothed it out with her
fingers. Then she gl anced around, took in her surroundings, saw herself,
standing in a prison cell.

Her hand began to trenble; tears shimrered, dinmed the defiance in her eyes.
Slow y, her fingers released the feather



"What is it you want nme to do?" she said in a |l ow voice, not |ooking at Hapl o,
staring at her cell door.

"Go after them Stop Hugh. If he knows you're free, knows you're safe, he
won't nurder the king."

"Il find Hugh and ny son," she said, her voice shaking, "but only to prove
you wrong! Bane has been deceived. Evil men, men |ike you—=

"I don't care why you go, Lady," Haplo interrupted, exasperated. "Just go.
Maybe t hese el ves"—he gl anced at the Kenkari—can help you."

Iridal glared at him hating him She turned to the Kenkari, regarded them

with equal bitterness. "You'll help me. OF course you'll help ne. You want
Hugh's soul. If | save him he'll cone back to you!"
"That will be his decision," said the Keeper. "Yes, we can help you. W can

hel p both of you."
Hapl o shook his head. "I don't need help from—~ He paused.

"Mensch?" finished the Soul, smling. "You will need a neans of reaching the

dragonship that is carrying the dwarf to her death. Can your nagic provide
it?"

Hapl o | ooked grim "Can yours?" he countered.

"I believe so. But first, we nmust return to the cathedral. Door, you will
| ead. "

Hapl o hesitated. "What about the guards?"

"They will not trouble us. W hold their souls in thrall, you see. Conme wth
us. Listen to our plan. You rmust at |east take time to heal yourself
conpletely. Then, if you choose to go on your own, you will be strong enough

to face your enenies.”

"Al'l right, all right!" snapped Haplo. "I'll go. Stop wasting tine."
They entered a dark tunnel, it only by the iridescent glow of the strange
robes worn by the Kenkari. Iridal paid little attention to her surroundi ngs,

al l owed herself to be led along, neither seeing nor caring. She didn't want to
bel i eve Hapl o, couldn't believe him There nust be sone other explanation

There had to be.

Hapl o kept close watch on Iridal. She did not speak a word to hi mwhen they
arrived at the cathedral. She did not | ook at himor acknow edge his presence.
She was cold, withdrawn into herself. She answered the Kenkari when they spoke
to her, but only in polite nonosyllables, saying as little as possible.

Has she | earned the truth? Was Bane smug enough to tell her or is the child
continuing the deception? Is Iridal continuing to deceive herself? Haplo eyed
her, couldn't guess the answers.

She hated him that nuch was obvious. Hated himfor taking her child from her
hated hi m for maki ng her doubt her son

And she'll hate ne far nore if I'mright, Haplo thought. Not that | blame her
Who knows how Bane woul d have turned out, if I'd left himw th her? Wio knows



what he woul d have been |ike without the influence of his "G andfather"? But
t hen, we woul d have never found out about the Kicksey-w n-sey, discovered the
aut omat on. Funny how t hi ngs work out.

And it mght not have mattered anyway. Bane wi |l always be Sinistrad' s son
And Irida's son, too. Yes, you had a hand in his upbringing, Lady, if only by
wi t hhol di ng your hand. You coul d have stopped your husband. You coul d have
taken the baby back. But you know that now, don't you. And, maybe, after all
there wasn't anything you coul d have done. Maybe you were too scared.

Scared like |I'm scared, scared of going back into the Labyrinth, too
frightened to help nmy own child..

"I guess we're not ruch different, you and |, Lady Iridal," he told her
silently. "Go ahead and hate nme, if it makes you feel better. Hating ne is a
hell of a lot easier than hating yourself."

"What is this place?" he asked al oud. "Where are we?"
"We are in the Cathedral of the Al bedo," answered the Keeper

They had emerged fromthe tunnel, entered what |ooked to be a library. Haplo
cast a curious glance at several volumes bearing what he recognized as Sartan
runes. That made himthink of Alfred and he recall ed another question he
wanted to ask Lady Iridal. But it would have to wait until later, if and when
they were ever alone. If and when she would speak to him

"The Cathedral of the Al bedo," Haplo repeated, nusing, trying to recall where
he'd heard that before. Then he renenbered. The taking of the elven ship on
Drevlin; the dying captain; a wi zard holding a box to the captain's lips. The
trapping of a soul. Now nore of what the Kenkari had said was maki ng sense. O
maybe it was the fact that the pain in his head was subsidi ng.

"This is where you el ves keep the souls of your dead," Haplo said. "You
believe it strengthens your magic."

"Yes, that is what we believe."

They had passed through the [ ower parts of the cathedral, cone to the crysta
wal I s that faced out over the sunlit courtyard. Al was peaceful, serene,

qui et. Qther Kenkari padded by on slippered feet, naking graceful reverences
to the three Keepers as they passed.

"Speaki ng of souls," said the Keeper. "Where is yours?"

"Where's ny what?" Hapto couldn't believe he'd heard right.

"Your soul. We know you have one," the Keeper added, nistaking Haplo's
i ncredul ous | ook for one of indignation. "But it is not with you."

"Yeah? Well, you know nore than | do," Haplo nuttered.

He nassaged his aching head. Nothing at all was naking sense. The strange
mensch—and t hese were undoubtedly the strangest nensch he'd ever cone
across—were right. He was definitely going to have to take tine to hea

hi nmsel f.

Then, sonehow or other, he'd steal a ship..

"Here, you may rest."



The Kenkari led the way into a quiet roomthat appeared to be a small chapel
A wi ndow opened onto a beautiful, lush garden. Haplo glanced at it without
interest, inpatient to conplete his healing and be gone.

The Kenkari indicated chairs with a polite and graceful gesture. "Is there
anyt hi ng we can bring you? Food? Drink?"

"Yeah. A dragonship," muttered Hapl o.

Iridal slunmped into a chair, closed her eyes, shook her head.

"W nust | eave you now. W& have preparations to make," said the Kenkari. "W
will return. If you need anything, ring the tonguel ess bell."
How can | save Jarre? There has to be a way. Stealing a ship will take too

long. She'll be dead by the time | reach her. Haplo began to pace the small
room Absorbed in his thoughts, he forgot Iridal's presence, was startled when
she spoke. He was even nore startled when he realized she was answering his

t hought s.

"You have remnmarkabl e magi cal powers, as | recall,"” she said. "You carried ny
son by magic fromthe ruined castle. You could do the sanme here, | suppose.
Why don't you just |eave on your own, |let your nmagic take you where you want ?"

"I could," said Haplo, turning to face her. "If | had a fixed location in ny
m nd—sonmewhere | knew, somewhere |'d been before. It's hard to explain, but I
could conjure up the possibility that I'mthere—not here. | could travel to
Drevlin, because |'ve been to Drevlin. | could take us both back to the

| nperanon. But | can't take myself to a strange dragonship flying somewhere
bet ween here and Drevlin. And | can't take you to your son, if that's what
you' re hoping for, Lady."

Iridal regarded himcoldly. "Then it appears we nust rely on these elves. Your
head wound has reopened. It has started to bleed again. If you can truly hea
yoursel f, Patryn, | suggest it might be wise to do so."

Haplo had to adnmit she was right. He was wearing hinself out, acconplishing
nothing. Sitting down in a chair, he laid his hand upon the injured part of
his skull, established the circle of his being, et the warnth of his magic
cl ose the crack in the bone, banish the menory of the ripping talons, the
tearing beaks. .

He had drifted into a healing sl eep when he was jolted awake by a voice.

Iridal had risen to her feet, was staring at himin awe and fear. Hapl oo,
confused, couldn't think what he'd done to upset her. Then he | ooked at his
skin, saw the blue glow of the runes just starting to fade. He'd forgotten
The nmensch on this world weren't used to such sights.

"You are a god!" Iridal whispered, awed.
"I used to think so," Haplo said dryly, experinmentally rubbing his skull
feeling it whol e and undanaged beneath his fingers. "But not anynore. Forces
stronger than mne and those of ny people exist in this universe."

"l don't understand... Iridal rmurmured.

Hapl o shrugged. "That's the point."



She regarded hi mthoughtfully. "You' ve changed from what you were. Wen you
first came, you were confident, in control."

"I thought | was in control. |1've learned a lot, since then."
"Now, you are nore |like us—nensch,' | believe AlIfred said is the termyou
use. You seem..." She hesitated.

"Frightened?" Haplo offered grimy

"Yes," she said. "Frightened."
A smal | door opened. One of the Kenkari entered, bowed. "All is ready. You may
enter the Aviary."

H s hand indicated the garden. Haplo was about to protest irritably that this
was no time for tea and cookies on the | awn when he caught a glinpse of
Iridal. She was staring at the lush green foliage with a kind of horror
shrinking away fromit.

"W nust go in there?" she asked.

"All is well,"'
wel cone. "

said the Kenkari. "They understand. They want to help. You are

"Who?" Hapl o asked the Kenkari. "Who understands? Wo's going to hel p?"
"The dead," answered the Keeper

Hapl o was rem nded of the second world he'd visited—Pryan. Its lush jungles
m ght have been uprooted and dropped into this crystal dome. Then he saw t hat
this foliage was arranged to look wild. In reality, it was carefully tended,

| ovingly nurtured.

He was anmazed at the vastness of the dome. The Aviary had not | ooked this big
seen through the chapel w ndow. A dragonshi p—two dragonshi ps—oul d have fl own
side by side in the wi dest part. But what amazed hi mnore, when he stopped to
thi nk about it, was the greenery. Trees and ferns and plants such as these did
not growin the arid Md Real m

"Why," said Iridal, staring around her, "these trees are like those in the

H gh Realms. Or rather, those that used to be in the High Realns." She reached
out to touch a soft and feathery fern. "Nothing like this grows there now Al
di ed, | ong ago."

"Not all. These are fromthe H gh Realns," said the Keeper of the Soul. "Qur
peopl e brought themto this Real mwhen they left, |long ago. Sone of these
trees are so old, | feel young around them And the ferns—=

"Forget the damm ferns! Let's get on with this, whatever it is,"” said Haplo

i npatiently. He was beginning to feel unconfortable. Wen they had first
entered, the Aviary had seenmed a haven of peace and tranquillity. Now he
sensed anger and turmoil and fear. Hot w nds touched his cheek, stirred his
clothing. His skin craw ed and itched, as if soft w ngs were brushing agai nst
hi m

Soul s of the dead, kept in here |ike caged birds.

Vell, I've seen stranger things, Haplo rem nded hinmself. |I've seen the dead



wal k. He'd give these nensch one chance to prove their useful ness, then he'd
take matters into his own hands.

The Kenkari lifted their eyes to the heavens, began to pray.

"Krenka-Anris, we call to you," said the Keeper of the Soul. "Holy Priestess,
who first knew the wonder of this magic, hear our prayer and give us counsel
Thus we pray:

Krenka- Anri s,

Holy Pri estess.

Three sons, nost bel oved, you sent to battle;
around their necks, |ockets, boxes of magic,
wr ought by your hand.

The dragon Krishach, breathing fire and poison

sl ew your three sons, nost bel oved.

Their soul s departed. The | ockets opened.

Each soul was captured. Each silent voice called to you.

Krenka- Anri s,

Holy Pri estess,

G ve us counsel in this, our trying hour,

A force for evil, dark and unholy,

Has entered our world.

It came at our behest. We brought it, we created it,
in the nanme of fear and hatred

Now we do penance.

Now we rnust try to drive evil away.

And we are not strong.

Grant us your hel p,
Krenka- Anri s,

Holy Pri estess,

W beseech you.

The hot wi nds began to bl ow harder, fiercer, strengthening to an angry gal e.
The trees swayed and noaned, as if |anmenting, branches snapped, |eaves rustled
in agitation. Haplo inagi ned he could hear voices, thousands of silent voices,
adding their prayers to those spoken aloud by the Kenkari. The voices rose to
the top of the Aviary, rose above the trees and greenery.

Iridal gasped and clutched at his arm Her head was raised, her gaze fixed on
the top of the Aviary done.

"Look!" she breat hed.

Strange cl ouds began to form to coal esce, clouds woven fromthe whispering
cacophony.

They began to take the form and shape of a dragon

A nice bit of magic. Hapio was noderately inpressed, though he wondered
irritably just how the nensch thought a cloud shaped |ike a dragon was goi ng
to hel p anybody. He was again about to ask, about to interrupt, when the sigla
on his skin burned in warning.

"The dragon Krishach," said Soul

"Cone to save us," said Book



"Bl essed Krenka-Anris," said Door

"But it's not real!" Haplo protested, admonishing his own instincts as nuch as
anyt hing el se. The sigla on his skin glowed blue, prepared to defend him

And then he saw that it was real

The dragon was a creature of cloud and of shadow, insubstantial, yet granted a
terrible substance. Its flesh was a pale, translucent white, the white of a

| ong-dead corpse. The dragon's skel eton was visible through the flaccid skin,
whi ch hung | oosely over the bones. The eye sockets were enpty, dark, except
for a smoldering flame that gl eamed bright one instant, then faded, then shone
again, like dying enmbers being blown to life.

The phantom dragon soared in circles, floating on the breath of the dead
soul s. Then, suddenly, it swooped down.

Hapl o crouched, instinctively, put his hands together to activate the
rune- magi c.

The Keeper of the Soul turned, regarded himw th the | arge, dark eyes.
"Krishach will not harmyou. Only your enem es need fear him"

"You expect me to believe that?"

"Krenka-Anris has heard your plea, offers her help in your need."

The phant om dragon | anded on the ground near them It was not still, but
remai ned in constant, restless nmotion—wngs lifting, tail thrashing. The
skel etal head wapped in its cold, dead flesh turned constantly, keeping al
in viewof its enpty, holl ow eyes.

"I"msupposed to ride... that," said Haplo.

"This could be a trick, to lure me to ny death.” Irida's |lips were ashen
trenbling. "You elves are ny enemes!”

The Kenkari nodded. "Yes, you are right, Mgicka. But somewhere, sonetine,
someone must trust enough to reach out his hand to an eneny, though he knows
it nmeans that hand could be cut off at the wrist."

The Keeper reached into the vol um nous sl eeves of his robes, wthdrew from

thema small, thin, nondescript-Iooking book. "Wen you reach Drevlin," he
said, offering the book to Haplo, "give this to our brothers, the dwarves. Ask
themto forgive us, if they can. W know it will not be easy. W will not be

able to easily forgive ourselves."

Hapl o took the book, opened it, flipped through it inpatiently. It appeared to
be of Sartan nake, but it was witten in the nensch | anguages. He pretended to
study it. In reality, he was plotting his next nove. He—

He stared at the book, |ooked up at the Kenkari

"Do you know what this is?"
"Yes," the Keeper admitted. "I believe it is what the Evil Ones were searching
for when they entered our library. They were | ooking in the wong pl ace,
however. They assuned it nust be anong the works of the Sartan, guarded and
protected by Sartan runes. But the Sartan wote it for us, you see. They left



it for us."
"How | ong have you known about it?"
"Along tinme," said the Keeper sadly. "To our shame, a long tine."

"It could give the dwarves, the humans—anyone—trenmendous power over you and
your people.”

"We know that, too," said the Keeper.

Hapl o thrust the book into his belt. "It's not a trap, Lady Iridal. 1"l
explain on the way, if you'll explain a fewthings to me, such as how Hugh the
Hand managed to get hinself resurrected."

Iridal |ooked fromthe elves to the terrifying phantomto the Patryn who had
taken away her son. Hapl o's magi cal defenses had begun to fade as he fought
down his own fear and repugnance. The blue glow that illum nated the sigla
di med and di ed.

Smiling his quiet smle, he held out his hand to Iridal
Slowy, hesitantly, she took it.

CHAPTER 38

DEEPSKY

SEVEN FI ELDS, LOCATED ON THE FLQATI NG CONTI NENT OF ULYNDI A, was the subject of
| egend and song—particularly song, for it was a song that had, in reality, won
the fanous Battle of Seven Fields for the humans. El even years ago, by human
time, the elven prince Rees' ahn and his followers heard the song that changed
their lives, brought nmenories of an era when the Paxar elves had built a great
ki ngdom founded on peace.

Agah'ran—king at the tinme of the Battle of Seven Fields, now self-proclai ned
enperor—had terned Rees'ahn a traitor, driven his son into exile, tried
several times to have himkilled. The attenpts fail ed. Rees' ahn grew stronger
as the years passed. More and nore el ves—either swayed by the song or swayed
by their own sense of outrage at the atrocities performed in the nanme of the
Tri bus enpire—gat hered around the prince's standard.

The rebellion of the dwarves on Drevlin had proved "a gift of the ancestors”
for the rebels, as the elves termit. Songs of thanksgiving had been of fered
in Prince Rees'ahn's newly built fortress on Kirikari. The enperor had been
forced to split his arny, fight a war on two fronts. The rebels had

i medi ately redoubl ed their attacks, and now their hol di ngs extended far
beyond the borders of the Kirikari Quttands.

Ki ng Stephen and Queen Anne were glad to see the Tribus el ves pushed back, but
wer e somewhat nervous to note the rebel elves noving closer to human | ands. An
elf was an el f, as the saying goes, and who knew but that these sweet-tongued
rebels mght start singing a different tune?

Ki ng St ephen had opened negotiations with Prince Rees' ahn and had, so far
been extrenely pleased with what he heard. Rees'ahn not only prom sed to
respect human sovereignty over the | ands they al ready possessed, but offered
to open up other continents in the Md Real mto human occupati on. Rees' ahn
prom sed to stop the practice of using human sl aves to power his elven
dragonshi ps. Humans woul d be hired to serve on these ships that nmade the vita



water run to Drevlin. As part of the crew, the humans would receive their fair
share of the water and be permtted to sell it in the markets of Vol karan and
U yndi a.

Stephen, in turn, agreed to end his own piratical attacks on el ven shipping,
prom sed to send arm es, w zards, and dragons to fight with the rebels.
Toget her, they would bring about the downfall of the Tribus enpire.

Matters had reached this stage in the negotiations when it was deci ded that
the principals should neet face to face, hamer out the final terns and
details. If a concerted push was going to be made agai nst the inperial arny,
it had better cone now. Cracks had been di scovered in the seem ngly

i npregnable fortress that was the Tribus enpire. These cracks, so runor had
it, were spreading, wi dening. The defection of the Kenkari was the battering
ramthat would all ow Rees'ahn to break down the gates and stormthe | nperanon

Human assi stance was vital to the prince's plans. Only by joining together
could the two races hope to defeat the strength of the inperial arnies.

Rees' ahn knew this; so did King Stephen and Queen Anne. They were prepared to
agree to terns. Unfortunately, there were powerful factions anpbng the humans
who were deeply m strustful of the elves. These barons were arguing publicly
agai nst Stephen's proposed alliance, bringing up old injuries, remnding the
humans of how they had suffered under elven rule.

El ves are sneaky and cunning, said the barons. This is all a trick. King
Stephen's not selling us to the elves. He's giving us away!

Bane was explaining the political situation—as the child had heard it from
Count Tretar—+o a grinmy silent and disinterested Hugh

"The meeting between Rees' ahn and ny father, the king, is an extrenely
critical one. Quite delicate," said Bane. "If anything—the least, little
t hi ng—shoul d go wong, the entire alliance would coll apse.™

"The king's not your father,"
since their journey had begun

Hugh said, the first words he'd spoken, al nost

"I know that," said Bane, with his sweet snile. "But | should get used to
calling himthat. So | won't slip up, make a mi stake. Count Tretar advised it.
And I'mto cry at the funeral —Aot too nuch, or people won't think |I'm brave.
But a fewtears will be expected of ne, don't you think?"

Hugh did not answer. The boy sat in front of him perched securely on the
ponmmrel of the dragon saddle, enjoying the excitenent of the ride fromthe

el ven |l ands of Aristagon into the human-occupied territory of U yndia. Hugh
could not help recalling that the last tinme he'd made this journey, Iridal—
Bane's nother—sat in the very sane place, cradled securely in his arnms. It was
t he thought of her that kept him from snatching up Bane and tossing the boy
into the open skies.

Bane nust have known this, for every once in a while, the boy would tw st
around, twi ddle the feather amul et he wore in Hugh's face.

"Mt her sends her love," he would say slyly.

The one drawback to Hugh's plan was that the elves might take out their anger
at himon their prisoner, on Iridal. Though now t he Kenkari knew she was
al i ve—at | east Hugh hoped they knew—perhaps they could save her

He had the dog to thank for that.



The nonent they'd cone within sight and snell of the dragon, the dog, yel ping
wildly, took one | ook at the beast, tucked its tail between its |egs, and
fled.

Count Tretar suggested letting the dog go, but Bane had thrown a
red-in-the-face, feet-kicking tantrum screaned he woul dn't go anywhere
wi t hout the dog. Tretar sent his nen in pursuit.

The Hand had taken advantage of the diversion to whisper a few words to
Tretar's ever-present weesham If the weesham was nore | oyal to the Kenkar
than to the count, the Kenkari now knew that Iridal had been taken prisoner

The weesham had sai d not hing, but the man had gi ven Hugh a significant | ook
that seemed to promi se he would carry the nmessage to his nasters.

It had taken sone time for the elves to capture the dog. Miuzzling it, they had
been forced to wap its head up in a cloak before they could westle it onto
the dragon, lash it securely onto the back of the saddl e anobng the packs and
bundl es.

The dog spent the first half of the flight howing dismally, then—exhausted—t
had fallen asleep, for which Hugh was devoutly grateful

"What's that down there?" Bane asked excitedly, pointing to a |and mass
floating in the clouds bel ow

"U yndia," said Hugh
"We're al nost there?"
"Yes, Your Hi ghness"-spoken with a sneer—we're al nost there."

"Hugh," said Bane, after a nmonment of intense thought, to judge by his
expression, "when you've done this job for me, when I'mking, | want to hire
you to do another."

"I"'mflattered, Your H ghness," said Hugh. "Wo el se do you want nme to
assassi nate? How about the elven enperor? Then you'd rule the world."

Bane blithely ignored the sarcasm "I want to hire you to kill Haplo."

Hugh grunted. "He's probably already dead. The el ves nmust've killed hi mby
now. "

"No, | doubt it. The elves couldn't kill him Haplo's too clever for them But
| think you could. Especially if | told you all his secret powers. WIIl vyou,
Hugh? 1'11 pay you well." Bane turned, |ooked at himdirectly. "WIIl you kil
Hapl 0?"

A chill hand twi sted Hugh's gut. He'd been hired by all nanner of nmen, to kil
all manner of men, for all manner of reasons. But he'd never seen such

mal evol ence, such bitter, jealous hatred in any man's eyes as he now saw in
the child' s beautiful blue ones.

Hugh couldn't, for a nonent, respond.
"There's just one thing you nust do," Bane continued, his gaze straying to the
sl unbering dog. "You nust tell Haplo, when he's dying, that Xar is the one who
wants himdead. WII| you renenber that name? Xar is the one who says that



Hapl o nust die."

"Sure," said Hugh, shrugging. "Anything for the custoner."

"You'll take the contract, then?" Bane brightened.

"Yeah, 1'Il take it," Hugh agreed. He'd agree to anything to shut the kid up

Hugh sent the dragon into a descending spiral, flying slowy, taking his tineg,
allowing hinself to be seen by the pickets he knew woul d be posted.

"There're nore dragons com ng," Bane announced, peering ahead through the
cl ouds.

Hugh sai d not hi ng.

Bane watched for a while, then he turned, frowning, to | ook suspiciously at
the assassin. "They're flying this way. Wio are they?"

"Qutriders. His Majesty's guard. They'll stop us, question us. You renenber
what you're supposed to do, don't you? Keep that hood over your head. Sone of
t hese sol diers might recogni ze you."

"Ch, yes," said Bane. "I know. "

At |east, thought Hugh, | don't have to worry about the kid giving us away.
Deceit's his birthright.

Far bel ow, Hugh could see the shoreline of Uyndia, the plains known as Seven
Fields. Usually enpty and desol ate, the vast expanse of coralite was alive
with the novenent of nen and beasts. Neat rows of small tents fornmed |ines
across the fields—the elven arnmy on one side, the human arny on the ot her

Two large, brightly colored tents stood in the center. One flew the elven flag
of Prince Rees' ahn—bearing the enmblemof a raven, a lily, and a lark rising,

i n honor of the human woman, Ravensl ark, who had wought the mracle of song
anong the elves. The other tent flew King Stephen's flag—+the Wnged Eye. Hugh
marked this tent, noted the depl oynent of troops around it, calculated his
best way in.

He woul dn't have to worry about a way out.

El ven dragonshi ps floated at anchor off the coastline. The humans' dragons
were penned further inland, upwi nd of the elven ships, which used the skins
and scal es of dead dragons in their naking. A live dragon, catching a whiff,
woul d becorme so enraged that it mght overthrow its enchantnent, create a
damabl e row.

The King's Om, Stephen's personal guard, was flying picket detail. Two of the
gi ant battle dragons, each with its own contingent of troops riding on its
back, were keeping watch over the ground. The smaller, swift-flying, two-man
dragons scanned the skies. It was two of these that had spotted Hugh, were
beari ng down on him

Hugh checked his dragon's descent, comanded it to hover in the air, w ngs
barely nmoving, drifting up and down on the thermals rising fromthe |and
beneath it. The dog, waking up, lifted its head and started how i ng.

Though Hugh's action in drawing up his nmount was a sign of peaceful intent,
the King's Owm was taking no chances. The two soldiers on the | ead dragon had



bows out, arrows nocked and ai med—ene at Hugh, one at the dragon. The sol dier
riding the second dragon approached only when he was certain that the other
guards had Hugh well covered. But Hugh noted a smle cross the man's stern
face when he saw-and heard—t he dog.

Hugh hunkered down, touched his hand to his forehead in a show of hunble
respect.

"What is your business?" the soldier denanded. "Wat do you want?"

"I ama sinple peddler, Your General ship." Hugh shouted to be heard over the
dog's howing and the flap of dragon wings. He gestured to the bundl es behind
him "My son and | have cone to bring wondrous things of nmuch value to Your
Ceneral ship's nost illustrious and courageous soldiers."

"You've cone to fleece themout of their pay with your shoddy nerchandise, is
what you nean to say."

Hugh was indignant. "No, General, sir, | assure you. My nmerchandise is of the
finest—pots and pans to be used for cooking, trinkets to brighten the pretty
eyes of those who wept when you left."

"Take your pots and pans, your son, your dog, and your glib tongue el sewhere,
peddler. This is not a market. And | amnot a general,"” the sol dier added.

"I know this is not a market," said Hugh nmeekly. "And if you are not a genera
it is only because those of authority do not esteemyou properly, as they
shoul d. But | see the tents of many of ny conrades al ready set up down bel ow.
Surely King Stephen would not begrudge an honest man such as nyself, with a
small son to support and twelve nore like himat home, to say nothing of two
daughters, the chance to earn an honest living."

The King's Owmn m ght have doubted the existence of the twelve sons and two
daughters, but he knew he'd lost this round. He'd known it before he started.
The news of the peaceful neeting of two armies on the plains of Seven Fields
was |ike the sweet smell of rotting pua fruit—t had drawn every conceivabl e
sort of fly. Wores, ganblers, peddlers, weapons nakers, water vendors—al
flewto suck up their share. The king could either attenpt to drive them away,
whi ch woul d mean bl oodshed and bitter feelings anong the popul ace, or he could
put up with them keep an eye on them

"Very well," said the soldier, waving his hand. "You can | and. Report to the
overseer's tent with a sanple of your wares and twenty barls for your seller's
l'icense.”

"Twenty barls! An outrage,"” grow ed Hugh
"What did you say, peddler?"

"I said | am nost appreciative of your great kindness, General. My son adds
his respects. Add your respects to the great general, my son.”

Bane, blushing prettily, bowed his head, brought his small hands to his face,

as was proper for a peasant child in the presence of illustrious nobility. The
sol di er was charmed. Waving off the bowren, he steered his dragon away, went
off in pursuit of still another rider, who | ooked to be a tinker, just

appr oachi ng.

Hugh rel eased the dragon fromits hovering position. They began to descend.



"We did it!" cried Bane gleefully, yanking off his hood.
"There was never nuch doubt," Hugh nmuttered. "And put that back on. From now
on, you wear it until | tell you to take it off. Al we need is for sonmeone to
recogni ze you before we're ready to nove."

Bane gl owered at him rebellious blue eyes cold. But the boy was intelligent,
he knew what Hugh said made sense. Sullenly, he drew the hood of his shabby
cl oak up over his head and face. Turning his back, he sat stiff and rigid,
chin on his hands, watching the panorama spread out bel ow.

"Probably sitting there imagining all the ways he'll have ne tortured," Hugh
said to himself. "Well, Your H ghness, ny last pleasure in this life will be
i n di sappoi nting you."

He was granted anot her pleasure, too. The dog had how ed itself hoarse and
could now only utter a pathetic croak

Far below the Md Realm flying on a different track, the phantom dragon sped
swiftly toward its destination—alnost too swiftly for the confort of its
passengers. Since neither was concerned with confort, only with speed, Haplo
and Iridal bowed their heads before the wind that whistled shrilly past diem
held on tightly to the dragon and to each other, and fought to see for the

wi nd-i nduced tears that blinded their eyes.

Kri shach needed no gui dance, or perhaps it obtained its guidance fromthe

m nds of its passengers. There was no saddle, no reins. Once the two had
reluctantly and cringingly nmounted, the phantom dragon leapt into the air and
soared through the crystal walls of the Aviary. The walls had not parted, but
had nmelted into a glistening curtain of water, allowi ng themto pass through
wi th ease. Hapl o, |ooking back, saw the crystal harden again behind them as
if touched by an icy breath.

Krishach flew over the |Inperanon. Elven soldiers stared up at themin
ast oni shment and terror, but before any could raise his bow, the phantom
dragon had swept past, soared into the open skies.

Hapl o and Iridal, leaning close together to be heard, discussed their
destination. Iridal wanted to fly imediately to Seven Fi el ds.

Hapl o intended to fly to the dragonship.

"The dwarfs life is in the nost i medi ate danger. Hugh plans to kill the king
tonight. You'll have time to set ne down on Sang-drax's ship, then you can fly
to Seven Fields. Besides, | don't want to be left by myself with this denon
beast . "

"I don't think either of us will be left with it," Iridal said, with a

shudder. It took all her nerve and resolve to hold onto the folds of chill
dead flesh, to withstand the dread cold, so horribly different fromthe warnth
of living dragons. "When we no | onger need him Krishach will be nore than
eager to return to his rest.”

Iridal was silent a nmonent, then | ooked back at Haplo. Her eyes were softer

sadder. "If | find Bane and take himwith me to the H gh Realnms, will you cone
after hinP"
"No," said Haplo quietly. "I don't need himany |onger."

"Why not ?"



"The book the Kenkari gave ne."
"What's in it?" she asked.
Hapl o told her.

Iridal listened, first amazed, then perpl exed, then disbelieving. "They've
known, all this tine... and done nothing. Why? How coul d they?"

"Li ke they sai d-hate, fear.'

Iridal was thoughtful, eyes on the enmpty sky around them "And that |ord of
yours. What will he do, when he comes to Arianus? He will come, won't he? WII
he want Bane back?"

"I don't know," said Haplo shortly, not liking to think about it. "I don't
know what ny lord intends. He doesn't tell me his plans. He expects nme to obey
his orders.”

Iridal |ooked back at him "But you're not, are you?"

No, |I'mnot, Haplo admitted, but he adnmitted it only to hinmself, saw no reason
to discuss it with a mensch. Xar will understand. He'll have to understand.
"My turn to ask questions," Haplo said, changing the subject. "Hugh the Hand
| ooked extrenely dead when | saw himlast. How d he manage to cone back to
life? You nysteriarchs find a way?"

"You know better than that. W are only 'nmensch.' "
was Al fred."

Iridai smled faintly. "It

| thought as nuch, Haplo said to hinself. A fred brought the assassin back
fromthe dead. This fromthe Sartan who swore he woul d never be caught dead
practicing the black art of necromancy. "Did he tell you why he resurrected
Hugh?" he asked al oud.

"No, but I"'mcertain it was because of ne." Iridal sighed, shook her head.
"Alfred refused to speak of it. He denied he'd done it, in fact."

"Yeah, | can imagine. He's good at denial. 'For every person brought back to
life, another dies untinely.' That's what the Sartan believe. And Hugh's
restored |life means King Stephen's untinely death, unless you can reach him
and stop him stop your son."

"I will,"” said Iridal. "I have hope now "

They fell silent, the strain of shouting over the noise of the wind was too
exhausting. The dragon had flown out of sight of |and. Haplo soon | ost any
poi nt of reference. Al he could see was enpty bl ue sky—above them bel ow,
around them A cloudy haze obscured the sparkle of the Firnmament, and they
were yet too far away to sight the swirling gray-black clouds of the
Mael st rom

Iridal was absorbed in her own thoughts, her plans and hopes for her son
Hapl o renmai ned al ert, scanning the skies, keeping constant watch. He was the
first to see the black speck beneath them He focused on it, noted that
Krishach turned its enpty eye sockets that direction

"I think we've found them" he said, at |ast able to make out the curved head,



broad wi ngspan of a dragonshi p.

Iridal |ooked down. The phant om dragon's speed had sl owed; Krishach began
descending in large and | azy spirals.

"Yes, that's a dragonship," Iridal agreed, studying it. "But how w |l you know
if it's the right one or not?"

"Il know," said Haplo grimy, with a glance at the sigla tattooed on his
skin. "Can they see us, do you think?"

"I doubt it. Even if they did, we would appear, fromthis distance, to be
riding an ordinary dragon. And a ship that size wouldn't be alarned by a
singl e dragon. ™"

The dragonship didn't appear to be alarnmed, nor did it |Iook to be in any
hurry. It was traveling at a |eisurely pace, the broad w ngs catching and
riding the strengthening air currents. Far bel ow, the darkening of the sky
presaged the Mael strom

He coul d make out details of the dragonshi p—see the carving on the head, the
pai nted wings. Tiny figures nmoved on the deck. And there was an insignia on
the ship's hull

"The inmperial crest,” Iridal said. "I think this is the ship you seek."

Hapl o' s skin had begun to itch and burn. The sigla were starting to glow a
faint, soft blue.

"It is," he said.

Iridal, hearing the conviction in his voice, glanced at him wondering how he
could be so certain. Her eyes wi dened at the sight of his glow ng skin, but
she said nothing, turned back to watch the dragonship.

Surely they nust see us now, Haplo thought. And if | know Sang-drax is down
there, then he knows |I'mup here.

It m ght have been Haplo's imagi nation, but he could al nrost swear he saw the
brightly dressed formof the serpent-elf, standing below, staring up at him
Hapl o t hought he coul d hear faint screans, too; cries of soneone in terrible
pai n.

"How cl ose can we get?" Hapl o asked

"Flying an ordi nary dragon—ot very," Iridal answered. "The wind currents
woul d be too dangerous, to say nothing of the fact that they will soon start
firing arrows and perhaps magic at us. But with Krishach... ?" She shrugged
hel pl essly. "I doubt if either wind currents, arrows, or magic will have mnuch
effect on Krishach."

"Take me as close as possible then," said Haplo. "I'"Il junp for it.

Iridal nodded, though it was the phantom dragon who responded. Hapl o was near
enough now that he could see elves pointing upward, some racing to grab
weapons or alter course. One elf stood al one, unnoving in the niddle of the
turmoil. Haplo's skin shone a bright blue, streaked with red.

"It was this evil | sense that nade the Kenkari give up the book, wasn't it?"
said Iridal suddenly, shuddering. "This is what they encountered in the



dungeons. "

Krishach was clearly visible to the elves by now. They must have seen that
they were not facing an ordinary, living dragon. Many began to cry out in
terror. Those who held bows dropped them Several broke ranks and ran for the
hat ches.

"But what is this evil?" Iridal cried above the rushing wind, the flap of the
dragonship's sails, the horrified shouts of the crew. "Wat do | see?"

"What we all must see, eventually, if we have the courage to ook into the
dar kness," answered Haplo, tense, ready to junp. "CQurselves."

CHAPTER 39
DEEPSKY ARl ANUS

THE PHANTOM DRAGON SWOOPED CLOSE TO THE ELVEN VESSEL, FAR too cl ose.
Krishach's wing clipped one of the guide ropes attached to the sails. The rope
snapped, the starboard wi ng sagged |like the broken wing of an injured bird.
The elves, stricken with terror at the sight of the nonstrous apparition, ran
before it. Krishach appeared to be about to smash headlong into the frai

shi p. Hapl o, bal ancing precariously on the dragon's back, made a convul sive

| eap for the deck

H s magi ¢ cushioned his fall. He hit, rolled, and was on his feet, dreading to
hear the crack of the main mast, see the phantom dragon destroy the ship. He
ducked involuntarily as the huge, corpse-white belly passed overhead. A chil

bl ast of air, stirred by the pale wings, billowed the remaining sail, sent the
ship into a perilous descent. Staring upward, Haplo saw the awful flames
burning in the dead skull and, above that, Iridal's terrified face. Krishach
with a hollow roar, swooped overhead.

"Fly on!"™ Haplo shouted to Iridal. "Go! Quickly."

He didn't see Sang-drax; the serpent-elf had probably gone bel ow decks, to
Jarre.

Iridal seemed reluctant to | eave him Krishach hovered in the air near the
crippled vessel. But Haplo was in no i medi ate danger—the el ves on deck had
either fled bel ow decks or, driven mad with fear, |eapt overboard.

Hapl o shouted to Iridal, waved his arm "There's nothing nore you can do here!
Go find Bane!"

Iridal raised her hand in farewell, turned her face upward. Krishach fl apped
hi s wi ngs, and the phantom dragon soared swiftly away to his next destination

Hapl o gl anced about. The few elves remaining on the top deck were paral yzed
with fear, their mnds and bodies numb with shock. The Patryn's flesh gl owed,
he had arrived on the wings of the dead. Hapl o surged across the deck, grabbed
one by the throat.

"Where's the dwarf? Where's Sang-drax?"

The elf's eyes rolled, he went linp in Haplo's grip. But the Patryn could
hear, bel ow decks, the dwarfs high-pitched, pain-filled screans. Flinging

asi de the usel ess nensch, Hapl o dashed over to one of the hatch covers, tried
to pull it open.



The cover was shut tight, probably being held from bel ow by the pani cked crew
Soneone down there was shouting orders. Haplo listened, wondering if it was
Sang-drax. But he didn't recognize the voice, decided it nust be the captain
or one of his officers, attenpting to restore order

Hapl o kicked at the hatch. He could use his magic to blow it open, but then
he'd be faced with fighting his way through a mass of desperate nensch who, by
this time, were probably nerving thenselves up to do battle. And he didn't
have tinme to fight. He could no | onger hear Jarre's cries. And where was
Sang-drax? Lying in wait, in ambush...

Sweari ng beneath his breath, Haplo | ooked around for another way bel ow decks.
He was famliar with dragonshi ps, having flown one to the other worlds he'd
visited. The ship was beginning to list, the weight of its broken w ng
dragging it down. Only the magic of the ship's w zard was keeping it afl oat.

A gust of wind hit the vessel, sent it lurching. A shudder ran through the
ship. It had fallen too close to the Mael strom was caught in the storny
coils. The captain rmust have realized what was happening; his shouts turned to
bel | ows.

"Cet those slaves back to work on the port side. Use the lash, if you have to!
What do you nean, they've bolted the door to the cable roon? Somebody find the
ship's wizard. Break down the damm door. The rest of you, get back to your
stations or by the ancestors you'll be posted to duty on Drev-li! Were the
devil is that blasted w zard?"

The port-side wi ng had ceased to nove, the cable controlling it had gone

sl ack. Maybe the galley slaves were too fear-crazed to performtheir tasks.
They coul d, after all, have seen the phantom from out the hawse-hole, |ocated
in the hull through which the cabl e passed.

The hawse- hol e. .

Hapio ran to the port side, peered over the edge. The Mael stromwas still far
bel ow, though much cl oser than when he'd first boarded the ship. He clinbed
over the railing, scranbled, slipped, and slid the rest of the way down the
side of the hull, catching hinmself on the cable that guided the port w ng.

dinging to the thick rope, he wapped his legs around it and crawl ed forward
toward the hawse-hol e that gaped in the ship's side. Startled faces—hunman
faces—stared out at him Haplo kept his gaze fixed on them not on the drop
beneath him He doubted if even his magic would save himfroma fall into the
Mael st rom

Wal k the dragon's wi ng, Hugh the Hand had ternmed this naneuver, a termthat
had becone synonynous in Arianus with any daring, dangerous feat.

"What is he?" demanded a voi ce.

"Dunno. Human, fromthe | ooks of '"im
"Wth blue skin?"
"Al'l 1 knowis he don't have slanty eyes and pointy ears and that makes 'im

good enough for me," said a human, in the firmtones of an acknow edged
| eader. "Some of you nen, give hima hand."

Hapl o reached t he hawse-hol e, grasped hold of the strong arns that caught him
pul I ed himinside. Now he could see why the port-side wing had ceased to



function. The human gall ey slaves had taken advantage of the confusion to slip
their bonds, overwhelmtheir guards. They were arned with swords and knives.
One was hol ding a dagger to the throat of a young elf, dressed in w zard's
gar b.

"Who are you? Where'd you cone fron? You was riding the back of that fiend..."
The humans gat hered around him suspicious, frightened, half-threatening.

"I"'ma nysteriarch," said Haplo.

Fear changed to awe, then hope. "You've cone to save us?" said one, |owering
hi s sword.

"Yeah, sure," said Haplo. "And |I'mhere to save a friend of mne—a dwarf. WI
you hel p ne?"

"Dwarf?" The suspicion returned. The man who was their | eader shoved his way
forward through the pack. He was ol der than the rest, tall and nuscular, with
t he huge shoul ders and bi ceps of those who spend their lives in harness,
wor ki ng the giant wi ngs of the dragon-ships.

"What's a damm dwarf to us?" he demanded, facing Haplo. "And what the hell is
a nysteriarch doing here?"

Great. Al Hapl o needed now was mensch | ogic. Blows were thundering against
t he door. Wod splintered. The head of an ax sliced through, was jerked free,
cracked through agai n.

"What's your plan?" Haplo retorted. "Wat do you intend to do now that you've
sei zed control ?" The answer was one he m ght have expected. "Kill elves."

"Yeah. And while you're doing that, the ship's being sucked into the
Mael strom’

The vessel shuddered, the deck listed precariously. The humans slid and fell
tumbling into the walls and each other. "Can you fly it?" Haplo shouted,
grabbi ng hold of an overhead beam for support.

The humans | ooked doubtfully at each other. Their |eader's expression grew
dark, grim

"So we die. W'll send their souls to their precious enmperor first."

Sang-drax. This was Sang-drax's doing. Haplo had a good i dea now how t he
humans had managed to cone by their weapons. Chaos, discord, violent
deat h—neat and drink to the serpent-elf.

Unfortunately, now was not the time for Haplo to try to explain to the humans
that they'd been duped by a player in a cosmic gane, nor could he very well

l aunch into an exhortation to | ove those who had inflicted the raw and

bl eedi ng | ash marks he could see on their backs.

It's too | ate! Sang-drax's nocking voice whispered in Haplo's brain. It's too
late, Patryn. The dwarf is dead; | killed her. Now the humans will kill the

elves, the elves will slay the humans. And the dooned ship hurtles downward,
carrying themall to destruction. So it will be with their world, Patryn. So
it will be with yours.

"Face me, Sang-drax!" Haplo cried in anger, clenching his fists. "Fight ne,
dam it!"



You are no different fromthese mensch, are you, Patryn? | grow fat on your
fear. W will neet—you and |—but in ny tine.

The voi ce was gone. Sang-drax was gone. Haplo felt the itch and burn of the
runes on his skin start to ease. And there was nothing he could do. He was
hel pl ess, as the serpent-elf had said.

The door gave way, burst open. Elves charged inside. The humans junped to neet
them The man hol ding the ship's w zard hostage started to draw his knife
across the young el f's throat.

"I lied!" Haplo snarled, grabbing hold of the first mensch that cane within
his grasp. "I'mnot a nysteriarch!"

Blue and red sigla fromthe Patryn's armflared, envel oped the human's body in
danci ng runes. The sigla flashed around the terrified man |ike a whirlw nd
and, with the speed of lightning, arced fromhimto the elf he was battling.
The jolt sizzled fromthat elf to a human fighting behind him Faster than any
of themcould let go an indrawn breath, the runes jolted through the bodies of
every elf and human inside the cable room sped fromthere throughout the
shi p.

There was sudden, frozen sil ence.
"I"ma god," Hapl o announced grinly.

The spell held the nensch i mobile, nuscles |ocked in place, novenent
suspended, killing strokes arrested, blows halted. The knife drew bl ood from
the wizard' s cut skin, but the hand that held the bl ade could not stab it
hone. Only the eyes of each man remained free to nove

At the sound of Haplo's pronouncenent, the eyes of the mensch shifted in their
frozen heads, stared at himin nute and hel pl ess fear

"Don't go anywhere until | get back," he told them and wal ked around the
unnovi ng bodi es, which glowed with a faint, blue light.

He stal ked through the shattered door. Everywhere he went, throughout the
ship, the awed eyes of the spelt-enthralled nensch foll owed him

A god? Well, why not. Linbeck had m staken Haplo for a god when they'd first
nmet .

The god who wasn't, Linbeck had called him How appropriate.

Hapl o hurried through the eerily quiet ship, which was canting and rocki ng and
shivering as if in terror itself of the black clouds swirling beneath it. He
shoved open doors, kicked in doors, peered into roonms, until he found what he
was searching for. Jarre, lying in a crunpled, bloody heap on the bl ood-soaked
deck.

"Jarre. Jarre," he whispered, comng to stand by the dwarf. "Don't do this to
me." Gently, carefully, he turned her faceup. Her face was battered, bruised,
her eyes swollen shut. But he noticed, when he exam ned her, that her |ashes
fluttered slightly. Her skin was warm

Haplo couldn't find a pul se, but, laying his head on her chest, he heard the
faint beating of her heart. Sang-drax had |ied. She wasn't dead.



"Good girl," he said to her softly, gathering her up in his arms. "Just hang
onalittle longer."

He couldn't help her now. He couldn't expend the energy needed to heal her and
mai ntain his hold over the mensch on this ship at the sane tine. He would have
to transport her somewhere quiet, sonewhere safe.

Hapl o emerged fromthe room carrying the unconscious, tormented body of the
dwarf in his arns. He made his way slowy through the ship. The eyes stared at
him shifted to the pitiful sight of the tortured dwarf naid.

"You heard her screans?" Hapl o asked the nmensch. "Wat'd you do, |augh? Can
you still hear then? Good. | hope you hear thema long, long time. Not that
you've got nuch time. Your ship is falling into the Mael strom

"And what will you do about it, Captain?" he asked the elf who was frozen in
m dstride, caught dashing off the bridge. "Kill the humans who are the only
ones who can work the wi ngs? Yeah, that sounds |like a sensible idea to ne.
"And you fools," he said to the humans, immobile in the port cable room "Go
ahead, nurder the elf w zard, whose magic is the only thing keeping you

afl oat . "

Hol ding Jarre in his arnms, the Patryn began to chant the runes. The spel
reversed, the blue glow surrounding the nensch slid off themlike water.

FIl owi ng through the ship, the magi c began to gather around Haplo. The fiery
runes formed a circle of flame that enconpassed himand the dying dwarf. The
flames were blinding, forced the nensch standi ng near to back away, squint
their eyes against the radiant light. "I'mleaving," he told them "Feel free
to take up where you left off."

CHAPTER 40
SEVEN FI ELDS
M D REALM

THE LORDS OF N GHT SPREAD THEIR CLQOAKS, THE SPARKLE OF THE firmanent

di ned and di ed. The soft, shimering glow of the coralite was lost in the
brighter light of hundreds of canpfires. Snoke rose, filling the air with a
haze that had in it the scents of stews and roasting neat, carried the sounds
of laughter and shouting and snatches of song. It was an historic occasion, a
ni ght of cel ebration.

Prince Rees' ahn and King Stephen had just this day announced agreenent on the
terns of the alliance. Each had expressed heartfelt satisfaction in forging a
bond between two races who had, for centuries, been grappling for each other's
t hroat s.

There remai ned now only the formalities—+the drawing up of the docunents
(clerks were working feverishly by the light of gl ow anps) and the signing of
t he docurments to nake all |egal and official. The signing cerenony was to take
pl ace one cycle after next, when both sides had taken tine to read the
docunents and King Stephen and Queen Anne had presented themto the barons for
consi derati on

Their Mjesties had no doubt that the barons would vote in favor of signing,

t hough a few mal contents nmight agree grudgingly, with grunbling and bl ack

| ooks of distrust at the elven side of the canp. Each baron felt the iron grip
of either King Stephen or Queen Anne at his throat. Each baron had only to



| ook outside his tent to see the King's Om—strong and powerful and
unfailingly loyal +o imagi ne that very army flying over his barony.

The barons woul d nake no protest al oud but, that night, while the majority
cel ebrated, a few skulked in their tents and nuttered to thensel ves of what
woul d happen should that iron grip ever go slack

St ephen and Anne knew t he nanes of the dissidents; they had been brought here
on purpose. King and queen nmeant to force the recalcitrant barons to state
their "ayes" in public, in full view of their own personal guard and in ful

vi ew of each other. Their Majesties were aware—er soon woul d be—ef the

whi sperings going on in canp that night, for the wizard Trian was not present
anong those celebrating in the royal tent. Had the rebellious barons peered
closely into the shadows of their own tents, they would have received a nasty
shock.

The King's Owm did not relax their vigilance either, though Stephen and Anne
had bid their soldiers drink their health and provided wi ne for the occasion
Those on duty—standi ng guard around the royal tent—ould only | ook forward to
t he pl easure.

But those off duty were glad to obey Their Mjesties' command. The canp was,
therefore, a nmerry one, with rmuch joyful confusion. Soldiers gathered around
the fires, boasting of exploits, exchanging tales of heroism The vendors were
doi ng a brisk business.

"Jewel s, elven jewels, fromAristagon itself,"
fromcanpfire to canmpfire.

call ed Hugh the Hand, noving

"You there! Over here!" cried a boi sterous voice.
Hugh obeyed, stepped into the firelight.

The soldiers, wine cups in hand, left off their braggi ng and gat hered around
t he peddl er.

"Let's see what you've got."

"Certainly, nost honored sirs,'
them™

said Hugh with a flourishing bow, "Boy, show

The peddler's son stepped into the firelight, exhibiting a large tray he held
in his hands. The child's face was grimy with dirt and partially obscured by
an overl arge hood that hung down over his forehead. The soldiers didn't so
much as glance at the boy; what interest did they have in a peddler's son?
Their gaze was fixed on the brilliant, glittering baubles.

The dog sat down, scratched and yawned and | ooked hungrily at a string of
sizzling sausages, roasting over a fire.

Hugh played his role well; he'd acted this part before, and he haggl ed over
prices with an ardor and skill that would have made him a fortune had he been
a true dealer. As he argued, his gaze darted about the canp, judging his

di stance fromthe royal tent, deciding where he woul d nove next.

Hugh cl osed the deal, dispensed the jewels, pocketed the barls, was loud in
his laments that he'd been out bargai ned.

"Come along, my son,"” he said grunpily, laying a hand on Bane's shoul der



The chil d snapped the box shut and obediently traipsed after. The dog, after
one final, w stful glance at the sausages, foll owed.

The royal tent stood in the center of the canp, in the niddle of a |arge open
area. A wide swath of coralite separated it fromthe tents of the King's Oan.
The royal tent was |arge, square-shaped, with a canopy extending out in front.
Four guards were posted round the tent itself—ene at each corner. Two guards,
under the command of a sergeant, stood at the front entrance. And, as |uck
woul d have it, the captain of the guard was there al so, discussing the day's
events with the sergeant in a | ow voice

"Come here, boy. Let nme see what we've left,” Hugh said gruffly for the
benefit of any who m ght have been listening. He chose a shadowed spot,
outside of the direct light of any of the canp fires, directly opposite the
royal tent's entrance.

Bane opened the box. Hugh bent over it, nmuttering to himself. He | ooked
intently at Bane, at the child's face that was a white glimer in the Iight of
t he canpfires. Hugh searched for any sign of weakness, fear, nervousness.

The assassin might, he realized, with a sudden shock, have been |l ooking in a
mrror.

The boy's blue eyes were cold, hard, bright with purpose, enpty of expression
and feeling, though he was about to witness the brutal nurder of two people
who had been nother and father to himfor ten years. Raising his gaze to
Hugh's, the child' s sweet |ips curved, smled.

"What do we do now?" he asked, in a breathless whisper of excitement.

It took Hugh a noment to find the words to answer. The feather amul et hangi ng
around the boy's neck was all that prevented the assassin from carrying out
the contract he'd made so |l ong ago. For Iridal's sake, her son would live.

"I's the king in the tent?"

"Anne and Stephen are both in there. | know The royal bodyguard woul dn't be
posted outside if the king and queen weren't inside. The bodyguard al ways goes
where the king goes."

"Look at the guards standing in front of the royal tent," said Hugh harshly.
"Do you know any of thenf"

Bane's gaze shifted, eyes narrowed. "Yes," he said after a nonment. "I know
that one man—the captain. | think I know the sergeant, too."

"Wul d either of them know you?"

"Ch, yes. Both were in and out of the palace a lot. The captain made nme a toy
spear once."

Hugh felt the Iightness of things, experienced the exhilarating warnth and
strange cal mess that sometines came over hi mwhen he knew with absol ute
certainty that fate was working with him that nothing could go wong, not
NOW.

Not ever.

"Good," he said. "Perfect. Hold still."



Taking the child's head in his hand, Hugh tilted the face to the |light and
began to scrub off the dirt and grinme he'd snmeared over it as a disguise. Hugh
wasn't gentle; there wasn't tine. Bane w nced, but kept quiet.

Work compl ete, Hugh studied the face—t+he cheeks pink with the rubbing and
excitement, the golden curls falling in a runpled nass over the forehead.
"Now t hey shoul d know you." Hugh grunted. "You renenber what you're supposed
to say, what you're supposed to do."

"OfF course! W've been over it twenty tinmes already. Just you do your part,"
Bane added, with a cold and hostile stare, "and 1'll do mine."

"Ch, I'll do my part, Your Highness," Hugh the Hand said softly. "Let's get
goi ng, before that captain of yours decides to | eave."

He started forward and al nost fell over the dog, who had taken advant age of
the lull in the action to flop down and rest. The aninmal |eapt back with a
nmuf f1 ed yel p. Hugh had stepped on its paw.

"Drat the beast! Shut up!" Hugh told it, glowering. "Tell the damm dog to stay
here.”

"I won't," cried Bane petulantly, catching hold of the ruff around the dog's
neck and hugging it. The dog was exhibiting its hurt pawwith a woeful air.
"He's mine now He'll protect nme, if | need him You never know. Sonet hi ng
m ght happen to you, and then I1'd be all alone.™

Hugh eyed the boy. Bane stared back.

It wasn't worth the argumnent.

"Come on then," the Hand said, and they started for the royal tent.
Hurt forgotten, the dog trotted al ong behind.

Inside the tent, Stephen and Anne were taking advantage of the few nonments of
privacy permtted themon this journey, as they both prepared for a

wel | -earned night's rest. They had just returned fromdining with Prince
Rees' ahn in the el ven canp.

"A remarkabl e man, Rees'ahn," said Stephen, storting to renove the arnor he'd
worn for both security and cerenony.

He raised his arns, permtting his wife to unfasten the |eather straps that
held on the breastplate. Ordinarily, in a mlitary encampment, the king's
manservant woul d have performed the task, but all attendants had been

di smssed this night, as they were every night when Stephen and Anne travel ed
t oget her.

Rurmor had it that the servants were dismissed so that the king and queen coul d
battle in private. On nore than one occasi on, Anne had storned out of the
tent, and many ni ghts, Stephen had done the sane. Al for show, a show that
was about to end. Any disgruntled barons hoping for discord on this night
woul d be sadly di sappoi nt ed.

Anne unfastened the buckles and untied the ties with expert sw ftness, hel ped
St ephen ease the heavy breastplate fromhis chest and back. The queen cane
froma clan that had won its fortunes by beating its rivals into subm ssion
She had ridden on her share of canpaigns, spent many nights in tents not



nearly as fine or confortable as this one. That had been in her youth,

however, before her marriage. She was enjoying this outing i mensely, the only
drawback being the fact that she'd had to | eave her precious baby behind,

under the care of the nurse.

"You're right about Rees'ahn, nmy dear. Not many men-human or el ven—woul d have
fought on- against the odds he faced," said Anne. She stood with his night
robes in her arnms, waiting for himto conplete his undressing. "Hunted like an
animal, half starving, friends turning traitor, his own father sending
assassins to murder him Look, ny dear, here's a link broken. You nust have it
nended. "

Stephen lifted the chain mail fromhis shoulders, tossed it carelessly into a
corner of the tent. Turning, he accepted her assistance in dressing for the
night (it was not true, again as runmor had it, that the king slept in his
arnor!). Then he took his wife in his arns.

"But you didn't even look at it," Anne protested, glancing at the chain mail
that lay draped on the fl oor

"I will in the norning," he said, regarding her with a playful smle. "O

per haps not. Who knows? | may not put it on. | may not put it on tonorrow, or
the day after, or the day after that. Perhaps |I shall take the arnor and toss
it off the edge of Uyndia. W stand on the brink of peace, ny dearest wife.

My queen.”

Reachi ng out his hand, he | oosened her long coil of hair, fluffed it to fal
around her shoul ders. "Wat would you say to a world where no man or wonan
woul d ever again wear the accoutrenments of war?"

"I would not believe it," she said, shaking her head with a sigh. "Ah, ny
husband, we are a long way from such a world, even now. Agah'ran may be
weakened, desperate, as Rees'ahn assures us. But the elven enperor is cunning
and surrounded by loyal fanatics. The battle against the Tribus enpire will be
| ong and bl oody. And the factions anbng our own people—=

"Nay, not tonight!" Stephen stopped her words with his lips. "Not tonight.
Toni ght we will speak only of peace, of a world we may not live to see, but
one which we will bequeath our daughter.”

"Yes, I'd like that," said Anne, resting her head on her husband's broad
chest. "She will not be forced to wear chain mail under her wedding dress.”

Stephen threw back his head and | aughed. "Wat a shock! | wll never get over
it. | enbraced ny bride and thought | was huggi ng one of my own sergeants! How
long was it before you left off sleeping with a dagger beneath your pillow?"

"About as long as you had a taster sanple any food | cooked before you ate
it," Anne said briskly.

"Qur | ovemaking had a strange excitenent. | was never quite certain |I'd live
through it."
"Do you know when | first knew | |oved you?" Anne said, suddenly serious. "It

was the norning our baby, our little boy, disappeared. W woke to find the
changeling in his place."

"Hush, don't speak of such things," said Stephen, holding his wife fast. "No
words of ill onen. Al that is past, gone."



"No, it isn't. W've heard no word..."

"How can we expect to? Fromelven | ands? To ease your mind, | will have Trian
make di screet inquiries."

"Yes, please." Anne |ooked relieved. "And now, Your Mjesty, if you will let
| oose of me, | will brew mulled wine, to keep off the chill."

"Forget the wine,"
weddi ng ni ght."

St ephen murrmured, nuzzling her neck. "W will relive our

"Wth the soldiers standing right outside?" Anne was scandalized.

"That didn't bother us then, ny dear.”

"Nor did the fact that you brought the tent down on top of us and ny uncle
t hought you'd nurdered nme and nearly ran you through with his sword before
stopped him W're a staid old married couple now. Have your wine and go to
bed. "

St ephen, | aughing, let her go, watched her fondly as she stirred the spices
into the warmw ne. He cane over, sat beside her, lifted a | ock of her |ong
hair and kissed it.

"I wager | could still bring the tent down," he said, teasing.

"I know you could," she replied, handing himhis wine, looking at himwith a
smile.

CHAPTER 41

SEVEN FI ELDS

MD REALM

"HALT!" CRIED THE KING S OAN, BRI NG NG THEI R SPEARS UP, HOLDI NG themin front
of two nuffled and heavily cl oaked strangers —ene tall and one short-who had

approached too near the ring of steel that surrounded Their Mjesties. "Turn
asi de. You have no business here."

"Yes, | do," a shrill voice cried. Bane dragged off the hood that covered his
head, stepped into the light of the sentry fires. "Captain MKklovich! It's nel
The prince. 1've come back! Don't you recognize nme?"

The chil d poked his head beneath the crossed spears. The captain, at the sound
of the voice, turned in frowning astoni shnment. Both he and the sergeant peered
into the night. The firelight reflected off steel swords, spear points, and
pol i shed armor, cast strange shadows that nade it difficult to see. Two guards
started to lay their hands on the squirnming child, but—at Bane's words—they
hesi tated, | ooked at each other, then gl anced back over their shoul ders at
their captain.

M kl ovi ch came forward, his expression hard and disbelieving. "I don't know
what your game is, urchin, but you..." The rest of the words vanished in a
whi stling breath of astonishnent.

"I'"ll be damed," the captain said, studying the child intently. "Could it—=2
Cone cl oser, boy. Let nme get a look at you in the light. Guards, let him
pass."



Bane caught hold of Hugh's hand, started to drag the man along with him The
guards brought their spears up, blocking the way. No one was watching the dog,
who slipped between the soldiers' |egs, stood watching everyone with
tongue-lolling interest.

"This man saved ny life!" Bane cried. "He found nme. | was | ost, near starving
to death. He took care of me, even though he didn't believe | was really the
prince."

"Is it true, Your Wbrship?" asked Hugh, with the groveling manner and the

thi ck accent of some uneducated peasant. "Forgive me if | did not believe him
| thought he was mad. The vill age wi sewonan said the only way to cure the
madness was to bring himhere and make hi m see—=

"But 1'mnot mad! | amthe prince!" Bane glittered with excitenment, with
beauty and charm The golden curls glistened, the blue eyes sparkled. The | ost
child had returned honme. "Tell him Captain Mklovich. Tell himwho | am |
promsed |'d reward him He's been very kind to ne."

"By the ancestors!" the captain breathed, staring at Bane. "It is H's
H ghness!"

"I't is?" Hugh gaped in befuddl ed wonder. Snatching off his cap, he began to
twist it in his hands, all the while edging his way inside the steel ring. "I
didn't know, Your Wbrship. Forgive nme. | truly thought the boy was nad."

"Forgive you!" the captain repeated, grinning. "You' ve just made your fortune.
You'll be the richest peasant in Vol karan."

"What is going on out there?" King Stephen's voice sounded frominside the
tent. "An al arn®"

"A joyous one, Your Majesty!" the captain called. "Cone and see!™

The King's Owm turned to watch the reunion. They were rel axed, grinning, hands
slack on their weapons. Bane had foll owed Hugh's instructions perfectly,
pull ed the assassin in with him Now the child let go of Hugh's sword arm

ski pped ninbly to one side, out of the assassin's way. No one was watching the
"peasant." Al eyes were on the golden-haired prince and on the tent flap

They coul d hear Stephen and Anne inside, noving hastily toward the entrance.
Parents and child would soon be reunited.

The captain walked a little ahead of Hugh—to the assassin's right—a step or
two behi nd Bane, who was dancing toward the tent. The dog trotted along after
unnoticed in the excitement.

The sergeant opened the tent flap wi de, began tying it back. He was on Hugh's
left.

Excel l ent, Hugh thought. H s hand, beneath the cover of his cloak and

| oose-fitting peddler's rags, was stealing to his belt, fingers closing around
the hilt of a short sword—a poor choice of weapon for an assassin. The wi de
flat blade would catch the light.

St ephen appeared in the entrance, his eyes blinking, trying to adjust to the
gl ow of the sentry fires. Behind him clutching her robes around her, Anne
stared out over his shoul der

"What is it—="



Bane dashed forward, flung out his arms. "Mther! Father!" he cried with a
j oyous yell

St ephen pal ed, a | ook of horror crossed his face. He staggered backward.

Bane behaved flawl essly. At this point, he was to turn, reach out for Hugh,
draw the assassin forward. Then the child was to fling hinmself out of the way
of the Hand's killing stroke. This was how they had rehearsed it.

But Hugh nuffed his part.

He was going to die. His Ilife was nmeasured in two, naybe three breaths. At
| east death would come swiftly this time. A sword through his throat or chest.
The guards woul d not take chances with a nan about to nurder their Kking.

"This is the man who saved ny life, Father," Bane shrilled. He turned, reached
out for the assassin.

Hugh drew his blade, slowy, clunsily. He lifted it high, let the firelight
catch it, gave out an attention-getting roar. Then he | aunched hinsel f at
St ephen.

The King's Om reacted swiftly, instinctively. Seeing the flashing bl ade,
hearing the assassin's shout, they dropped their spears and leapt to throttle
hi m from behi nd. The captain knocked Hugh's sword from his hand, drew his own
sword, and was about to grant Hugh the sw ft death he sought when a huge,
furry shape struck him

Ears up, eyes bright, the dog had been watching the proceedings with interest,
enj oyi ng the excitenment. Sudden nmovenent, shouting, and confusion startled the
animal . Men snelled of fear and tension and danger. The dog was jostl ed,
stepped on. And then it saw the captain lunge at Hugh, about to harma man the
dog knew as a friend.

Jaws cl osed on the captain's sword arm The animal dragged the man to the
ground. The two tunbl ed over each other; the dog growling and snarling, the
captain trying to fend off the aninmal's vicious attack

The King's Owm had firmgrasp of Hugh. The sergeant, sword in hand, dashed
over to deal with the assassin.

"Hol d!'" Stephen bellowed. He'd recovered fromhis first shock, recognized
Hugh

The sergeant halted, |ooked back at his king. The captain rolled on the
ground, the dog worrying himlike a rat. Stephen, perplexed, arrested by the
expression on the assassin's face, cane forward.

"What —=2"
No one, except Hugh, was paying any attention to Bane.

The child had picked up Hugh's sword fromthe ground, was advancing on the
ki ng, conming up on himfrom behi nd.

"Your Maj esty— Hugh cried, struggled to free hinself.

The sergeant struck hima blowto the head, with the flat of his sword. Dazed,
Hugh slunped in his captor's arms. But he'd drawn Anne's attention. She saw
t he danger, but was too far away to act.



" St ephen! " she screaned
Bane gripped the hilt of the sword in both small hands.

"I will be king!" he shouted in fury, and plunged the sword with all his
strength into Stephen's back

The king cried out in pain, staggered forward. He reached his hand around in
di sbelief, felt his own blood run over his fingers. Bane wenched the bl ade
free. Stunbling, Stephen fell to the ground. Anne ran fromthe tent.

The sergeant, stupefied, unable to believe what he'd seen, stared at the
child, whose small hands were wet w th bl ood. Bane ai ned anot her stroke, a
killing stroke. Anne flung her own body over that of her wounded husband.

Sword rai sed, Bane rushed at her

The child's body jerked, his eyes wi dened. He dropped the sword, clutched at
his throat with his hands. He seened unable to breathe, was gasping for air.
Slowy, fearfully, he turned around.

"Mt her?" He was strangling, |acked the voice to speak, his lips formed the
wor d.

Iridal stepped out of the darkness. Her face was pale, fixed, and resol ute.
She noved with a terrible calm a terrible purpose. A strange whispering
sound, as if the night was sucking in its breath, hissed through the night.

"Mt her!" Bane choked, sank to his knees, extended a pl eading hand. "Mt her
don't..."

"I"'msorry, ny son," she said. "Forgive nme. | cannot save you. You have dooned
yourself. | do what | have to do."

She rai sed her hand.

Bane glared at her in inpotent fury, then his eyes rolled, he slunped to the
ground. The small body shuddered and then lay still.

No one spoke, no one noved. Mnds tried to assimlate what had happened, what
even now seened inpossible to believe. The dog, sensing the danger had ended,
left off its attack. Padding over to Iridal, the dog nudged her cold hand.

"I shut my eyes to what his father was," said Iridal in a quiet voice,
terrible to hear. "I shut my eyes to what Bane had becone. |I'msorry. | never
meant for this to happen. Is he... is he... dead?"

A sol dier, standing near, knelt down beside the child, laid a hand upon Bane's
chest. Looking up at Iridal, the soldier nodded wordl essly.

"It is fitting. That was how your own child died, Your Mjesty," said Iridal

si ghi ng, her gaze on Bane, her words for Anne. "The baby could not breathe the
rarefied air of the High Realm 1 did what | could, but the poor thing choked
to death."

Anne gave a gasping sob, averted her head, covered her face with her hands.
St ephen, struggling to his knees, put his arns around her. He stared in horror
and shock at the small body |ying on the ground.



"Rel ease this man," said Iridal, her enpty-eyed gaze going to Hugh. "He had no
intention of killing the king."

The King's Om appeared dubi ous, gl owered at Hugh darkly. The assassin's head
was | owered. He did not |ook up. He had no care for his fate, one way or the
ot her.

"Hugh made a deliberately clunsy attenpt at nurder,” Iridal told them "An
attenpt that was nmeant to reveal ny son's treachery to you... and to ne. He
succeeded, " she added softly.

The captain, on his feet, dirty and di shevel ed but ot herw se unharnmed, cast a
guestioni ng gl ance at the Kking.

"Do as she says, Captain," Stephen ordered, rising painfully, gasping in
agony. His breath cane short. His wife had her arms around him assisting him
"Rel ease this man. The nonent he raised his sword, | knew..." The king tried
to wal k, alnost fell.

"Help me!" Queen Anne cried, supporting him "Send for Trian! Wwere is Trian?
The king is grievously hurt!"

"Nothing so terrible as all that, ny dear," said Stephen, nmaking an attenpt to
smle. "lI've... taken worse than this..." H's head lolled, he sagged in his
wife's arms.

The captain ran to support his fainting king, but halted and turned in alarm
when he heard the sentry's voice ring out. A shadow noved agai nst the
firelight. Steel clashed. The nervous King's Oan snapped to action. Captain
and sergeant raised their swords, stepped in front of Their Mjesties. Stephen
had fallen to the ground, Anne crouched protectively over him

"Be at peace, it is |, Trian," said the young wi zard, materializing out of the
dar kness.

A gl ance at Hugh, at the dead child, and at the dead child s nother was
sufficient to apprise the wizard of the situation. He did not waste time in
guestions, but nodded once, took charge.

"Make haste. Carry His Majesty into his tent, shut the flap. Quickly, before
anyone el se sees!™

The captain, |ooking vastly relieved, barked orders. Guards carried the king
i nside. The sergeant lowered the tent flap, stood guard hinself outside it.
The young w zard took a few nonents to speak a few brief words of reassurance
to Anne, then sent her into the tent to prepare hot water and bandages.

"You men," Trian said, turning to the King's Om. "Not a word of this to
anyone, on your lives."

The sol di ers nodded, sal uted.

"Shoul d we doubl e the guard, Magi cka?" asked the ashen-faced sergeant.
"Absolutely not," Trian snapped. "All nmust seem as normal, do you understand?
The wol f attacks when it smells blood." He glanced at Iridal, standing
noti onl ess over the body of her son. "You nmen, douse that fire. Cover the
corpse. No one is to leave this area until | return. Gently, nmen," he advised,
gl ancing again at Iridal.



Anne appeared at the tent flap, searching anxiously for him "Trian..." she
began.

"I"mcom ng, Your Mjesty. Hush, go back inside. All will be well." The w zard

hastened into the royal tent.
"One of you, cone with ne." The sergeant and a guard nmoved to obey Trian's
conmands, cover the small corpse. "Bring a cloak."

Hugh rai sed his head.
"I"l'l take care of it," he said.

The sergeant |ooked at the man's haggard face, gray, caked and streaked wth
bl ood, oozing froma deep slash that had nearly |l aid bare his cheekbone. Hs
eyes were al nost invisible beneath the jutting, furrowed brow, two tiny points
of flame, reflecting fromthe watch fires, flickered deep within the darkness.
He noved to bl ock the sergeant's way.

"Stand aside," the sergeant ordered angrily.

"I said I'll go."

The sergeant | ooked at the w zardess—pal e and unnovi ng. He | ooked at the small
body lying at her feet, then at the assassin, dark and grim

"Go ahead then," said the sergeant, perhaps relieved. The | ess he had to do
with any of these fey people, the better. "Is there... anything you need?"

Hugh shook his head. Turning, he wal ked over to Iridal. The dog sat quietly by
her side. Its tail wagged gently at Hugh's approach

Behind him the soldiers tossed water onto the canpfire. There cane a hissing
sound, a shower of sparks flew into the air. Darkness shrouded them The
sergeant and his nen moved nearer the royal tent.

The faint pearl glow of the coralite illum nated Bane's face. Hi s eyes

cl osed—the light of unnatural anbition and hatred doused—he | ooked |ike any
smal | boy, fast asleep, dreaming of a day of ordinary mschief. Only the

bl oodst ai ned hands belied the illusion

Hugh drew off his own tattered cloak, spread it over Bane. He did not speak
Iridal did not nove. The soldiers took up their positions, closed the ring of
steel as if nothing had happened. Beyond, they coul d hear snatches of song;

t he cel ebrating conti nued.

Trian emerged fromthe tent. Hands fol ded together, he wal ked swiftly to where
Hugh and Iridal stood, alone, with the dead.

"His Majesty will live," said the w zard

Hugh grunted, pressed the back of his hand to his bl eeding cheek. Irida
shivered all over, lifted her eyes to the w zard.

"The wound is not serious," Trian continued. "The blade missed the vita
organs, glanced along the ribs. The king has | ost considerabl e bl ood, but he
is conscious and resting confortably. He will attend the signing cerenony
tomorrow. A night of revelry and elven wine will excuse his pallor and

sl owness of novenment. | need not tell you that this nust be kept secret."



The wi zard | ooked fromone to the other, noistened his |lips. He glanced once,
t hen avoi ded | ooking at, the cl oak-covered formon the ground.

"Their Mjesties ask me to express their gratitude... and their synpathy.
Words cannot express—

"Then shut up," Hugh said.
Trian flushed, but he kept quiet.
"May | take ny son away with me?" Iridal asked, pale and coid.

"Yes, Lady Iridal," Trian replied gently. "That would be best. If | mght ask
wher e

"To the High Realms. | will build his funeral pyre there. No one will know. "

"And you, Hugh the Hand?" Trian turned his eyes upon the assassin, studied him
intently. "WII you go with her?"

Hugh seened undeci ded whet her to answer or not He put his hand again to his
cheek, brought it back wet with blood. He stared at the bl ood a nonent,
unseeing, then slowy w ped the hand across his shirt.

"No," he said at last. "I have another contract to fulfill."

Iridal stirred, |ooked at him He did not |ook at her. She sighed softly.

Trian smled, thin-lipped. "OF course, another contract. \Wich rem nds nme, you

were not paid for this one. | think Hs Majesty will agree that you earned it.
Where shall | send the noney?"

Hugh bent down, l|ifted Bane's body, covered with the cloak, in his arms. One
smal | hand, stained with blood, fell linply frombeneath the crude shroud.

Iridal caught hold of the hand, kissed it, laid it gently back to rest on the
child' s breast.

"Tell Stephen," Hugh said, "to give the nmoney to his daughter. My gift, for
her dowry."

CHAPTER 42
WOMBE, DREVLIN LON REALM

LI MBECK TOOK OFF H S SPECTACLES FOR THE TVEENTI ETH TI ME I N ALMOST as many

m nut es and rubbed his eyes. He tossed the spectacles on the table in front of
him pl opped down in a chair, and glared at them He had made them hinself. He
was proud of them For the first tine in his life, with these spectacles on

he coul d see clearly—everything sharp and in focus, no fuzzy bl obs, no vague
and blurry outlines. Linbeck stared at the spectacles, admring them (what he
could now see of them) and | oathing them

He hated them detested them And he dared not nove w thout them They had
begun to give himfrightful headaches that started in back of his eyeballs,
shot what felt like little 'lectric zingers into his head. The '"lectric
zingers fired up a gi ant whunpi ng whamrer that narked time by bangi ng agai nst
his skull.

But now he could see his people clearly, could see their faces pinched with
hunger, drawn with the fear that grew worse every day that passed, every day



t he Ki cksey-w nsey refused to nove, remai ned shut down, shut off, silent. And
when Li nmbeck | ooked at this people through the spectacles, when he saw their
despai r, he hated.

He hated the elves, who had done this to them He hated the elves who had
dragged of f Jarre and were now threatening to kill her. He hated the elves or
what ever it was that had killed the Kicksey-w nsey. And when he hated, his
stomach rmuscles twi sted and [urched up and w apped around his lungs, and he
couldn't breathe for the tightness.

Then he planned grand and gl orious wars, and he made very fine and inpassi oned
speeches to his people. And for a while, they hated, too, and they forgot
about being cold and hungry and afraid of the terrifying silence. But
eventual Iy Linmbeck would have to fall silent, and then the dwarves woul d
return to their hones and be forced to listen to their children cry.

Then the pain would be so bad it sonetimes made himthrow up. When he was
finished throwing up, he'd feel his insides slide back into their proper

pl aces. He'd renenber how life used to be, before the revolution, before he'd
asked why, before he'd found the god who wasn't a god, who turned out to be
Hapl o. Linmbeck woul d renmenber Jarre and how nmuch he mi ssed her, m ssed her
calling hima "druz" and yanking on his beard.

He knew that the why had been a good question. But nmaybe his answer to the why
hadn't been such a great answer.

"There are too many why's," he nuttered, talking to hinmself (the only person
he had to talk to now, nost of the other dwarves not liking to be around him
much, for which he didn't blane them since he didn't |ike to be around

hi nsel f much either). "And there are no answers. It was stupid of nme to ask. |
know better now. | know things like: That's mine!, Hands off!, Gve nme that or
["I'l split your skull open, and Ch, yeah? Well, you're another!"

He'd come a | ong way from being a druz.

Li mbeck laid his head down on the table, stared norosely through the wong end
of the spectacles, which had the interesting and rather conforting effect of
maki ng everything seemfar away and snall. He'd been a | ot happier, being a
druz.

He sighed. It was all Jarre's fault. Wiy did she have to run off and get
hersel f captured by elves? If she hadn't, he wouldn't be in this predi canent.
He'd be threatening to destroy the Kicksey-w nsey. .

"Which | couldn't do, anyway," he nuttered. "These CGegs would never hurt their
preci ous machine. The el ves know that. They're not taking ny threat seriously.

| = Linbeck stopped in horror

CGegs. He'd called his people Gegs. His own people. And it was as if he were
seeing themthrough the wong end of the spectacl es—distant, far away, small.

"Ch, Jarre!" Linbeck moaned, "I wish | was a druz!"

Reachi ng up, he gave his own beard a hard and pai nful yank, but it just didn't
have the same effect. Jarre put love into her beard-yanking. She'd | oved him
when he was a druz.

Li mbeck snatched up the spectacles, hurled themon the table, hoping they'd
break. They didn't. Peering around nearsightedly, he went on a grimand
frantic search for a hamrer. He had just picked up what he'd thought was a



hamrer but which turned out to be a feather duster when a furious poundi ng and
| oud, pani cked shouting expl oded outside his door.

"Li mbeck, Linbeck," how ed a voice he recogni zed as bel onging to Lof.

Bumbling into the table, Linbeck groped about for the spectacles, stuck them
slightly askew, on his face, and—feather duster in hand—Ilung the door open

"Well? What is it? Can't you see |'m busy?" he said in an Inportant Voice,
which is how he generally got rid of people these days.

Lof didn't notice. He was in a pitiable state, his beard sticking out wildly
in all directions, his hair standing on end, his clothes every which way. He
was wringing his hands, and when a dwarf wrings his hands, matters are
desperate. For long nonments, he couldn't talk, but could only shake his head,
wring his hands, and whi nper.

Li mbeck' s spectacl es were hanging fromone ear. He took themoff, stuffed them
in a vest pocket, and patted Lof kindly on the shoul der. "Steady, old man.
What ' s happened?”

Encour aged, Lof gul ped and drew a shuddering breath. "Jarre," he managed.
"It's Jarre. She's dead. The elves killed her. I... | s-s-saw her, Linbeck!"
Droppi ng his head to his hands, Lof gave a harsh sob and began to weep.

It was quiet. The quiet came from Li mbeck, bounced off the walls, returned to
him He couldn't even hear Lof crying anynore. He coul dn't hear anything. The
Ki cksey-wi nsey had | ong been silent. Now Jarre was silent, forever. It was al
S0 very, very quiet.

"Where is she?" he asked, and he knew he asked the question, though he
couldn't hear the sound of his own voice.

"In... in the Factree," Lof burbled. "Haplo's with her, he says she's not
dead... but | know | saw .."

Li mbeck saw Lof's nourn noving, form ng words. Linbeck understood
one—Factree."

Taki ng out his spectacles, placing themfirmy on his nose and over his ears,
Li mbeck grabbed hold of Lof. Dragging himal ong, Linbeck headed for the secret
tunnels that led to the Factree.

As he went, he rallied every dwarf he found. "Cone with ne," he told them
"W're going to kill elves.”

Hapl o's magic transported himto the Factree, the only place on Drevlin —
other than his ship —that he could picture clearly in his mnd. He had

consi dered his ship. Once there, he could save Jarre's life, return her to her
peopl e, then he could return to his people. He would sail to Abarrach and try,
once again, to persuade his lord that the serpents were using him using them
all.

The idea of his ship was in his mnd only briefly, before he abandoned it.
Sang-drax and the serpents were plotting sonethi ng—sonet hi ng maj or, somet hing
dire. Their plans for Arianus were going awy. They hadn't expected Haplo or
Iridal to escape, they hadn't taken the Kenkari into consideration. They woul d
have to make a nove to counter whatever good effect Iridal mght be able to
achieve in the Md Realm Haplo had a good i dea what the serpents next nove
was going to be.



He materialized inside the Factree, near the statue of the Manger. Haplo laid
Jarre down gently on the base of the statue and took a swi ft |ook around. Hi s
skin glowed a faint blue, a residue of the magi c expended to bring hinself and
the dwarf here, but also a warning. The serpents were near. Down bel ow, he
guessed, down in their secret caverns.

As for nore i medi ate danger, he was prepared to face the el ven soldiers, who
wer e bivouacked in the Factree, prepared to deal instantly with any who m ght
be standing guard duty around the statue. They woul d be astounded to see him
mat eri ali zi ng out of nowhere. In that nmonment of shock, he woul d subdue them

But there was no one there. The statue's base had been shut again, covering
the tunnel beneath. Elves still noved about the Factree, but they were al
gathered at the front of the huge building, as far fromthe statue as they
coul d get.

The glimrergl anps were dark, this part of the Factree was left to darkness.

Hapl o | ooked up at the benign face of the statue, reflected in the blue |ight
radiating fromthe Patryn's skin. He saw, in the face, Alfred. "This fear of
your people would grieve you, wouldn't it, ny bunbling friend?" the Patryn
asked. Then the shadows noved, and Hapl o saw Samah's stern face beneath the
statue's hood. "But you'd think their fear a fitting tribute.”

Jarre noaned and stirred. Haplo knelt by her side. The statue shielded them
fromthe sight of the elves. Should any happen to | ook this direction—a
possibility he didn't consider |ikely—they would see only a blue glow, soft
and faint, so soft and faint that they would probably think their eyes were
decei ving them and di scount it.

But ot her eyes were watching, eyes Haplo hadn't counted on
"J-Jarre!" gasped a horrified voice
"Dam!" Hapl o swore, and turned.

Two figures crept out of the darkness, energing fromthe hole in the floor
that led to the dwarves' secret tunnels.

O course, Haplo realized, Linbeck would have posted spies to keep an eye on
the elves. The dwarves coul d sneak up the | adder, sit in the darkness, watch
the elves' novenments w thout running serious risk. The only drawback woul d be
the feeling of fear that flowed frombeneath the statue, fromthe serpents
bel ow.

Hapl o noted that the dwarves appeared hesitant to approach the statue, were
drawn to it by their shock and their worry over Jarre.

"She's all right,"” Haplo told them trying to sound reassuring, hoping to
prevent panic. One bellow and it was all over. He'd have the entire elven arny
to cope with. "She | ooks bad now, but |I'm going to—=

"She's dead!" gasped the dwarf, staring. "The elves killed her."

"Li mbeck!" said his conpanion. "Must tell... Linmbeck."

Bef ore Hapl o could say another word, the two had turned and dashed off,

trundling across the Factree floor toward the tunnel entrance. He heard their
heavy boots clunping down the | adder; they'd forgotten to shut the netal



cover.

Fine. Just fine. If he knew Li nbeck, Haplo would soon have half the dwarves in
Drevlin up here. Well, he'd deal with nmat when it happened.

Leani ng over Jarre, he took both her hands in his, extended the circle of his
bei ng, made her a part of it. The sigla' s glow brightened, traveled from
Haplo's right hand to Jarre's left. H's health and strength flowed into her
her pain and tornent flowed into him

He' d known the pain was coming, was braced to receive it. He' d experienced the
same thing, healing the elf Iad, Devon, in Chelestra. But this was nore
terrible, the pain was far worse, and—as if the serpents knew it would reach
hi m eventual | y—the torment took himback to the Labyrinth.

Again the cruel birds with their razor talons and tearing beaks gorged on his
flesh, tore at his vitals, beat at himwith their |eathery wings. Haplo grit
his teeth, closed his eyes, told hinmself over and over it was not real, and
held fast to Jarre.

And sone of her strength—the strength and courage that had kept her
alive—flowed to him

Hapl o gasped and shuddered, wanted desperately to die, the pain and fear were
so bad. But firm strong hands held his and a voice was saying, "It's al
right. They're gone. |'m here."

The voice was a woman's, a Patryn's. He knew it. It was her voice! She'd cone
back to him Here, in the Labyrinth, she'd found himat |ast. She'd driven
away the serpents. He was safe, with her, for the tinme being.

But the serpents would conme back, and there was the child to protect... their
chi | d.

"Qur child?" he asked her. "Were is our child?"

"Hapl 0?" said the voice, now sounding puzzled. "Haplo, don't you see ne? It's
me, Jarre...'

Hapl o sat up, caught his breath. Level with his face was the frightened and
anxi ous face—and quivering side whiskers—of a female dwarf. Hi s di sappoi nt nent
was al nbst as terrible to bear as the pain. He closed his eyes, shoul ders
slunped. It was all hopel ess. How could he go on? Wiy should he? He'd failed,
failed her, their child, failed his people, failed Jarre's people..

"Hapl o!" Jarre's voice was stern. "Don't be a druz. Snap out of it."

He opened his eyes, |ooked up at her, standing near him Her hands tw tched;
he had the inpression that if he'd had a beard, she'd be yanking it—her usua
renedy for restoring Linbeck to sense.

Haplo smiled his quiet smle, rose to his feet. "Sorry," he said.

"Where was |? What did you do to nme?" Jarre demanded, eyei ng hi m suspi ci ously.
Her face pal ed, she | ooked frightened. "The .. the elf... he hurt me." Her
expression grew puzzled. "Only he wasn't an elf. He was a horribl e nonster

with red eyes ..."

"I know, " said Hapl o.



"I's he gone? He is gone, isn't he?" she said, brightening with hope. "You
drove him away."

Hapl o regarded her in silence.
She shook her head, hope dimmng. "He's not?"

"No, he's here. Down below. And there's nmore of them Many nore. The elf,
Sang-drax, was only one of them They're able to enter your world the same way
| enter it."

"But how— she wail ed.
"Hush!" Hapl o rai sed his hand.

The sound of feet, many feet, heavily booted feet, pounded down bel ow—+n the
dwarves' secret entrance. Deep voices, shouting and clanoring in anger, echoed
t hrough the tunnels. The heavily booted feet began clinbing up the | adder that
led into the Factree.

The noise was |like the runble of the storns that swept Drevlin, swelling from
beneath the Factree floor. Haplo cast a swift glance toward the elves, even as
he raced over to the dwarves. The elven soldiers were on their feet, grabbing
for weapons, their officers shouting orders. The expected dwarven attack was
underway. The el ves were prepared.

Hapl o reached the tunnel entrance and was nearly bow ed over by a surge of
dwarves, |eaping out at him The elves were hastily overturning cots, throw ng
up barricades. The Factree doors flew open, a gust of rain-laden wi nd bl ew

i nside. Lightning flashed and the crack of thunder nearly drowned out the
shouti ng dwarves. Soneone cried in elven that the entire dwarven comunity was
in arns. An officer yelled back that this was what he'd been waiting for, now
they could extermnate the little "Gegs."

Li mbeck charged past Haplo. At |east Haplo assunmed it was Linbeck. The dwarfs
face was contorted with hatred and fury and the lust to kill. Haplo woul d not
have recogni zed t he

dwarf had it not been for the spectacles, planted firmy on his nose and tied
around his head with a long piece of string. He was carrying a w cked-1 ooki ng
battl e-ax in one hand and, unaccountably, a feather duster in the other

Li mbeck dashed past Haplo, leading his fellow dwarves in a mad, frenzied dash
that woul d take them headl ong into the advanci ng ranks of the disciplined

el ves.

"Avenge Jarre!" shouted Linbeck

"Avenge Jarre!" answered the dwarves in a single, runbling, dire voice.

"I don't need avenging!" Jarre yelled shrilly, fromwhere she stood at the

base of the statue of the Manger. "It wasn't the elves! Linbeck!" she how ed,
wri ngi ng her hands. "Don't be a druz!"

Wll, it worked once before, Haplo thought, and was extending his armto
unl eash the spell that would freeze everyone in his or her place. But the
chant died on his lips. He looked at his arm saw the runes flare a brilliant,

vi brant blue, saw it intertwined with red, felt his skin flame w th warning.

The statue of the Manger cane to |life, began to nove.



Jarre screaned, |ost her balance on the sw veling base, and tunbled down the
dai s on which the statue stood. Linbeck had not heard her shout, but he heard
her scream He stopped in mdrush, turned toward the sound, saw Jarre,
scranbling to her feet, and the statue of the Manger, opening slowy.

The fear and terror and horror that flowed out of the tunnel ahead of the
serpents acted nmore effectively than any of Haplo's spells to stop the dwarven
advance. The dwarves stunbled to a halt, stared fearfully at the hole.
Defiance and fury seeped out of them I|eaving themcold and shivering husks.
The elves, farther away fromthe tunnel entrance, couldn't see precisely what
was goi ng on, but they could see the giant statue noving on its base, could
hear the runmble it made. And they, too, could feel the fear. They crouched
behi nd their barricades, gripped their weapons, |ooked questioningly and
nervously at their officers, who were grimand uneasy thensel ves.

"I't won't work, Sang-drax," Haplo shouted. Through the dog's ears, Haplo could
hear Hugh's voice, talking to Trian. He could hear the words of Irida's bitter
sorrow. "You' re defeated! Bane's dead. The alliance will hold. Peace wll

cone. There's nothing you can do now"

Oh, yes there is, said Sang-drax, whispering inside Haplo's head. Watch
Jarre half stunbled, half ran to Linmbeck

"We've got to escape!" she shrieked, plumeting into him nearly knocking him
flat. "Tell everyone. W have to leave. A... a horrible nonster is coming. It
lives down there! Haplo said—=

Li mbeck knew a horrible nonster was com ng, sonething dark and evil and

hi deous. He knew he shoul d run, knew he should order everyone to run for their
lives, but he couldn't manage to get the words out. He was too frightened. And
he couldn't see clearly. H's spectacles had m sted over fromthe sweat

dri ppi ng down his brow. And he couldn't take themoff. The string was knotted
around his head and he didn't dare let |oose of the battle-ax he was hol di ng
to unknot the string.

Dar k shapes, dreadful beings, poured up out of the hole.
It was... They were...

Li mbeck blinked, rubbed at his spectacles with his shirtsl eeves.

"What... what is it, Jarre?" he demanded.
"Ch, Linbeck!" She drew in a shivering breath. "Linbeck... it's us!"
CHAPTER 43

WOMBE, DREVLIN LON REALM
AN ARMY OF DWARVES MARCHED UP QUT OF THE TUNNEL BENEATH THE st at ue.

"Not bad, Sang-drax," Haplo nuttered in grudging admiration. "Not bad at all.
Confuse the hell out of everyone."

The serpents resenbl ed the dwarves of Drevlin in every aspect—n clothes, in
appear ance, in the weapons they carried. They were shouting their hatred of
the elves, urging their fellows to launch the attack. The true dwarves were
begi nning to waver. They were afraid of the newconers, but their fear was
starting to nerge with their fear of the elves and soon they woul dn't be able



to tell one fear fromthe other.
And they woul dn't be able to teil one dwarf from anot her.

Hapl o coul d. He could see the red-eyed glint that gave away the serpents, but
how coul d he explain all this to the true dwarves, how could he warn them
convi nce then? The two dwarven arm es were about to join together. They woul d
attack the elves, defeat them drive themfromDrevlin. And then the serpents,
di sgui sed as dwarves, would attack the nmachi ne, the Kicksey-w nsey, on which
the lives of all of the races on Arianus depended.

A brilliant stroke. So what if the humans and elves allied? So what if

Rees' ahn and St ephen overthrew the Tribus enpire? Wrd would conme to themt hat
t he dwarves were wrecking the Kicksey-w nsey, about to deprive the Md Realm
of water. The humans and el ves woul d have no choice but to fight the dwarves
to save it.

Chaos. Endless conflict. The serpents woul d grow powerful, invincible.

"Don't believe them They' re not us!" Jarre cried shrilly. "They're not
dwarves. And they're not elves, either. They're the ones who hurt ne! Look at
them Linbeck. Look at them"

Li mbeck tried to wipe the mst fromhis spectacles.

Frustrated, Jarre grabbed hold of the spectacles, gave thema tug that broke
the string. Snatching them off Linbeck's nose, she threw them on the floor

"What have you done?" Linbeck roared in anger
"Now you can see, you druz! Look at them Look!"

Li mbeck peered nyopically ahead. The arny of dwarves was now only a dark blur
congeal ed together into a long, flow ng mass. The mass heaved and writhed and
glared at himfromcountl ess pairs of gleanm ng red eyes.

"A giant snake!" Linbeck shouted, raising his battle-ax. "W're being attacked
by a gi ant snake!"

"We are?" Lof asked confusedly, |ooking up and down and in front and behind
him "Were?"

"Here," said Haplo.

Drawi ng the el ven sword, stolen fromthe Inperanon, the Patryn lunged at the
red-eyed dwarf standing nearest him The runes etched on the sword flared, the
nmetal gl owed. A cascade of blue and red flame flowed from die bl ade toward the
dwar f s head.

Except that it was no |onger a dwarf.

A massive, flat, and snakelike body—anci ent and awful —reared upward,
expandi ng out of the dwarfs body |like a nmonstrous plant bursting out of a seed
pod. The serpent took shape and formfaster than the eye could follow. Its
tail lashed out, struck the sword, sent it flying. The weapon's rune-magic
began to fall apart, the sigla shattered, crunbled in mdair—inks of a chain
broken and scattered.

Hapl o sprang back, out of the way of the lashing tail, watched for an
opportunity to recover his weapon. He'd expected this—his attack had been too



swift, too random He hadn't had time to concentrate on his nagic. But he had
achieved his goal. Killing, even wounding the serpent, was not his objective.
He'd neant to force it to showits true form disrupt its magic. At |east now
t he dwarves woul d see the serpent for what it was.

"Very clever of you, Patryn," said Sang-drax. The graceful form of the
serpent-elf wal ked slowy out of the ranks of red-eyed dwarves. "But what have
you acconpl i shed—except their deaths?"

The dwarves gasped in shock, fell over thenselves and each other in an effort
to escape the hideous creature that now | oomed over them

Hapl o darted beneath the serpent's whipping tail, snatched up his sword.
Fal I i ng back, he faced Sang-drax. A few dwarves, shamed by the cowardi ce of
their fellows, cane to the Patryn's side. The other dwarves rallied around
him gripping pipes, battle-axes, whatever weapons they had been able to find.

But their courage was short-lived. The rest of the serpents began abandoni ng
their nensch bodi es. The darkness was filled with their hissing and the foul
odor of decay and corruption that clung to them The fire of the red eyes
flared. A head dove down, a tail struck out. Massive jaws picked up a dwarf,
lifted himto the Factree roof far above, dropped himto a screani ng death.
Anot her serpent crushed a dwarf with its tail. The serpents' best
weapon—fear—swept through the ranks of dwarves |ike an ague.

Dwar ves bel |l owed in panic, dropped their weapons. Those nearest the serpents
scranbled to retreat down the hole, but ran up against a wall of their

bret hren, who could not get out of the way fast enough. The serpents |eisurely
pi cked off a dwarf here and there, making certain that they died | oudly,
horribly.

The dwarves fell back toward the front of the Factree, only to encounter the
el ven barricades. Elven reinforcenments had begun arriving, but they were
neeti ng—by the sounds of it —dwarven resistance outside the Factree. Elves
and dwarves were fighting each other anong the wheels and gears of the

Ki cksey-wi nsey, while inside the Factree itself, chaos reigned.

The elves cried that the serpents had been built by the dwarves. The dwarves
shrieked that the snakes were a magical trick of the elves. The two turned on
each other, and the serpents drove memon, inciting themto the slaughter

Sang-drax al one had not altered his form He stood in front of Haplo, a smle
on the delicate elven features.

"You don't want themto die," said Haplo, keeping his sword raised, watching
hi s opponent closely, trying to guess his next nove. "Because if they die, you
die."

"True," said Sang-drax, drawi ng a sword, advancing on Haplo. "W have no
intention of killing them not all of them at any rate. But you, Patryn. You
no | onger provide sustenance. You have beconme a drain, a liability, a threat."

Hapl o risked a swift glance around. He couldn't see either Linbeck or Jarre,
presuned that they had been caught up in the panicked tide, swept away.

He stood al one now, near the statue of the Manger, who stared out unseeing on
t he bl oodshed, an expression of stern and absurdly foolish compassion frozen
on the netal face.

"It is all hopeless, my friend," said Sang-drax. "Look at them This is a



preview of the chaos that will rule the universe. On and on. Everlasting.
Think of it, as you die..."

Sang-drax | ashed out with his sword. The netal gleanmed with the sullen
reddi sh light of the serpent's magic. He could not imediately penetrate the
magi cal shield of the Patryn's sigla, but he would try to weaken it, batter it
down.

Hapl o parried the blow, steel clanging against steel. An electrical jolt ran
fromthe serpent's blade to Haplo's, surged through the hilt, passed into his
pal ms—the part unprotected by the runes—and fromthere up his arns. H's nagic
was shaken. He fought to hold on to the blade, but another jolt burned the
flesh on his hand, set the nuscles and nerves in his armtw tching and danci ng
spasnodi cally. H s hand no | onger functioned. He dropped the sword, fell back
agai nst the statue, grasping his useless arm

Sang-drax closed in. Haplo's body-magic reacted instinctively to protect him
but the serpent's bl ade easily penetrated the weakeni ng shield, slashed across
Hapl o' s chest

The sword cut the heart-rune, the central sigil, fromwhich Haplo drew his
strength, out of which sprang the circle of his being.

The wound was deep. The bl ade sliced through flesh, laid bare the breastbone.
To an ordinary man, to a nensch, it would not have been nortal. But Haplo knew
it for a death bl ow Sang-drax's magical blade had cut open nore than flesh.

It had severed Haplo's own nagic, |eft himvul nerable, defenseless. Unless he
could take tinme to rest, to heal hinself, to restructure the runes, the
serpent's next attack would finish him

"And 1'll die at the feet of a Sartan," Haplo nmuttered dazedly to hinself,
gl ancing up at the statue.

Bl ood flowed freely, soaked his shirt front, ran down his hands, his arms. The
blue Iight of his sigla was fading, dw ndling. He sank to his knees, too tired
to fight, too ... despairing. Sang-drax was right. It was hopel ess.

"CGet on with it. Finish me," Haplo snarled. "Wat are you waiting for?"

"You know full well, Patryn," said Sang-drax in his gentle voice. "I want your
fear!™

The elven formbegan to alter, the linbs nerged horribly, coalesced into a
sl ack- ski nned, slinme-coated body. A red light glared down on Haplo, grow ng
brighter. He had no need to look up to know that the gi ant snake head | ooned
above him prepared to tear at his flesh, crush his bones, destroy him

He was rem nded of the Labyrinth, of the tine he'd been nortally wounded
there. O how he'd laid down to die, too tired, too hurt...

"No," said Haplo.

Reachi ng out his hand, he grasped the hilt of the sword. Lifting it awkwardly
in his left hand, he staggered slowy to his feet. No runes shone on the

bl ade. He'd |l ost the power of the magic. The sword was plain, unadorned nensch
steel, notched and battered. He was angry, not afraid. And if he ran to neet
death, he could, perhaps, outrun his fear

Hapl o ran at Sang-drax, lifting the blade in a bl ow he knew he woul d never
live to strike



At the start of the battle, Linbeck Bolttightner was on his hands and knees on
the floor, trying to find his spectacles.

Dropping his battle-ax, he paid no attention to the shouts and frightful yells
of his people. He paid no attention to the hissing and slithering of the
serpents (they were only shadowy bl obs to himanyway). He paid no attention to
the fighting raging around him no attention to Lof, who was rooted to the
spot with terror. Linbeck paid absolutely no attention to Jarre, who was
standi ng over him beating himon the head with the feather duster

"Li mbeck! Please! Do sonething! Qur people are dying! The elves are dying! The
world is dying! Do something!"

"I will, damm it!" Linbeck yelled at her viciously, hands pawi ng desperately
over the floor. "But first | have to be able to see!"

"You coul d never see before!" Jarre shrieked at him "That's what | | oved
about you!"

Two panes of glass shone red in the reflected |light of the serpent's eyes.
Li mbeck nade a grab for them only to have them shoot out from under his very
fingers.

Lof, jolted free fromhis paralyzing fear by Jarre's shout, turned to run away
and accidentally kicked the spectacles, sent themskittering across the floor

Li mbeck dove after them sliding on his rotund belly. He scrabbl ed under one
dwarfs | egs, reached around another's ankles. The spectacl es seened to have
become a live thing, perversely keeping just beyond his grasp. Booted feet
crunched on his groping fingers. Heels jabbed into his side. Lof toppled to
the floor with a panic-stricken yell, his runp m ssing smashing the spectacles
by inches. Linbeck clanbered over the prostrate Lof, stuck a knee in the
unfortunate dwarfs face, made a wild, stabbing grab

Intent on the spectacles, Linmbeck didn't see what had terrified Lof.

Admi ttedly, Linbeck wouldn't have seen nmuch anyway, nothing but a large gray,
scaly nmass descending on him Hi s fingertips were actually touching the wire
frame of his spectacles when he was suddenly grabbed roughly from behi nd.
Strong hands took hold of his collar, sent himflying through the air.

Jarre had run after Linbeck, trying to reach himthrough the mlling crowd of
frightened dwarves. She lost sight of himfor an instant, found him

agai n—+ying on top of Lof, both of them about to be crushed by the body of one
of the horrible serpents.

Dashi ng forward, Jarre caught hold of Linbeck's collar, yanked himup, and
flung himout of danger. He was saved, but not the spectacles. The snake's
body crashed down. The floor shook, glass crunched. Wthin instants, the
serpent reared up again, red eyes searching for its victins.

Li mbeck lay on his stonmach, gul ping for breath and not havi ng nuch | uck
finding it. Jarre had only one thought—+to keep the red eyes of the serpent off
them Again, she took hold of Linmbeck by the collar and began to drag him (she
couldn't lift him over to the statue of the Manger

Once, long ago, during another fight in the Factree, Jarre had taken refuge
inside this statue. She'd do it again. But she hadn't counted on Linbeck

"My spectacles!" he screamed with the first breath he was able to suck into



his | ungs.

He lunged forward, pulled hinmself free of Jarre's grasp... and was al nost
beheaded by the backswi ng of Sang-drax's sword.

Li mbeck saw only a blur of red fire, but he heard the bl ade whistle past him
felt the rush of air on his cheek. He stunbl ed backward, into Jarre, who
caught hold of him pulled himdown beside her at the statue's base.

"Hapl o!" she started to cry, then hastily swall owed her shout. The Patryn's
attention was fixed on his eneny; her yell mght only distract him

Intent on each other, neither Haplo nor his foe noticed the two dwarves,
crouching at the statue's base, afraid to nove.

Li mbeck had only the vaguest idea of what was going on. To him it was all a
blur of light and notion and confusing inpression. Haplo was fighting an el f,
and then it seened that the elf swall owed a snake, or perhaps it was the other
way around.

"Sang-drax!" Jarre breathed, and Linbeck heard the horror and fear in her
Voi ce.

She shrank back against him "OCh, Linbeck," she whispered unhappily. "Haplo's
finished. He's dying, Linbeck."

"Where?" shouted Linbeck in frustration. "I can't see!"”
And the next thing he knew, Jarre was |eaving his side.
"Hapl o saved ne. I'mgoing to save him"

The serpent's tail |ashed out, smashed into Hapl o, knocked the sword fromhis
hand, battered himto the floor. He |lay dazed and hurting, weak froml oss of
bl ood, no breath left in his body. He waited for the end, for the next bl ow
But it didn't cone.

A dwarf-maid stood over himprotectively. Defiant, fearless, side whiskers
quivering, a battle-ax in both hands, Jarre glared at the serpent.

"Go away," she said. "Go away and | eave us al one."

The serpent ignored the dwarf. Sang-drax's gaze and attention were
concentrated on the Patryn.

Jarre junmped forward, swung the ax at the snake's putrid flesh. The bl ade bit
deep. A foul ooze flowed fromthe wound.

Hapl o struggled to regain his feet. The serpent, wounded and in pain, struck
at Jarre, intending to rid itself of a pest, then deal with the Patryn.

The snake's head dove at the dwarf. Jarre stood her ground, waited until the
head was |l evel with her blade. The serpent's toothless jaws opened w de. Jarre
sprang clumsily to one side, swi nging her ax. The sharp bl ade struck the
snake's lower jaw, the force of the blow buried the head of the ax deep in the
serpent's flesh.

Sang-drax howed in pain and fury, tried to shake the ax | oose, but Jarre
clung to the handl e tenaci ously. Sang-drax reared his head, intending to slam
the dwarfs body into the floor.



Hapl o grasped his sword, raised it.

"Jarre!" he cried. "Stop it! Let go!"

The dwarf rel eased her hold on the ax handle, tunbled to the ground.
Sang-drax shook the ax |oose. Infuriated at this insignificant creature who
had inflicted such terrible pain on him the serpent |ashed out, jaws open to
shap Jarre in two.

Hapl o thrust the blade into the serpent's gleani ng red eye.

Bl ood spurted. Half blind, nad with pain and outrage, no |onger able to draw
on the fear of its foe for strength, the serpent thrashed about in mnurderous
fury.

Hapl o staggered, nearly fell. "Jarre! Down the stairs!" he gasped.

"No!" she shrieked. "I've got to save Linbeck!" and she was gone.

Hapl o started to go after her. Hs foot slipped on the serpent's blood. He
fell, slid painfully down the stairs, too weak to catch hinself.

It seened he fell for a long, long tine.

olivious to the fighting, searching for Jarre, Linbeck groped his way around
the statue of the Manger and nearly tunbled into the hole that gaped suddenly
at his feet. He stood gazing down into it. He could see bl ood and darkness and
the tunnel that led to his unravel ed sock, to the automaton, to the turning on
of the wondrous machi ne. And down there, too, was that room the nysterious
room where he'd seen el ves and dwarves and hunans com ng together in harnony.
He peered around himand saw on the floor elves and dwarves |ying together
dead.

A frustrated "why" was on his lips, but it was never spoken. For the first
time in his life, Linbeck saw clearly. He saw what he had to do.

Fumbling in his pocket, Linmbeck dragged out the white cloth he used to cl ean
his spectacles and began to wave it in the air. "Stop," he shouted, his voice
I oud and strong in the silence. "Stop the fighting. W surrender."

CHAPTER 44

THE FACTREE

LONER REALM

ELVES AND DWARVES STOPPED LONG ENOUGH TO STARE AT LI MBECK sone were puzzl ed,
some frowni ng, nmost suspicious, all astounded. Taking advantage of the genera

stupefaction, Linmbeck clinbed atop the statue's base.

"Are you all blind?" he shouted. "Can't you see where this will end? Death for

us all. Death for the world, unless we stop it." He held out his hands toward
the elves. "I'mH gh Froman. My word is law. We'Ill talk, negotiate. You el ves
can have the Kicksey-winsey. And I'Il prove | nmean what | say. There's a room
down there." He pointed to the tunnel. "A roomwhere you elves can turn the
machine on. I'll show*

Jarre screaned. Linbeck had a sudden inpression of a huge mass rearing above



him a noxious hissing breath bl owi ng over him I|ike the wind of the
Mael st rom

"It is too late!" roared Sang-drax. "There will be no peace for this world.
Only chaos and terror, as you fight for survival. On Arianus, you will be
forced to drink blood instead of water! Destroy the nachine!"

The serpent's head swept over the startled dwarf and smashed into the statue
of the Manger.

A resoundi ng clang, deep and shuddering, rang through the Factree. The statue
of the Manger, the stern and silent formof the Sartan that had stood for
centuries, worshiped and adored by countl ess dwarves, shuddered, rocked on its
base. The snake, lashing about in fury, struck at it again. The Manger |et out
anot her resoundi ng cl ang, shook, shivered, and toppled to the floor

The boom ng echo of its fall tolled Iike a knell of doomthrough the Factree.

Al'l over Drevlin, the serpents began smashing the 'lectric zingers and ripping
of f the whistle-toots and battering into bits of netal the wondrous nachi ne.
The dwarves halted their retreat, picked up their weapons, turned to face the
serpents.

The el ves saw what was happeni ng, had a sudden vision of their water-ships,
sailing up to the real ns above—enpty. They began to fire their magi cal arrows
at the serpents' red eyes. Inside the Factree and out, drawn together by the
terrible sight of the serpents attacking the machine, dwarves and el ves fought
side by side to protect the Kicksey-w nsey.

They were aided by the tinely arrival of a crippled dragon-ship that had
managed, by the conbined efforts of its human and elven crew, to make its way
safely through the Mael strom A group of burly humans, acting under the
conmmand of an el ven captain, carrying weapons enchanted by the spells of an
el ven wi zard, joined the dwarves.

It was the first tine, in all the history of Arianus, that humans and el ves
and dwarves fought together, not agai nst each other

The sight woul d have nmade the | eader of WJPP proud, but unfortunately he
couldn't see it. Linbeck had di sappeared, lay buried beneath the broken statue
of the Manger.

Jarre, half blinded by tears, lifted her battle-ax and prepared to fight the
serpent whose bl oodi ed head was weavi ng over the statue, perhaps seeking
Hapl o, perhaps Linbeck. Jarre ran forward, shrieking defiance, sw nging the
ax... and couldn't find the eneny.

The serpent had vani shed.

Jarre stunbl ed, unable to stop the nmonmentum of her violent swing. The ax flew
from her bl ood-slick hands. She fell to her hands and knees.

"Li mbeck?" she cried desperately, feverishly, and crawl ed toward the broken
st at ue.

A hand appeared, waved feebly. "Here | am I|... | think..."

"Li mbeck!" Jarre dove for the hand, caught hold of it, kissed it, and then
began to tug on it.



"Quch! Wait! |I'mstuck! Ooofl My arm Don't—=

I gnoring Linbeck's protests, not having time to panper him Jarre clasped his
pudgy hand, planted her foot against the statue, and pulled. After a brief but
i nvigorating struggle, she managed to free him

The august | eader of WJPP energed from underneath the statue of the Manger
runpl ed and di shevel ed, shaken and confused, all his buttons m ssing, and with

the overall inpression of having been stonped on and squashed, but otherw se
unhurt.
"What ... what happened?" he asked, squinting, trying to see.

"We're fighting to save the Kicksey-wi nsey," said Jarre, giving hima swft
hug. Then she grabbed up the bl oody battle-ax and prepared to | aunch hersel f
into the fray.

"Wait, 1'lIl come with you!" Linmbeck cried, clenching his fists and | ooki ng
fierce.

"Don't be a druz," Jarre said fondly. Reaching out, she yanked on his beard.
"You can't see a thing. You'd only hurt yourself. You stay here."

"But... what can | do?" Linbeck cried, disappointed. "I mnust do sonething."
Jarre could have told him (and woul d, | ater on, when they were al one together)
that he'd done everything. That he was the hero of the War, responsible for
savi ng the Kicksey-wi nsey and the lives of not only his people but of everyone

on Arianus. She didn't have tinme for all that now, however.

"Why don't you nake a speech?" she suggested hastily. "Yes, | think one of
your speeches would be just the thing."

Li mbeck considered. It had been a long tinme since he'd made a speech. Not
counting the surrender speech, which had been rather rudely interrupted. He
couldn't quite recall where that one had been headed, however.

"But... | don't have one ready..."

"Yes, you do, my dear. Here."

Jarre reached into one of Linbeck's baggy pockets, pulled out a sheaf of
i nk-stai ned paper, and, renoving the sandw ch, handed the speech to Linbeck

Resting his hand on the fallen statue of the Manger, Linbeck held the papers
up to his nose and began to thunder

"Wirkers of Drevlin! Untie and throw off your freckles... No, that can't be
right. Wirkers of Drevlin! Unite and throw off your mackerels!™

And so the dwarves nmarched into what would | ater go down in history as the
Battl e of the Kicksey-wi nsey, with the occasionally confused but always

i nspiring words of the | eader of WUPP, soon to be world hero, Linbeck
Bolttightner, ringing in their ears.

CHAPTER 45

WOVBE, DREVLIN LOW REALM

HE SAT ON THE STAIRS LEADING DOM FROM THE BASE OF THE fallen statue



into the secret tunnels of the Sartan. Above him Linbeck harangued, the
mensch battled the serpents to save their world, and the Kicksey-w nsey stood
silent, unmoving. Haplo | eaned against the wall, weak and |ight-headed from
shock and | oss of bl ood.

The dog was with him gazing at himanxiously. Haplo didn't know when it had
cone back, was too tired to think about it or what its return portended. And
he coul d do nothing to help the nensch; he could barely hel p hinself.

"It doesn't sound as if they need any hel p, though,"” he said to the dog.

He had closed the terrible wound in his chest, but he needed tinme, a |long
time, to conpletely heal himself. The heart rune, the very center of his
bei ng, was torn.

He | eaned against the wall, shut his eyes, grateful for the darkness. H's mnd
drifted. He was holding the small book, the one given himby the Kenkari. He
woul d have to renenmber to turn the book over to Linmbeck. He was | ooking at it
again ... he had to be careful... didn't want to snear blood ... on the
pages.... The drawings... diagrans... instructions.

"The Sartan didn't abandon the worlds," he was telling Linmbeck ... or the
dog... who kept changing into Linbeck. "Those on this one foresaw their own
dem se. Alfred' s people. They knew they woul d not be able to conplete their
grand schenme for uniting the worlds, for providing air to the world of stone,
water to the world of air, fire to the world of water. They wote it all down,
wote it down for those they knew they would have to | eave behi nd.

"It's all here, in this small book. The words that will start the automaton
upon its tasks, start the Kicksey-w nsey operating, align the continents,
bring themall life-giving water. The words that will send a signal through

Death's Gate to all the other worlds.

"It is all inthis book, witten down in four |anguages: Sartan, elven,
dwar ven, human

"Alfred would be pleased,” Haplo told Linbeck... who kept changing into the
dog. "He can quit apol ogi zi ng. "

But the plan had gone awy.

The Sartan who were supposed to awaken and use the book had not. Alfred, the
one Sartan who did wake up, either didn't know about the book or had searched
for it and couldn't find it. It was the Kenkari elves who had found the book
Found it, suppressed it, hidden it away.

"And if it hadn't been the elves,"” Haplo said, "it would have been the humans,
or the dwarves. Al of them too filled with hate and distrust to cone
t oget her "

"Wirkers of the world!" Linbeck was wi nding up. "Unite!"
And this tine, he got it right.

"Maybe this time, they will get it right," Haplo said tiredly, snmling. He
si ghed. The dog whi npered, crowded close to its master and sniffed
worriedl y—fl esh tw tching—at the blood on his hands and arnmns.

"I could take the book," canme a voice. "Take it fromyour dead body, Patryn.”



The dog whi npered, pressed its nose into his hand.
Hapl o' s eyes flared open. Fear snapped himto full, alert wakeful ness.

Sang-drax stood at the bottom of the stairs. The serpent had resuned his elf
form |ooked much the same as before, except that he was wan and pal e and only
one red eye gl eamed. The ot her eye socket was a dark and enpty hole, as if the
serpent had plucked out the injured orb and tossed it away.

Hapl o, hearing the dwarves shout triunphantly from above, understood.
"They' re wi nning. Courage, unity—the pain's nore bitter than a sword's thrust

inside you, isn't it, Sang-drax? Go on, get out. You're as weak as I am You
can't hurt nme now "

"Ch, | could. But I won't. W have new orders.' " Sang-drax smled, his voice
lingered over die last word as if he found it anmusing. "You're to live, after
all, it seems. O perhaps | should rephrase that. I'mnot the one destined to
kill you."

Hapl o bowed his head, closed his eyes, |eaned back against the wall. He was

tired, so very tired..

"As for your mensch friends," continued Sang-drax, "they haven't managed to
turn the nachine on yet. It nay prove to be a 'jolting' experience. For
them.. and for all the other worlds. Read the book, Patryn. Read it

careful ly."

The serpent's elven form began to waver, started to | ose consistency and
shape. He was visible, for an instant, in his hideous snakelike body, but that
transformation, too, was difficult for himto maintain. He was, as Hapl o had
said, growi ng weak. Soon, only his words were left, and the faint flicker of
the gleaming red eye in the darkness of the Sartan tunnels.

"You are dooned, Patryn. Your battle can never be won. Unl ess you def eat
yoursel f."

CHAPTER 46

THE CATHEDRAL OF THE ALBEDO

ARI STAGON, M D REALM

THE DOORS TO THE CATHEDRAL OF THE ALBEDO REMAI NED CLOSED. THE Kenkari

continued to turn away the weesham who occasionally cane to stand forlornly,
staring at the ornate grillwork until the Keeper of the Door emnerged.

"You must go," he would tell them "The tine is not right."

"But what do we do?" they cried, clutching the | apis boxes. "Wen do we
return?"

"Wait," was all he said.
The weesham found no confort in that, but they could do nothing except return
to the Inmperanon or to their dukedonms or principalities and wait. Everyone on

Paxaria was waiting.

Waiting for their doom



News of the alliance forged between the rebel elves and the hunmans had spread
rapi dly. The Unseen brought back reports that human and el ven forces were
massing for the final assault. Inperial elven troops began to w thdraw from
towns on the perineter of Vol karan, falling back to encircle and defend
Aristagon. Towns and cities on the perineter inmediately nade plans to
surrender to Prince Rees'ahn, on condition that human arm es would not be
permtted to occupy them (The elves recalled their own tyranni cal occupation
of human | ands and feared retribution. Their fears were undoubtedly justified.
Sonme wondered if centuries-old, festering wounds woul d ever heal.)

At one point, a strange report, whose source was later traced to Count Tretar
went round the | nperanon. Agah'ran had announced publicly, during |luncheon
that King Stephen had been assassi nated. The human barons were reportedly in
revolt against Queen Anne. Prince Rees'ahn had fled for his life. The alliance
was about to crunble.

Parties were held in celebration. Wen the enmperor sobered up, however, he

di scovered that the report was not true. The Unseen assured Agah'ran that King
Stephen was alive and well, though it was observed that the king wal ked
somewhat stiffly and haltingly—the result of a fall suffered during a drinking
bout .

Count Tretar was no |onger seen at court.

But Agah'ran was confident. He gave nore parties, one or two each night, each
nore glittering, nore frantic than the last. The el ves who attended (and there
were fewer of them each night) |aughed at certain other nmenbers of the royal
fam |y who had purportedl y abandoned their hones, gathered up what wealth they
could carry, and headed for the frontiers.

"Let the rebels and the human scum cone. W will see how they fight against a
real army," said Agah'ran

In the nmeantine, he and the other princes and princesses and counts and earls
and dukes danced and drank and ate sunptuously.

Their weesham sat silently in the corners and waited.

The silver gong rang. The Keeper of the Door sighed, rose to his feet. Peering
t hrough the gril hvork, expecting another geir, he gave a small gasp. He opened
the door with trenbling hands.

"Cone in, sir. Cone in," he said in |l ow and sol emn tones.
Hugh the Hand entered the cathedral

The Hand wore, once again, the robes of a Kir nonk, though in this instance he
didn't wear themto disguise hinself for travel through enemnmy |ands. A Kenkari
el f accompani ed Hugh. The Kenkari had been assigned to escort himfromthe
canp of Prince Rees'ahn in Uyndia, back to the cathedral in Aristagon

Needl ess to say, no elf had dared stop them

Hugh st epped across the threshold. He did not | ook back, did not take a fina
gl ance at a world he woul d soon be |eaving forever. He'd seen enough of that
world. It held no joy for him He was leaving it w thout regret.

"I will take over fromhere," said the Door in a | ow voice to Hugh's escort.
"My assistant will show you to your quarters.”

Hugh stood apart, silent, aloof, staring straight ahead. The Kenkari who had



acconpani ed hi m whi spered a few words of blessing, pressed |ong,
del i cate-boned fingers into Hugh's arm The Hand acknow edged t he bl essing
with a flicker of the deeply sunken eyes, a slight inclination of the head.

"W will go to the Aviary now," said Door, when they were alone. "If that is
what you wi sh."

"The sooner | get this over with, the better," Hugh said.

They wal ked down the crystal corridor that led to the Aviary and the small
chapel room just outside.

"How do you do it?" Hugh asked.

The Door flinched, startled. He'd been absorbed in his own thoughts. "Do what,
sir?"

"Execute people,"” said the Hand. "You'll excuse the question, but | have a
rather personal interest in this.”

The Door went exceedingly pale. "Forgive ne. |... | cannot answer. The Keeper
of the Soul..." He stamered and fell silent.

Hugh shrugged. After all, what did it matter? The worst part was the journey,
t he wrenchi ng agony of the soul, unwilling to | eave the body. Wen all ties
were severed, he'd be wel coned back hone.

They entered the chapel wi thout cerenony, wthout knocking. Cbviously, they
wer e expected. The Keeper of the Book stood behind her desk, the Book open
The Keeper of the Soul stood before the altar

The Kenkari shut the door, placed his back to it.

"Hugh the Hand, approach the altar,"” said the Keeper of the Soul

Hugh stepped forward. Behind the altar, through the wi ndow, he could see the
Avi ary. The green |l eaves were very still, this day; no nmotion, no disturbance.
The dead souls, too, were waiting.

In noments, Hugh would join them

"Make this quick," said Hugh. "No praying, no singing. Just get on with it."
"It shall be as you desire, sir," said the Keeper of the Soul, gently. He

rai sed his arns, the butterfly wings shinmered, falling in folds about him
"Hugh the Hand, you agreed to give your soul to us in return for our
assistance to you and the Lady Iridal. Such assistance was granted. Your quest
to save the child was successful ."

"Yes," said Hugh, voice gruff, soft. "He is safe, now" As I'll be safe, he
t hought. Safe in death.

The Keeper of the Soul flicked a glance at Book and Door, then turned his
conpl ete attention back

"And you, Hugh the Hand, now cone forward to fulfill your contract with us.
You give us your soul."

"I do," said Hugh, kneeling down. "Take it." He braced hinmself, clasped his
hands before him drew a deep breath, as if he guessed it nust be his |ast.



"I would," said the Keeper, frowning. "But your soul is not yours to give."

"What ?" Hugh let out his breath, glowered at the Keeper. "Wat do you nean?
|'ve come here to you. | kept ny part—=

"Yes, but you do not cone to us free of nortal bonds. You have taken on
anot her contract. You agreed to kill a man."

Hugh was growi ng angry. "Wat tricks are you elves up to? Wiat man did | agree
to kill?"

"The man call ed Haplo."

"Hapl 0?" Hugh gaped, unconprehendi ng. He honestly had no idea what the elf was
t al ki ng about .

And t hen. ..

There's just one thing you nust do. You nust tell Haplo, when he's dying, that
Xar is the one who wants himdead. WII| you renenber that nane? Xar is the one
who says that Haplo nust die.

The Keeper of the Soul watched Hugh's face, nodded when the man | ooked up at
himin stunned and baffled realization. "You pronised the child Bane. You took
his contract."

"But ... | never neant..."

"You never nmeant to live long enough to fulfill it. Yet you are alive. And you
took the contract."

"And Bane is dead!" Hugh said harshly.

"Woul d that make a difference to the Brotherhood? The contract is sacred ..
H s expression dark and grim Hugh rose, stood facing the Keeper. "Sacred!" He
gave a bitter laugh. "Yeah, it's sacred. Apparently it's the only thing sacred
in this accursed life. | thought you Kenkari were different. | thought at |ast

I'd found something | could believe in, something..

"But what do you care? Pah!" Hugh spit on the floor at the Keeper's feet.
"You're no better than all the rest."

Book gasped. Door averted his face. Inside the Aviary, the | eaves of the trees
whi spered, sighed. The Keeper regarded Hugh in silence.

At length, the Keeper said, quietly, calmy, "You owe us a life. Instead of
yours, we choose his."

Book caught her breath, stared, horrified, at the Keeper of the Soul. Door
opened his nmouth, about to do the unthinkable —about to speak, about to
protest. The Keeper cast the other Kenkari a swift, stern gaze and both bowed
their heads, fell silent.

"Why? What'd he do to you?" Hugh demanded.

"W have our reasons. Do you find this arrangement acceptabl e?"

Hugh fol ded his arms across his chest, tugged thoughtfully at his tw sted



beard. "This pays for all?"
The Keeper sniled gently. "Perhaps not all. But it will come close."

Hugh consi dered, eyed the Kenkari suspiciously. Then he shrugged. "Very well.
Where do | find Hapl o?"

"On the isle of Drevlin. He has been grievously wounded and is weak." The
Keeper | owered his eyes, his face was flushed. "You should have no
difficulty—=

Book made a choki ng sound, covered her mouth with her hands.

Hugh gl anced at her, sneered. "Squeam sh? Don't worry, |'ll spare you the gory
details. Unless you want to hear how he died, of course. I'Il throw that part
in free. Describe his death throes..."

Book turned away, |eaned weakly on her desk. Door was livid, his frail body
shook and trenbl ed. The Keeper of the Soul stood silent, unnoving.

Hugh turned on his heel, wal ked toward the door. The Keeper gl anced
guestioningly at the Soul

"Accompany him" the Kenkari conmmanded his fellow "Mke whatever arrangenents
he deenms necessary for his transportation to Drevlin. And provi de whatever..
weapons. . ."

Door bl anched. "Yes, Keeper," he murmured, barely able to wal k. He gl anced
back, pleadingly, as if he woul d beg the Keeper to reconsider. Soul remained
firm inplacable. Sighing, Door prepared to escort the assassin out.

"Hugh the Hand," the Soul call ed.
Pausi ng on the threshold, Hugh turned. "Now what ?"

"Remenber to fulfill the condition you prom sed. Tell Haplo that Xar is the
one who wants himdead. You will be certain to do that? It is nost inportant.”
"Yeah, 1'lIl tell him Anything for the custoner." Hugh gave a nocki ng bow.
Then he turned to Door. "The only thing I'Il need is a knife, with a good,
sharp bl ade. "

The Keeper shrank into hinself. Pallid and wan, he cast a final gl ance back at
Soul . Receiving no reprieve, he acconpani ed Hugh out and shut the door behind
t hem

"Keeper, what have you done?" cried Book, unable to contain herself. "Never,
in all the centuries of our existence, have we taken a life! Any lifel Now our

hands will be stained with bl ood. Why? For what reason?"
The Keeper stood staring after the assassin. "I do not know," he said in a
hol | ow voice. "I was not told. | did only as I was commanded." He | ooked

behind the altar, through the crystal w ndow, into the Aviary.
The | eaves of the trees rustled quietly, in satisfaction
APPENDI X |

THE BROTHERHOOD OF THE HAND



ORIGNS AND HI STORY

No one is certain when the Assassins' Quild was first established or who
established it. It was in existence before the Sartan left Arianus, to judge
by witings left behind that |ament the guild' s activities and ponder ways to
put a stop to it. Sartan schol ars specul ate that the Brotherhood' s origins
date fromthe rise of guilds in general, during the prosperous rule of the
Paxar elves. The Paxar encouraged free trade, thus allow ng the devel opnent of
a strong merchant cl ass.

Thus, while the nore peace-mnded citizens of the Md Real mwere forning
Silversmths' guilds and Brewers' guilds, it was perhaps natural that the
dar ker el enments of society should nmink of formng their own guild. The

Br ot her hood may have, at first, been formed in nockery of the legitimte
gui I ds, but nenbers soon saw t he advant ages of bandi ng toget her
self-protection, self-regulation, and the ability to set and control prices.

Probably founded by elves, with only el ven nenbers, the Brotherhood soon
extended its menbership to i nclude humans. The guild woul d have added dwarves
toits ranks, as well, for the Brotherhood's credo is that the col or of every
man's nmoney is the sane, just as is the color of his blood. But nost of the
dwarves had, by this tine, been shipped off to Drevlin and, therefore, were
out of the realmof the Brotherhood's interest and jurisdiction.

Shifting wi nds of change and war w eaked havoc on nations and people of the
Md Realm but these gales only served to strengthen the power of the

Br ot herhood. A series of strong, intelligent, ruthless, and col d- bl ooded

| eaders, culmnating in C ang, herself, not only held the ranks of the

Br ot her hood together, but increased its stature and wealth.

Shortly after the fall of the Paxar and the rise of the Tribus elves, the

Br ot her hood t ook control of the island of Skurvash, built its fortress there,
and has continued to exert a powerful influence on all underworld operations
in the Md Real msince.

CURRENT STATUS
The power of the Brotherhood during this particular period of Arianus's

history is enormous. War and rebellion serve as an ideal cover for its
operations. Al though not directly involved in the smuggling operations of

Skurvash (just as they are not "directly involved" in other illega
activities), the Brotherhood levies a "tax" on smuggl ed or stol en nerchandi se,
in return for providing protection to those who sell it. This "tax" and the

i ncome derived from menbershi p dues make the Brotherhood the wealthiest guild
i n existence. Such wealth and influence is undoubtedly due to the genius of
Ci ang, the Brotherhood' s current |eader

Cl ANG THE ARM

Cang's word is law. She is highly respected (al nrost worshiped) by all the
nmenbers. The crudest, nost heartless nurderer has been known to cower |ike a
smal I, naughty child under G ang's rebuke. Nothing is known about her youth,
except that she was reputed to be one of the nost beautiful elven wonmen ever
born and that, fromhints she herself has dropped, she is a nmenber of elven
royalty. She is quite charm ng, anoral, and totally ruthless. She is the only
one of the Brotherhood who can nmake the final decision to "send round the

kni fe" and has done so on numerous occasions. Although a fell ow nenber may
call for such an action, C ang herself nust initiate the order

SENDI NG ROUND THE KNI FE



"Sendi ng round the knife" is the termused for the nost-feared ritual in the
Br ot her hood of the Hand. Violation of certain laws in the Brotherhood is

puni shabl e by death, and, as m ght be expected, the nmenbers thensel ves police
their own organization. If a nmenber is deenmed to have broken one of the |aws
and the death sentence is passed, Ciang orders that wooden knives carved with
the of fender's nane be circul ated anong the nenbers. The knives are passed one
to the other, as nenbers encounter each other, until the word goes around
(which it does with alarning speed). Any nenber who neets the offender is
required to carry out the death sentence or face a sinilar punishment. It does
not matter that the menber under sentence may be friend, |over, spouse,
sibling, or parent. Loyalty to the Brotherhood takes precedence over all other
| oyal ties and vows.

MEMBERSH P DUES

Oiginally menbership dues were I ow, intended to cover the guild' s expenses
and not much nmore. It was C ang who determ ned that the dues be raised to
their extraordinarily high level, forcing out many of the "stew plate" variety
of assassin (one who would kill a man for a plate of stew). The nmove was quite
controversial at the tine, many menbers arguing (but not in G ang's presence)
that it would prove the death of the guild. G ang's w sdom soon becane
apparent, however.

Assassins were at first required to pay a percentage of their contracts, but
this proved too difficult to nonitor. G ang ordered that this practice cease.
Al menbers are now required to pay yearly dues that vary in anpbunt, based on
rank; the assunption being that a skilled assassin is a rich assassin.

Any assassin who has fallen on hard tines and can't afford the dues has only
hi nsel f or herself to blanme. The Brotherhood wants only skilled, disciplined
menbers and can afford to rid itself of drunks, ganblers, or any other person
whose personal failings make himor her a failure at the craft.

Paynent of annual dues is excused only for those injured in the line of duty.
Wunded menbers may cone to the fortress on Skurvash and avail thensel ves of
the fine-quality (perhaps the finest available in the Md Real m nedica
treatment. During their recovery period, dues are waived.

THE BROTHERHOCD' S | NFI RVARY

Strict rules pertain to the admttance of injured nenbers into the Infirmary.
The injury nmust have been obtained while on a job. The wounds mnust be
honorabl e in nature and nust be honorably obtained. (Being struck over the
head from behind by a chair during a barroombrawl, for exanple, would not
qualify. Nor would being knifed by a jealous lover.) If a contract is
unfulfilled due to an injury obtained while attenpting to fulfill it, the
assassin nust return the noney he or she was paid for the job and conplete the
contract on personal tine, for personal honor

DEFI NI TI ON OF VARI QUS TERMS

"Scars Are Still Fresh.”

This pertains to the rite of investiture and refers to the fact that the
person has not been a menber of the Brotherhood Iong. C ang uses this termin

reference to Ernst Tw st.

Not e: Hugh the Hand described his nmeeting with Twist to Haplo, to whomwe are
i ndebted for the story. Hapl o recognized Twi st as a serpent from Hugh's



description of the peculiar red cast to the man's eyes, as well as the
connection between Twi st and Sang-drax.

G ven the fact that the serpents could not have been long in comng to
Arianus, Haplo found it remarkable that Twist had risen this far in the
menbership in so short a tinme. He reasons that the serpents, having seen the
vast potential of the guild in terms of furthering their own anbitions for

pl unging the world into chaos, must have gone out of their way to join.

Hapl o adds a certain runor (probably obtained from Hugh the Hand), that an
attenpt to assassinate Ciang was deliberately staged by the serpents, in order
for one of their own to "save" her life and enmerge a hero. If this did indeed
occur, no record of it exists. C ang herself would have been far too proud to
have publicized it. The fact remains, however, that Ernst Twi st rose rapidly
in the ranks and is, according to all reports, still rising.

"Sheath to Tip
Make Bl ade

These terns refer to the various stages of rank of those who join the
Brot her hood. A new nenber —one "whose wound bl eeds” —is said to be a
"sheath,"” for, just as a sword remai ns sheathed, the new assassin's potenti al
is still untried. From "sheath" one noves to "tip" —newy bl ooded —and then
up to "blade," "crossguard,” "hilt." Such advancenments may take years. How
they are determned is kept highly secret, but C ang presumably has fina
word. Hugh's rank, "the hand," is highest, next to G ang's own. She is known
as "the arm"

SPONSCRS

Except under certain circunmstances, all current applicants to the Brotherhood
nmust have a sponsor. The sponsor is a person who is willing to literally bet
his or her life on the new nmenber, for if any of the Brotherhood' s rules are
broken by the novice, retributionis swift and fatal and falls not only on the
newconer, but also on the one who sponsored himor her

One m ght inmagine that such a rule would discourage old nenbers from
sponsori ng new ones, but a very handsone bonus is paid to those who bring in
"fresh bl ood."

In the event that the knife is "sent round” on one nmenber of such a team the
other may claimfirst right to enact the penalty of death. Such an act may not
serve to save the surviving nenber's life, but he or she will at |east be
consi dered by the Brotherhood to have died with honor redeened.

Teans often work together but are not required to do so. Sone may take
separate paths and rarely see each other again.

Cccasionally, individuals of rare skill and talent are invited by the

Br ot herhood to join. Hugh the Hand was one of these. A loner by nature, Hugh
woul d never have sought admittance to the Brotherhood on his own. Some say
that G ang herself acted as his sponsor. OGthers say it was the nan known only
as the Ancient. Hugh never speaks of it.

A peaceful Arianus will no doubt bring changes to the Assassins' Guild. But
the guild s demse is not foreseen. The evil serpents' plot against Arianus
has been thwarted for the time being, but not the serpents thensel ves.

As Sang-drax rem nds us, their influence has been felt since the beginning of



time and will continue to be felt until tine's end. And, until that tinme, the
Br ot her hood of the Hand will flourish

APPENDI X |

DEATH GATE

SI NGULARI TI ES

A report conpiled by Haplo for his lord. Never delivered.

The Jrandin Rheus, as the Sartan called it, took unified creation and sundered
it into independent yet interdependent realnms. Mst Patryns famliar with the
Sartan di agrams of the Sundering and the Sundered Real ms, however, seemto be
led to a false image of the final nature of that structure—that is, as sone
series of globes neatly connected by arrows and lines floating in nebul ous
space. It is not surprising. The Sartan |l oved symetry and linearity above al
and took confort in picturing their Jrandin Rheus as sone beautifully ordered
and bal anced thing. The details are a great deal nore conmplex and nessy, as we
wel | know.

In fact, all of the Sundered Real ns exist in the sane place. Viewed in terns
of the Probability Wave of Patryn Magic, the unified creation that existed
before the Jrandin Rheus was harnonically shifted into several different
realities. These harnonic realities manifest thenselves into the various
partitioned realities that we perceive as fire, water, earth, and sky, as well
as such special subreatities we know as the Nexus and the Labyrinth.

However, the harnonics of these realities are not entirely separate. The
original harnonics that set up the Sundering continue to reverberate between
the worl ds. Through these harnonics, each of the real nms touches the others in
speci al ways that are manifest in our understanding as harnoni c paths. These
paths take two forns: conduits and Death Gates.

Conduits and Death Gates are quite sinmilar in basic structure but radically
different in their form The basic structure of each is formed by a rotating
singul arity—a spinning mass of such high gravity that all |laws of tinme, space,
and exi stence have no nmeaning. It is a place where nothing exists and
everything exists. It is a place where perfect chaos and order exist

simul taneously in the same space. The contradictions thensel ves that all ow
these singularities to essentially be in both disparate existences of
different realns at the same tine.

The spin of such singularities deternines their form (Death Gate or conduit)
and their state (barred, open, or stopped).

FORM

The form of the harnonic path is determ ned by the direction and conplexity of
the spin of the singularity relative to the probability boundary between the
two real ms. This spin conpresses the event horizon surrounding the singularity
and gives direction to the Death Gate or conduit.

Death Gates were given a single, sinple rotation direction (Figure 1). This
configuration fromthe original magic produced a flattened disk that, as
rotation increased, devel oped a depression on both sides (Figure 3). It was

t he devel opnent of this symretrical event horizon that gave the Death Gates a
stable axis of direction and, eventually, would all ow passage fromone realm
to the next. Due to this symetry, the Death Gates are stable in both
directions of passage. This nade the Death Gates ideal for Sartan and mensch



to travel between the realnms once the Death Gates were open at the Jran-kri.*
*A Sartan phrase neaning the third phase of the Sartan plan

Condui ts, however, are created when a singularity is given, or develops on its
own, a conplex notion relative to the probability boundary between real ns.
When nore than one axis of rotation is involved (Figure 2), the conplex event
hori zon in fast-rotating singularities creates a field all owi ng one-way
passage between real nms but offers no way of returning through the sane
singularity. Conduits were to be utilized to transport raw materials, power,
light, and water between the realns at the Jran-kri. It found other uses as
wel |, apparently, for | suspect that one such conduit was used to send our
people to the Labyrinth—as well as those Sartan who di sagreed with the counci
under Samah.

STATE

In addition to their form each harnonic path also has a state. This state is
determ ned by the speed of its rotation. The higher the speed of the rotation
the nore flattened the event horizon of the singularity. The thinner the event
hori zon at the point of passage, the nore defined the direction of travel and
the easier the trip.

There are three states nmentioned in the Jrandin Rheus, though only the first
two are expl ai ned.

Barr ed

The first state is called barred. This state is created when a singularity
rotates "slowy." This rotation rate is quite high conpared to the turning of
a mll wheel, for exanple, but is slow conpared to the open state. As a Barred
Gate, the rotation of the singularity forns a disk with a depression on each
side (Figure 3). Through this depressi on—+the thinnest part of the disk—a
travel er can pass fromone realmto the next. Such passage, however, cones at
tremendous personal cost. |, of course, have transited the Death Gate while it
was barred. It was not an experience | would care to repeat, for it brings one
unconfortably close to know edge that one would just as soon forget.

Conduits rotating in the barred state can all ow the passage of some peopl e and
materials in one direction, as | have stated, but are subject to the sane
difficulties as the Death Gates. Until these conduits were brought to a ful
and open state, it would be inpossible for the realnms to function together

Open

At the Jran-kri, the gates and conduits were "open." This means that the
relative rotation of the gates and conduits was vastly increased. This
resulted in the event horizon of the harnonic paths formng a torus shape with
the event horizon surrounding a clear hole of reality bridging the real ns
(Figure 4). In the region of this bridging reality, all the realns could be
linked and travel ed. The thoughts of the individual at the tine of transition
are critical to the transition to the desired destination being property made.
Concentration is vital for a successful passage.

Wth the conduits open, the interaction of the worlds is set in notion. The
conduits widen and all ow vastly greater amounts of all kinds of power and
materials to nove into the next realm The circuitous design of the real ns, as
originally planned by the Sartan, allows for the snooth flow of goods and
materials. Wthin a few nonths, the realns should be productive and
functioning well. It is ironic that the Sartan abandoned their experinment



before they could taste its fruits.

St opped

There is a third state mentioned in the text, a state where the singularities
stop rotating altogether (Figure 5). Such a state would, of course, prevent
any passage fromrealmto real mof either personnel or goods.

Deat hgate Singularity Rotation

(Single Directional Rotation)

Figure 1

Conduit Singularity Rotation

(Multidirectional Rotation)

Fi gure 2

Deat hgate Singularity States

Barred Gate

(Sl ow Rot ati on)

Fi gures

Open CGate

(Fust Rotation)

Fi gure 4

St opped Gate (No Rotation)

Fi gures
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THE KI CKSEY- W NSEY

DEMYSTI FI CATED

This was taken from a nonograph based on a speech given by Linbeck
Bolttightner, a dwarf of my acquaintance in the Real mof Air. Both intelligent
and curious, Linbeck becanme nore and nore interested as tinme went on in the
true workings and nature of the Kicksey-wi nsey. This conpilation is al nost
certainly a mxture of the Kenkari book's observations coupled with the
inti mate know edge of the great nachine that the dwarves possess.

—HAPLO

In the beginning of all time and creation, there was the Kicksey-w nsey. There
were also a lot of things before that, but they didn't really matter. It
wasn't until the Kicksey-w nsey came into being that there was any point or
purpose to life. The Mangers, great and terrible beings of the sky, created

this nmost wonderful place and brought we dwarves down to it. Then they left us
al one. Wen they left us alone, they really messed up



Fromthat time until now, we have continued to struggle, work, and serve the
Ki cksey-wi nsey with our lives and our blood. W didn't know why. No one told
us what the lever twisting did when we twi sted or why bolt tightening was of
any consequence. My old friend Balin Purgeflusher—a fine and dedi cated dwarf
until his untimely acci dent—-had no concept of what he was flushing when he
pur ged.

You, my fellow dwarves, have been born in an age of enlightenment—-ahen we are
no | onger slaves to the elves nor to the humans nor even to the Mangers who
dunped us here |like so nuch garbage. W no | onger grovel. W no |onger live
of f the scraps tossed to us by others. Today, we have lifted up our heads and
stand tall—-as tall as we can in such circunstances —with our elven and hunman
nei ghbors.

One of the great benefits of this age of enlightennent is that we now have a
better understanding of the Kicksey-wi nsey and its overall purpose. Dwarves
fromevery scrift often ask ne, "What is the Kicksey-w nsey?" and "Were did
it cone fron?" and "What do all the parts do?" and "Wen do we eat?" They
shoul d be asking, "Why do we have a Kicksey-w nsey?" but since | just asked
that question, 1'll answer all of themeven the one you didn't think to ask.

VWHAT | S THE KI CKSEY- W NSEY?

The Kicksey-winsey is a masheen. A masheen is a collection of wheels and

t ur n- knobbi es and | ever-bangers and tube-zooners that, when all put together
DO SOVETHI NG That is a masheen. Wen you turn your turny-wheelie, you are
hel pi ng the masheen to do somet hi ng.

Just what you are doing is highly dependent upon what part of the

Ki cksey-wi nsey you are serving. The diagrammatic map of the

Ki cksey-wi nsey—drawn by nyself and reproduced here for the first tine—should
serve to denystificate the nystifying masheen. If you will pay attention and
follow along on nmy map, you will recognize parts of the Kicksey-w nsey that
you and your famly have served for generations.

At its very sinplest, a nmasheen takes stuff called matrels and turns it into
poduct - goodys. Matrels are, by thensel ves, pretty useless stuff. An exanple of
matrel s woul d be the ore brought up by the dig claws frombelow. To date, the
dig cl aws have been the primary source of matrels for the Kicksey-w nsey.
However, in a startling revel ati on, we now know that this ore was only

i ntended to be used for the building of the Kicksey-w nsey itself—aot for the
actual creation of poduct-goodys! The primary source of matrels was to be a

| ocation that we know as Wonbe. Wonbe has traditionally been the honme of the
Scrift Heads and the Hi gh Froman. Perhaps many of you, too, have told jokes
about the Froman and how they never really worked and served the

Ki cksey-wi nsey. This is because his tasks—the collection of matrels fromthe
Lexax* through nystical processes understood only vaguely by the Fronman

t hrough traditi on—was not possible to performuntil the Aignnment of the
Wrld. Wth the lands of all creation* now brought into harnony, the intended
wor k of the Froman has begun, and at last, all the people of our government
are honestly enpl oyed.

*The dwarves' spiritual concepts are linmted to the real mof Arianus. They
liave little conception of an "outside" reality or of other spheres of

exi stence beyond a vague and often self-contradictory mnythol ogy of a place
cal l ed Lexax—a possible derivation fromthe word Nexus. In trying to convey
the notion of inporting raw materials fromthe other real ns of existence, this
was the only franmework in which the dwarves coul d understand the concept

*Agai n, the dwarves' understanding of their universe is linmted to their own



real m

From Wonbe, these matrels are then distributed via a nunber of different neans
to various cities of our acquaintance through a systemcall ed Conveyer.
Everyt hi ng from whoosh-wagons, sucker tubes, rip-roads, flushers, and zooners
is utilized to distribute these matrels to their destination. Throughout our
history, this nmovenent of raw matrels about the Kicksey-w nsey has, of course
been noted but never clearly understood. Various theories regarding its
nmeani ng have been forwarded. Goth Staredial's theory, popularly called

Bl ood- wi nsey, * though crude, was not far fromthe truth. The late Throtin
Pushpul l er's conpeting theory that the Conveyer was intended to be an
alternate transportati on systemwas tragically di sproved by his own tests near
the Erm Melty-vat only | ast year. Though too late for Throtin, we now
understand this Conveyer as a distribution systemfor matrels, never intended
to transport |ive dwarves.

*Staredial's theory involved the notion that the novement of raw materials

t hrough the Ki cksey-wi nsey was |ike the novenent of dwarf blood through their
vei ns. Limnbeck, an early supporter of Staredial's theory, has a hard tine
giving it up

At the same tine that the Fromen at Wonbe are sending out matrels for each of
the scrifts, a second systemw th the magi cal and nystical name of tram -sond
is at work. This was not always so. |In the beginning, the Kicksey-w nsey
created its own powher with a device called a spinnerator that put water into
| arge hol di ngs. The anpunt of powher that the spinnerator made, however, was
not enough to fulfill the destiny of the Kicksey-wi nsey. Now, with the
Alignment of the Worlds, powher comes froma different source. Through
processes unknown to us, an enput device gathers a mystic force called Powher
fromthe real mof Lexax. This wonderful force is then channeled into a secret
pl ace, known only to the Mangers, called the Room of Trol

(I must interject, for our young audi ence, that the Roomof Trol has no
connection to actual trolls. No trolls exist in the Kicksey-w nsey, although I
have been told that there may be some in renmpote locations in the Md Real ns.
There is no need to panic!)

The Room of Trol then takes the powher and sends it as a tranm s down the

tram s-sond system The formof this powher varies fromthe gas that lights
your lanps to the driving force that wheels your wheels in the Kicksey-w nsey.
What ever formit takes, powher is the stuff that nakes everything in our world
wor k.

When enough matrel and enough powher are brought together in the different
scrifts, then the Kicksey-w nsey creates—through our help and efforts—a

vari ety of poduct-goodys. Poduct-goodys are riches beyond need. They are
everything fromtunics and trousers to | anps and forks. They are everything
frompillows to hammers. They are chairs, tools, weapons, food, and water.
Everything that one could think of that one woul d want—and a great nunber you
haven't thought of-—-are poduct-goodys of the Kicksey-w nsey.

However, do not be led to the false conclusion that this wealth comes w t hout
a price! "Everything has a price, sone just hide it better than others."*
There are others who live in the Lexax who exact paynent for the matrels and
powher that they send to us through enput. They call this tribute that they
demand esport. Once the poduct-goodys are finished, we select that which we
need and then send the rest—an enornous surplus—through the esport just

out side of Het back as tribute to those who are now sending us matrel s and
powher in such abundance.



*A dwarf aphorismthat is used far too nuch and heeded far too little.

Why shoul d we send esport, you ask? Well, you probably didn't ask why, but I
will. Wiy should we send esport,* ask? Because, | answer, if we don't send
esport, they'll stop sending enport and powher, and we no | onger would get to
have new poduct - goodys i nstead of the garbage the elves used to give us.

The Ki cksey-w nsey does many other things such as sending water fromthe
hol di ngs to the other real ns above us through the Liftal ofts and keeping the
various continents in line with a series of masheens called linners.* | wll
not be describing them here. They are conpl ex subjects and are probably better
dealt with another tine.*

*Whi l e sone of the term nol ogy used by the dwarf is nodeled after nore comon
wor ds, some of his names have no di scernible source other than his own
i magi nation

*The truth is that | could never nake Linbeck understand runic alignnent
theory nor even the notion that water—so common a comodity on his own
continent—oul d be of such inportance to the upper realns. This is just his
way of dodging the issue.

VWHERE DID I T COVE FROW?

Just before the beginning, the Kicksey-w nsey was started by the Mangers. The
first dwarves, led by the | egendary Dunk Pullstarter, were brought to Drevlin
by the Mangers and established here. The Ki cksey-w nsey was started.

The conmmon m sconception is that the Kicksey-w nsey was always as large as it
is now This is sinply not true. In the beginning, the Kicksey-w nsey was
quite small —sonme say no |l arger than a single scrift section—and did nothing
but work to increase itself. This was natural. The first part of the purpose
for the Kicksey-wi nsey was to establish and protect itself so that it could
eventual ly fulfill its second, and nore inportant purpose, of serving the
dwarves, elves, and humans as well as those who exist in the Lexax.

VWHAT DO ALL THE PARTS DO?
| have no idea. Neither do you

The reason we have no idea is that the Kicksey-w nsey is so unfathomably huge,
so titanically conplex, and has been so out of control for so long that it has
grown beyond our ability to understand it. Wthout Mangers and Trollers to
direct it, the Kicksey-winsey itself has been taking whatever steps were
required for its own brainless survival

VWHY DO VVE HAVE THE KI CKSEY- W NSEY?

W serve the Kicksey-winsey so that it may serve us. This is the second

pur pose of the great nasheen that we have directed for so many years without
any knowl edge of why. If we take care of the Kicksey-winsey it will take care
of us and that should be enough purpose for any dwarf. It certainly is enough
for me.

VWHEN DO WE EAT?

Now t hat the Kicksey-winsey is operating as it was always meant to—whenever we
want. That concludes ny talk and begi ns our |unch

Ki cksey - wi nsey Denystificated.






