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A Mout hful of Waycake

THOLOCUS, the d ockmaster of Eternity, slowy rose fromhis chair at the head
of the gathering of Diviners whom he had sutmmoned fromthe halls of the hours
to his tower on the rimof the City of Tine. He spread his hands out in a
hel pl ess gesture across the nountai nous piles of parchnents, manuscripts,
stone tablets and papyrus scrolls that littered the huge narble table, the
enpty ornately carved chairs and the stone benches and had eventually spilt in
unti dy waves across the floor. For a nonment he surveyed the Diviners' solem

i npassi ve faces and listened to the rub of the wind against the tall crystal

wi ndows and the persistent nunbling rhythmof the millions of clocks that
nmeasured time in all the vast, echoing halls of the city. A dark specter of
chaos and devastation rose in his mnd. What would cone to pass if the walls
of reality were to wear thin and tear apart to reveal those ancient worlds
that lay parallel to the Earth? Wrlds that they, in their wisdom had so
carefully hidden in the dawn of tine, whose savage beasts and wild peoples

t hey had bani shed into the real ns of myth and fantasy.

Thol ocus shuddered and pushed the thoughts aside. He had not summoned the
Diviners to share such speculation. It was true that once, an age of ages ago,
t here had been Doorcracks—| aws and secret roads through the shrouds that hid
the earth—but they had | ong been sealed up and the know edge of them swal |l owed
by obscurity. No, the dark canker of disaster that threatened would not find a
way through the fabric of reality, their Paradi se was safe from such an

i nvasi on. But what form would the prophecies take? He | eaned forward, resting
hi s hands upon the witings of Heraclitus and addressed the Diviners gravely.
"I fear that we stand upon the yawning brink of a catastrophe. Al that we
have | abored to achieve will fall into silent and everlasting shadows. | am
afraid that the hour-glass of Paradise is running out."

He paused and joined his long, thin, brittle fingertips together as he
frowned, his age-worn face crinkling into a maze of thoughtful wrinkles.

"This will happen unless with all this know edge we can unravel the nysteries
and the meani ngs of those ancient prophecies and discover what mght lie
beyond the destruction of Paradise.”

"There can be nothing but black enptiness, ruin and desol ati on. Nostradamnus
wote it clearly," Fusca interrupted, pointing accusingly at a thick

| eat her - bound volume in front of him

He rose unexpectedly fromhis chair, a thin, stunted Diviner in robes of livid
mauve, picked up the book and held it above his head. H s quavering voice was
full of rancour as he continued, "O have you forgotten, C ockmaster, that we
were forewarned agai nst weaving the walls of reality and creating a world
apart, a Paradise called Earth?"

"Silence!" Thol ocus snapped angrily, turning his piercing azure gaze upon
Fusca as he quelled all further accusations before continuing in a softer

Voi ce.

"I have gathered you all here to seek a way of protecting what we created in
the dawn of tine: not to riddle the dust that cloaks old argunments.”

"There is a feeling of unrest that spreads throughout the creatures and
peoples fromthe Crystal Swanps and the Wndrows of Thorn and it has travel ed

far across the wild grasslands of Bendran. | fear that the propheci es of doom
will touch every reality," called out another Diviner half-rising fromhis
chair.

"Yes," interrupted a third also clinbing to his feet, "There are even runors

that the Asiri, the feared Lord Mauder of Bendran, searches for a place he
cal | s Paradi se. Perhaps. "



"Enough!" cried Thol ocus crashing his fist down so hard upon the piles of
scrolls and books that clouds of dust billowed up to engulf him "The tick of
time in Paradi se cannot affect the other realities. The wi nd-springs of their
lives are neasured differently fromthose on Earth," and he dismissed with a
bri ef shake of his head all thoughts that the cause of or the answer to the
catastrophe mght lie close enough to cast a shadow across hi s doorstone.

The Diviner, Kyostus rose fromhis chair and in a quavering voice he cried
out, "If only there were prophets alive who could help us to divine the shape
and formthat this catastrophe will take."

"But there are," Illundal answered loudly fromthe far end of the huge table
where he sat partly obscured by an enornous pile of nodern nmanuscripts and
books that he had recorded through the lens in his tower. "G eat mnds have
sensed the shadow of doom Look, there are dozens here: |ook at the witings
of Mya Capt horne, or the works of Denso Al burton who through his dreans
foretold of the deluge that has swept across the Crystal Swanps. He has dreans
so powerful that they penetrate the walls of reality—surely they can hel p us?"
The Diviners' voices rose in heated argunment. Some were shouting that it would
be madness to reveal their existence or lift the veils of secrets that
shrouded the City of Tinme because they could not predict the consequences of
such an action. Qthers insisted that they nmust forma G and Council of debate
gathered fromthe | earned of every reality. Thol ocus cl apped his hands and
brought the gathering of Diviners to order

"W shall cast votes and if enough of you are in favour of it Waymasters and
Journeymen will be sent out to try to rediscover the secret ways, whatever the
consequences. "

THE NEW YORK TI MES JANUARY 20TH 1990
Near M ss as Wnged Mnster
W ecks Junbo

At 9:15 AM Il ocal tine an incom ng Junbo Jet from London was forced to take
avoi di ng action while touching down at John F. Kennedy airport. A strange

wi nged beast had suddenly materialized on the main runway.

Captain Bealy Brown, the pilot, said, "W didn't know what hit us. One noment
we were naking a conpletely normal touchdown on a clear runway and the next a
huge, m sshapen creature the size of the baggage term nal was right there,
straddling the tarnmac."

Captain Brown applied the emergency brakes but the right wing tip hit the
creature, causing the jet to swerve violently and the undercarriage to
col l apse. The ani mal vani shed noments | ater but not before amateur
phot ogr apher Nornman Hart managed to take this photograph

The senior air controller at JFK confirmed that something did appear
nmonentarily on the radar screen and that a full investigation is now under
way. Pan Amreported that none of the passengers travelling on the Junbo was
seriously hurt but one of the air hostesses had to be treated for concussion

It was getting too dark to read the front page of The New York Ti nmes again.
The light was too dimto study properly the hazy amateur photograph of the
nonstrous w nged beast.

Harry Murmers let the Tines slip fromhis fingers and crunple into an untidy
mess of newsprint on top of the Daily News that already littered his desk and
he swivelled his chair so that he could | ook out of his office window and see
t he panoply of bright lights and sheer glittering towers that nmade up the
Manhatt an ni ghtscape. He l et out an envious sigh.

"Why couldn't one of my witers cone up with a story like that?"

Faintly in the street below his building he could hear the hum and roar of the
evening traffic flowng out of the city. He heard the mournful wail of police
sirens and the hoot of the tugs on the East River. He shrugged, turned back to
his desk and flicked on the switch of his desk lanp. He blinked as the pool of
bright light transforned the newspapers into a relief map of nountains,



covered in light and shadow. He glanced to his left and let his eyes dwell for
a nonent on the rows of dull gray netal filing cabinets that covered the wall
and contai ned so many manuscripts, so many unrealised hopes and fragile

dr eans.

"Jesus, those hacks on the Tinmes and the News don't have the inmagination of a
herd of goats between them but | ook what they can cone up with on a sl ow news
day!" he nmuttered, addressing the filing cabinet where he kept the fantasy
witers' files.

Snoot hi ng out the crunpl ed newspapers he began to fold them up when his

i ntercom suddenly crackled and Kate's voice fromthe outer office filled his
room

"M. Miurmers, there's a guy out here who says he has to see you right now
Right away. |1've told himyou're busy and |I've tried to make hi m an

appoi ntnent for tonorrow norning but he won't |eave. He's acting very
strangely and he refuses to give ne his name. He won't |eave until he's seen
you. What can | do?"

Harry heard the note of panic begin to tighten Kate's voice and he stabbed at
the button on his intercom "Kate. Kate, don't do a thing. I'll be right out."
He began to nove while he was still talking but before he could rise fromhis
chair the office door burst open. Harry caught his breath and froze as he
stared at the wild-1ooking figure who filled the doorway. He had read in the
news how some of the street gangs fromthe Bronx had attacked a buil ding just
a few bl ocks away, overwhel mng the security before robbing and wecking a
dozen offices, and now they were here. He was staring into the face of his
worst nightmare. The figure advanced a step and the light fromthe desk |anp
illuminated the vivid mass of tattoos that disfigured his face and powerf ul
arms. His hair was a mass of petrified waves of orange curls. H s clothes were
little nore than the stripped and speckled rags and tatters of stinking
uncured ani mal skins that hung fromhis shoul ders and were held at his wai st
by a wide belt of scaly leather with a vicious curved dagger thrust through
it.

"Murns? Murmers?" the figure grow ed, the sound rising harshly fromdeep in
his throat as he curled his lips back fromtwo rows of yellow ng teeth that
had been filed into needled fangs. "Are you the guardian of Denso Al burton?"
H s dark bl ack eyes narrowed questioningly as he reached the desk. The

har shness in his voice broke the spell of fear that had frozen Harry. He

cl awed desperately as he tried to open the desk drawer beside him Wenching
it half open he snatched at the Smth and Wesson automatic that |ay just

i nside. He had bought the gun years ago when he had first opened the literary
agency. It had cone with the furniture but he had never imagined using it. It
had been an extra insurance as it |lay anongst the files and the paperclips,
gat hering dust, until now.

The strange tattooed figure was al most upon him It was leering as it reached
across the desk, smothering himw th the stench of decay. The corruption of
the ghetto clung to the rags. Harry didn't dare guess at how many nore of the
ghetto creatures were swarning through the outer office terrorising Kate.
Savagel y he kicked at his desk sending his swi vel chair crashing backwards and
away fromhis attacker, rolling into the windowsill as he brought the gun up
Clunsily he worked the slide back along the barrel with his left hand to punp
the first round into the chanber. He was sweating so badly the butt was
slipping in his right hand.

"Cet outta here you bastard!" he shouted.

He ainmed the barrel at the chest of the figure towering over him at

poi nt - bl ank range and squeezed the trigger. Nothing happened. The trigger
remai ned stiff and unyielding with the safety catch | ocked on and the harder
he squeezed the nore it cut painfully into the first finger of his right hand.
"Dam, " Harry hissed, blinking at the trickles of sweat that were stinging his
eyes as his attacker sprang lightly up onto the desk-top and junped down in
front of him He grasped the wavering gun barrel with his left hand.

"I came in peace. | am Thol ocus' nessenger,"” he grow ed again, only now his



voi ce was harder, nore brutal and denandi ng.

Harry scrabbled with the safety catch and somehow managed to release it. He
forced the barrel of the gun upwards and pointed it toward the figure's
stomach. He squeezed desperately at the trigger. It sprang back fromthe
pressure of his finger and the hamer snapped down with a sharp netallic click
on the enmpty chamber. The holl ow sound split the silence and seened to echo
around the room He squeezed again and again, terror jerking and twitching his
trigger finger as he stared up helplessly into the face of his attacker. The
si ckening ache in the pit of his stonmach swelled up to drown and swal | ow him
as he remenbered that he had never |oaded the clip of ammunition that cane
with the gun, that he had |l ocked it away in the other desk drawer in case of
accidents. Hi s attacker's face was so close now that he could see tiny insects
no bigger than pin heads craw ing across the mass of tattoos and vani shing
into his orange hair.

"Are you the one they call Miurmers?" the figure rasped, his fetid breath
maki ng Harry gag as he hel pl essly nodded. The usel ess, enpty automatic was
wrenched fromhis twitching fingers.

"I am Orun, the Waymaster, Thol ocus' messenger," the figure repeated angrily
as he squeezed and crushed the gun's barrel, twisting it with his bare hands
and buckling it out of shape as easily as if it was made of dull black
plasticine. He thrust it back into Harry's grasp. For a nonent anger boiled in
Orun's bl ack eyes and then he sighed and stepped back.

"I have journeyed far frommy home in the Crystal Swanps and have toil ed

t hrough many dangers in search of you, Miurners, Guardi an of Al burton."

Harry shivered. He was trapped agai nst the wi ndowsill, defencel ess. The pal ns
of his hands were slippery with sweat, his breaths conming in shall ow,
terrified gasps as he waited for the wild ghetto creature to reach out and
snap his neck or hurl himthrough the wi ndow. He guessed he nust be an
aci d- head, high on PCP or angel-dust or sone other m nd-blow ng drug that
caused himto rave on about Thol ocus and crystal swanps: but whoever he was,
Harry recogni zed Al burton's nane in the rantings. Denso Al burton was one of
the fantasy authors he | ooked after, but to call him Al burton's guardi an was
ridicul ous. Nothing el se the man said nade any sense.

Harry renenbered readi ng sonewhere that angel -dust or PCP, he couldn't be sure
whi ch, transformed its users into violent psychopaths who would cling on to
the weirdest scraps of reality and was supposed to give them bursts of

i ncredi bl e strength through nmuscle spasms. He didn't know what the nadman was
using but he was as sure as hell certain he was rotten with the stuff by the
way he had twi sted the barrel of that gun in half with his bare hands.

Orun | ooked down at the dark-haired figure who cowered before himand saw fear
and suspi cion clouding his eyes. He should have wel coned hi mas Thol ocus
nmessenger. He shoul d have broken a bitterseed waycake and offered hima cup of
wasp honey nectar. It was the customto wel come Waynasters that way. And if
Murmers was the guardi an whom he sought, why didn't his skin show sonethi ng of
his heroic task. There wasn't a single tattoo or illustration of how he had
guarded Al burton. His skin was as clear, as pure and unmarked as a child's.
Orun gl anced down at the mass of vivid tattoos that covered his own forearns.
Rippling, moving illustrations of his |Iong and dangerous journey along the
secret pathways fromthe City of Tine to the Doorcrack in the walls of

reality. Tattoos that marked himas a hi ghborn Waynaster. But perhaps here,
this side of the Doorcrack, everything was different. The world he had stepped
into was certainly terrifying with its sheer, towering buildings that brushed
agai nst the clouds, buildings honeyconbed with millions of glittering lights
when darkness fell. The roar of netal nonsters filled its teemng streets and
deaf ened him Even this gl oony chanber wasn't what he had expected. He gl anced
qui ckly behind him catching his breath as he saw rows of books that covered
the far wall. To stand so close to so nuch know edge unnerved him he hadn't
expected Murners to be a Learned and fear nmade hi mnore cautious. Perhaps he
should offer a gift of nmeeting to this guardian. He delved into the | eather
pouch that hung fromhis belt, withdrew a fragnent of a waycake w apped in



reeds and held it out to himbut his eyes narrowed to shadowy, cautious slits
as he watched and waited for Murners' reaction

Every nerve and sinew tensed in Harry's body as the Waymaster's hand reached
toward him He wanted to hurl the usel ess automatic into his hideously
tattooed face, duck past himand nake a run for the door but he had seen the
guy's strength and the way he had | eapt across his desk and he knew that he
was hel pl essly trapped. But the instinct for survival was strong: he was
staying alive, his mnd racing on overtinme as it sifted through everything
that he coul d renmenber about the characters that Denso wote about. The
tattoos struck a chord but he wasn't sure what they neant, his head felt as if
it was stuffed with rags. He tried to act naturally as he waited for the |ucky
break, a monent's distraction. He was frozen rock-still in his chair and a
tight paper-thin smle was painted across his gaunt trenbling lips.

"Take the offering!" Oun grow ed, thrusting the knuckles of his hand hard
agai nst Harry's chest and making his jersey buttons cut painfully into his
skin through his thin cotton shirt.

Harry swal |l omed. He knew he had to humour this lunatic: his |ife depended upon
it. He had to indul ge whatever threads of reality he was clinging on to, take
what ever was being thrust at him He let the usel ess buckled automatic fall to
the floor beside him reached up and took the little bundle of reeds. Inwardly
a voice was silently screaning inside his head, urging Kate to pick up the
phone in the outer office, if she was still alive, and punch 911 for the cops.
Orun wat ched closely as Harry pull ed open the reeds and renoved the piece of
crunmbl i ng unl eavened cake. Inside the reeds he found a hard, graying noul dy

pi ece of what | ooked |ike coarse bread. It was speckled with blackened grains
of oval seeds with a greenish coating and there were dirty fingerprints and
gnawed grooves where strange teeth had nibbled it. Harry felt his stonach
tighten as he realized that he was expected to eat a piece of the disgusting
offering. Lifting it fromthe reeds he slowy turned it over in his hands. He
| ooked up into the intense tattooed face that overshadowed hi m and fought to
keep his own expression blank to mask his revul sion as he brought it up to his
lips. Suddenly his mnd focused sharply on the tattoos. H's nmenory cane

fl oodi ng back: Denso had used characters with tattoos. This guy was obviously
out of his mind, fantasising, probably fixating on one of those characters.

But whi ch book was he fron®? Which one? Denso had witten so nany.

Harry chewed at the crunbling rind, sonehow getting it past the knot in his
throat, and a cold sweat beaded his forehead. What if this ghetto creature had
fixated on a character fromone of the earliest books? Jesus, nost of them had
been out of print for over twenty years and he could barely renmenber the

hazi est details fromthem Harry blinked and dropped his gaze as he
concentrated and tried to renenber all the titles. One book shuffled itself to
the front of his mind, The Sea of Gass. Slowy, scraps of it began to cone
back. Denso had set the story in a brutal world of shifting nmud, a primtive
ni ght mare of survival. The main character had been a hunter, or a w zard, he
wasn't quite sure which, but he did renenber that there had been travellers.
Yes, that was it, Denso had called them Waymasters: now it cane back to him
He renmenbered now the liquid lunch with Denso after he had read the manuscri pt
and it had been sold to a good publishing house. He had congratul ated hi mon
the Waymaster characters: it was a neat touch the way he had tattooed their
journeys onto their skin.

Harry caught his breath as he realized that he had probably stunmbled into the
core of this ghetto creature's fantasy. He was acting out the role of a
Waymaster. He had even had his body tattooed fromhead to foot just the way
they had in the book. Harry shuddered. It nust have been really painful having
the tattooist needle in all that detail around his eyes and nouth. Even so, it
was one thing knowi ng what the guy was fixating on but what the hell did he
want in this office? What had he broken in here for? Snatches of that
near-forgotten lunch-tinme conversation drifted back to himacross the years.
Denso' s voi ce | aughed and echoed faintly in his head. He glinpsed himnaking a
face and spilling a glass of wine fromthe second bottle and he remenbered the



diners fromthe other tables turning around in alarmas he | oudly exclai ned
that he couldn't imagi ne anything worse than being a Waymaster fromhis story
and having to drink wasp honey nectar and eat bitterseed cake at the end of
each journey. He imagined that it nust have tasted worse than horse shit.
Denso's voice faded in Harry's head and he once again heard the hum of the
traffic in the street below, the tick of the office clock and the rasping,
waiting breaths of his attacker. Harry's nmind focused on the fragile nmenory of
Denso's words, clutching at them as desperately as a drowni ng nan woul d grasp
at the line thromm to him Bitterseed cake, wasps' honey, bitter-seed cake..
of course, this madman was i magi ning that he was at the end of a journey: that
was why he had offered this cake wapped in reeds. Perhaps if he offered him
some of Denso's books as a gift it mght distract himlong enough to get past
him into the outer office and then the elevator and onto the street outside.
Yes, he must offer some signed copies, pretend there were some kept in the
outer office. He would give hima whole stack of Denso's |ater books, a gift
fromthe guardian: they would distract himwhile he nade a break for the door.
Harry swal | omed. He hoped he was on the right track and the tattooed figures

inthe story were in fact Waynmasters. "I ... | ... | have forgotten to greet
you properly as the custom demands, Waymaster. Your sudden arrival startled ne
and threw me off-guard. I'mafraid | don't have any bitterseed cake but | can

gi ve you copies of Denso's |latest work. They are in the outer office, I'll

just get a couple for you. Perhaps you would like to take a seat."

Murnmers had eaten the cake: custom dictated that he should now bring Al burton
forward to neet him He had not journeyed through the walls of reality in
search of books, no matter how powerful. The O ockmaster had books enough

t housands and thousands of them

"No!" he hissed inpatiently. "It is Denso Alburton | seek, not books. Were is
he?"

H s hand tightened on the hilt of his dagger and his eyes remained alert and
wat chful . Thol ocus had warned himto tread with caution, saying that for al
his searching Al burton mght still elude him Now his first naggi ng doubts
began to crystallise into certainty. Alburton wasn't in this tower: this was
not the citadel that he sought anbngst so many. The figure who cowered before
hi mwas too weak to be Al burton's guardian. He, Oun, had done well to foll ow
that first instinct of doubt, using its warning to bind and silence the wonan
in the outer chanber when she had tried to deny himan audi ence with the man
who pretended to be Murnmers. It had been prudent to seal off the outer doorway
agai nst escape.

Orun sighed wearily and | oosened his dagger fromhis belt. He had reveal ed the
pur pose of his journey and now he nust kill this feeble pretender and his door
guardi an to secure their silence. For the blink of an eyelid he quailed
beneath the enornity of his quest. There were so many | egends, so many nanes
and signs in all the colours of the rainbow, in drawings that he did not
under st and anongst this Forest of Towers. Perhaps he had al ready passed by the
one that he sought.

"Don't kill me for Chrissake!" Harry screaned. He ducked beneath the raised
dagger and dashed to the right of the desk toward the bookcase. "l've got a
whol e stack of Al burton's books over here. You can take the lot. Keep them
They're all signed."

Orun snarled as Harry ducked past himand spun round angrily thrusting the

bl ade at him But he hesitated as he turned, his eyes widening into a startled
stare, his nmouth falling soundl essly open. He had been so intent upon the
figure in the chair whom he had thought was the one he sought that he had not
gi ven the outer edges of the rooma thought. He had glinpsed the rows of books
that lay in shadow beyond the |ight of the |lanp but he had not given them nore
than a cursory glance. Now he let his dagger fall fromhis hand and fell on
his knees before the wall of books spread across the right-hand side of the
chanmber. There were rows and rows of books of different shapes and sizes and
in front of themwere thousands nore in towering shadow stacks, all piled up
in carel ess disorder before the overfl owi ng bookshel ves.



He sucked in a shallow breath and felt beads of cold sweat break out upon his
forehead, meking the mass of vivid tattoos shi mer and bl end together. He had
m sjudged this Murners: for all his signs of weakness he nust be a guardian or
a diviner or a master of fate to possess so nmany books and he dared not harm
him Only once before in his |ife of journeys as a Waymaster had he been so
close to so many books and that had been at the threshold of this |ong odyssey
when he stood in the high Tower of Tholocus on the rimof the City of Tineg,
where every breath and whi sper, every thought and idea, are witten down. He
had not dared to touch the books when he was in the high tower: they were the
fount ai nhead of all know edge, the wi sdom of yesterday and the wi ndows into
tomorrow. Only the | earned, the diviners and the nasters of fate, could
interpret the words. It was a gift fromthe gods to be able to unravel what
lay hidden in the endless lines of signs and synbols that were witten upon
each page.

Orun gasped al oud and his hand trenbl ed and tw tched involuntarily as Mirmers
began pul ling books fromthe m ddl e of the shelves, dropping and scattering
them and upsetting the tottering stacks on either side of himin his haste to
find the works of Al burton

"Here's one, The Crystal Bow . Here, catch it!" Harry cried with relief
tossi ng the hardback across the desk, sending it skinming | ow and fast to keep
the madman away fromhim He'd use the whole damm lot as missiles if he had
to. "And here's another, and anot her " he called, stumbling over the
litter of books and journals that he had upset as he headed toward the open
doorway which led to the outer office and freedom

A startled cry fromthe other side of the desk made him gl ance fearfully

si deways and nonmentarily check his stride. He stared at the kneeling
ghetto-creature. He was clutching the books that Harry had hurled across the
of fice, holding themreverently against his chest, caressing their spines and
covers, tracing the raised block lettered titles with his fingertips. H s eyes
were turned blindly upwards in ecstasy and his nmouth uttered a conti nuous
nmonosyl | abi ¢ chant. He seened oblivious to his surroundi ngs as he kneeled in

t he pool of light beside the desk and he ignored Harry's rush for the doorway.
Harry frowned. There was sonethi ng about the way the madman was touching the
words and their individual letters. Hs fingers were nmoving in an erratic
sequence across the spines and jackets of the books that he held. It rmade him
thi nk that perhaps the guy couldn't read. Harry shook his head. No. It wasn't
possible. It didn't make any sense. The guy had burst into his office living
out one of Denso's characters. Harry blinked suddenly, shrugged his shoul ders
and made a dive for the door. What did he care if the lunatic could read or
not? He had to rub shoulders with all sorts of crazy people in this business.
He woul d get out fast and call the cops. Let them flush himout.

Harry stumbl ed around the door-janb into the outer office and stopped
abruptly. His mouth fell open and he strangled a screamas he stared at Kate.
She was trapped in her swivel chair, the nmetal arms bent and tw sted as though
they were strands of thick rope brutally tying her arms. Her skin was bruised
and bl eedi ng where the netal had cut into her, but that wasn't what horrified
hi m and brought his bile nauseously choking up into his throat. It was the

| oat hsone, vividly striped, crab-like creature that was snothering her face,
its glistening yellow pincers clanped into the soft skin around her nouth,
pinching it into a wizened tortuous line of silence. Her eyes were wild and
white with terror. He knew that he had to get the revolting thing off her
before it pinched her nostrils together and suffocated her. He took a step
toward her chair and reached out a trenbling hand to try to snatch the

t hr obbi ng creature away from her face but as his fingers touched its
glistening armoured shell it changed colour to a violent purple and convul sed
its body, tightening its grip around her nouth. Red pinpoints of blood welled
up around the claws and began to trickle silently down her chin. Kate pulled
hersel f back as far as she could away fromhis hand and viol ently shook her
head fromside to side. Her dark auburn hair scattered in ringlets of Iight
and shadow framing the frantic terror nmrrored in her eyes as they silently



i npl ored himnot to touch the nonstrous thing again.

"I"ve got to get it off," Harry hissed, his hand hovering inches fromher face
as the creature's col our dissolved back through the spectrumand it rel axed
its rmurderous grip.

He had to do sonmething to stop whatever that madman in his office had begun

He had to stop this nightmare devel oping into something worse. He stared
wildly around the outer office and | ooked toward the door. Perhaps if he nade
a run for it. Perhaps he could escape and raise the alarm But he shuddered as
his eyes focused on the mass of threads or cords that crisscrossed the
doorway, form ng an opaque gray barrier across it. It |looked at a glance as if
it was a living web or curtain crawling with thousands of tiny insects.

"Jesus Christ!" he gasped, |ooking back at Kate and fighting down the horror
at what he had seen

H s hands were trenbling and wet with sweat. The phone. Renenber the phone. It
was right there in front of himon Kate's desk. Al he had to do was reach
out. He glanced down: it |ooked OK. He nade a funbling grab for it. He cried
out as he snatched his hand away. An ice-cold pain burned through his fingers
and shot up his arm

Harry staggered backwards clenching his jaw and grinding his teeth fromthe
shock, nursing his nunbed, tingling arm The skin on his face and neck
prickled as if he had received an electric shock—as if the tel ephone had been
wired directly into the main supply. Forcing hinmself to shut out the inage of
Kate trapped in her chair with that hideous creature clinging on to her face
he moved hesitantly back toward the desk to take a closer |ook at the

t el ephone, taking care not to touch it again.

Harry frowned. It wasn't just the phone that had sonething wong with it, he
noti ced as he got closer, the whole desk-top was covered, no shrouded, with a
shifting fabric of darkness. It was as fine as silk and al nost transparent and
it clung to the contours of the phone, the pens and pencils and books that
littered the desk. It absorbed the light, the reflections and the tones and
colours of everything it covered, reducing it all to a dull, lifeless mass.
Harry was sure that he woul d have noticed the shadowy shroud the nonent he
entered the outer office if his attention had not been drawn directly to
Kate's plight. He had no i dea what could have caused it but now he hesitated
and was afraid to nove, afraid of neeting new horrors whi chever way he turned.
He shivered. Fear of what was happening to himknotted his guts. He hadn't a
cl ue what was going on. One nonment he had been idling, reading about the

wi nged beast that had materialised on the main runway of JFK and the next this
crazy ghetto-man had invaded his office. Harry blinked as the sweat dripped
into his eyes. His train of thought stopped right there. No-one froma street
gang, no ghetto-creature, could do the things that he saw now.

A noi se behind himnmade himspin round. The Waymaster was crowdi ng the doorway
of his office. He was frowning uncertainly and beckoni ng, no conmandi ng, him
to wal k back in. Harry knew t here was no escape but he fought down his panic
and stood his ground, his fists clenched at his sides.

"No!" he snarled, holding Orun's gaze, "I'mnot noving an inch until you get
that nmonstrous thing off Kate's face and rel ease her fromher chair. And

and . . . you can undo whatever it is you did to her desk and the outer door
And you can tell me who you are and what you want from me and what the hell's
goi ng on."

He paused, giddy and breathless but to his conplete surprise, Oun didn't
sneer or reach out and snap his neck but strode past him and plucked the livid
crab-creature fromKate's face and slipped it into a | eather pouch that hung
fromthe back of his belt. He grasped the buckled arns of her chair in both
hands and tw sted themroughly back into their original shape, releasing her
from her painful prison

"It was but a precaution. You nust forgive nme, Door Cuardian."

He bowed to Kate and spoke in a soft munbling voice as he gathered up the

ni ght - dar k gossaner fabric fromthe desk top and folded it into al nost nothing
in his powerful hands before stowing it in a smaller pouch that hung fromhis



belt. Crossing to the door he whispered sone inconprehensible chant across the
mass of webs that covered it. They began to trenble and vibrate. The tiny
creatures that were weaving it began to digest it, scuttling silently backward
and forward, eating the living barrier they had created. Harry gasped and

wat ched the tiny creatures swell up as they finished devouring the threads and
swarm across Orun's fingers and up his arns into the cover of hard skins that
he wore. Orun blinked and lifted his eyes to Harry's face as he began to

speak.

"I am Orun, Waynaster fromthe Crystal Swanps. | command you to bring Al burton
forward."'

Harry felt a cold chill in the pit of his stomach. The guy was clearly crazy

wherever he cane from |f any of his regular visitors had made such a demand
he woul d have kicked themout into the street, but after what he had seen this
guy do he wasn't even going to smile. Hi s eyes narrowed and he cal cul ated the
di stance fromwhere he stood to the doorway. He had played quarterback briefly
at college. He used to be quick, but that had been years ago. The voice of

sel f-preservati on whispered in his head and brought himback to reality. To
make a break woul d be madness. Hs best bet was to soothe this O un character
find out exactly why he wanted to nmeet Denso and then find a way to placate
him Anyway, he would be crazy to try to nmake a break for it when he didn't
even know i f the outer door was locked or if Oun had |left other, nore

hi deous, craw ing creatures guarding the dimy-lit hallway and stairwell
outside his suite of offices. But as sense prevailed and he overcane his urge
to rush to the door an idea began to formin his mnd. Perhaps Kate could
escape now that she was free of the crab-creature and the buckled armrests of
her chair. If he could just draw Orun back into his office she m ght be able
to make a run.

He turned his head toward her and managed to catch her eye and slowy and
repeatedly he directed his gaze back toward the door. Kate frowned with
bewi | derment and dabbed gingerly at the dried itching trickles of blood that
had clotted on her cheeks and around her chin. Her nmouth felt as if it was
swol len a foot in front of her face, as though it had been squeezed and
stretched through a winger. Her teeth were chattering uncontrollably, filling
her head with noise, as she tried to work out what Harry was trying to tel
her. Suddenly it clicked. She caught at the thread of his idea. Her eyes

wi dened and she nodded, barely noving her head, masking the slight novenent
fromthe nmadman's wat chful gaze by raking her fingers through her dishevelled
hair. Harry swallowed a sigh of relief as he saw Kate nod. Now all he had to
do was to draw this Orun character back into his office and keep himtal ki ng.
"Exactly what is it you want Denso Al burton to do for you?" He sniled as he
tried to keep his voice light and easy while retreating into his office,

pi cking his way through the books that he had scattered toward the w ndow. He
hoped the breathtaki ng panoram c view of the glittering Manhattan ni ght scape
woul d distract Oun while Kate made her run for the door

"Al burton nust come,” Orun growed in reply.

"Look," Harry continued, spreading his hands in a hel pl ess gesture, "it's just
not possible for Denso to be here. He doesn't live in this city: he lives
three thousand mles away on the West Coast. It's norning out there and he's
probably in his studio. He doesn't |ike being disturbed when he's working. But
you're wel come to take any of his books. Look, I'Il gather themup for you."
Orun hesitated in the doorway and shook his head. He was certain now that this
was the Murners he had been sent to find and not a fal se guardian. He had felt
and seen the synbols upon the spines and covers of the books that had been
thrown at himand he had traced Al burton's name with his fingertips on every
one of them So why was there still a scent of treachery and lies in this
chanmber? Orun's sharp eyes and ears had mi ssed nothing of the silent whispers,
the urgent gazes directed at the door that stood between them

"You will stand with your naster," he hissed at Kate, reaching back for the
bul gi ng | eat her pouch that contained his pinchquiet.

Kat e shuddered as she saw his tattooed fingers |oosen the flap of the pouch



and a vivid claw appear. She hurried forwards and squeezed past him a | ook of
despair on her stark white face as she crossed the office. The mllions of
lights in the sheer towers beyond the w ndow | ooked so hopel essly far away,
even the sounds of the city seened to have faded. She blinked at the tears of
terror that were blurring her eyes and sank down on the w ndowsill beside
Harry.

"I't's hopel ess,"” she whispered. "He even seens to know what we're thinking.
He's got us trapped and we're never going to get out of here."

Harry gripped her hand so fiercely that for a nonent it stopped his own hand
fromtrenbling. He levelled his eyes with Oun's and his fear of the madman
turned to anger.

"I told you Alburton's three thousand mles away. You can take every book of
his that |1've got. Wat the hell else do you want from us?"

Orun frowned. "I want nothing, Guardian. Tholocus will reward me for guiding
Al burton to the high tower on the rimof the City of Tine."

"Towers! City of Tinme!" Harry retorted, his face flushed with anger. "You can
read about that sort of stuff in any of Alburton's books but it's not real. It
doesn't exist beyond fantasy."

Harry stopped as Orun took a threatening step toward him Kate's fingernails
were digging painfully into the pal mof his hand, warning himthat his anger
had pushed Orun a little too far. But Oun | aughed, then shook his head at the
disbelief mrrored in Murmers' eyes.

"Has a blindness clouded your nmenory, Guardian?"

He frowned, causing the vivid tattoos to crunple together on his forehead, and
abruptly stopped his question, swallowing the word that had gathered to the
tip of his tongue. Faint echoes of Thol ocus' counsel sounded coldly in his
head and he remenbered the words that had been said before he began the search
for Al burton. Thol ocus had warned himthat if he found the Doorcrack and broke
through into twentieth century Earth that no-one woul d believe the things he
told them To the peoples of Earth there was no reality or existence in
paral | el beyond their own. He renenbered protesting that he had travelled as a
Waymast er through so many horizons of reality and that none he had nmet had
been that ignorant, but Thol ocus had drawn hi m cl ose and whi spered that |ong
ago Earth had been set apart, nurtured before all others, nade into a

par adi se. No-one but the Council of Collective Consciousness knew of its

exi stence and it had been hidden behind veils of secrets. Each tine beasts or
wanderers had accidentally broken through while time was still young they were
expl ained awmay with lies and hal f-truths that disguised the true nature of

t hi ngs and they had beconme ghosts, |egends and nyths.

"But Al burton had foretold of the great deluge, | have heard the Elders tel
the story in the firelight."

Thol ocus had sniled and answered, "There have al ways been dreaners, nen and
worren of vision. Those who, because they did not disbelieve, have glinpsed

t hrough the veil that we wove so carefully." Thol ocus had sighed. "But who
listens to wi se nen? Who marks the measure of their w sdon?" He had suddenly
strode across to the window in the tower and pointed out across the darkening
rimof the City of Tine. "I fear that tine is wearing thin, Oun. Sone
terrible catastrophe is creeping up upon us to spread its shadow across

Par adi se. "

Orun renenbered how he had searched anmongst the vivid tattoos upon his arns,
his I egs and across his stomach and chest as the O ockmaster counselled him
He was searching for a route, for a road to this Paradise, this place called
Earth. If it existed it should have been painted in the brightly col oured
illustrations which showed every single footstep that he had ever taken as a
Waymaster. But there were none that he could find and his heart had quailed at
the fear of being truly lost without a | andmark to foll ow

He had clutched at the hem of Thol ocus' gown of runes, crunpling the history
of time between his fingertips and cried out, "Howwi Il | begin to search for
this Paradise if it is beyond the furthest horizon that | have ever trodden?
If this Paradise is truly a world set apart how am| ever going to find it?



Surely its peoples will crush me beneath their feet for daring to seek them
out ?"

Thol ocus had smi |l ed and shaken his head and pointed to the walls of books that
edged his chamber. "It is a place of wisdomand great |earning. Now go quickly
and | ook for your road in all the dark and secret places where paths divide
and oak weeds and branbl e- heads overshadow the tracks. Look where the dust of
time lies thickest, where a Waymaster would shrug and turn away, for we hid

t he pat hways and put them where none would easily journey."

"But where . .. where will | look? Howw Il | ever find my way there?" he had
pr ot est ed.

Thol ocus had frowned and turned back to gaze across the City of Time. "Once it
woul d have been so easy,"” he murnured. "Once, |ong ago, every thread was at ny
fingertips."

Si ghing, he had crossed to a crowded bookshel f and carefully w thdrawn a
battered first edition copy of The Sea of d ass. Supporting the book's broken
spi ne he had turned back the scarred cover and read the dedication on the
flyleaf. Then he had smiled. "Yes. Yes, of course, that is where you nust
begin. The Diviners will gather here in ny tower. \Wen you journey they wil
concentrate their nmnds to open a Doorcrack in the City of Towers."

He had turned toward the Waymaster and read al oud, "To Harry Mirnmers.

dedicate this book to you for patiently guarding ny dreams while | transcribed
theminto reality.”

Thol ocus had paused and shut the book, causing a haze of fine dust to bill ow
up and make him blink. "Yes, you nust seek out this one called Miurners for he
is Alburton's guardian."

Thoughtful ly, he had opened the book again and scanned the opposite side of
the flyleaf, reading the publishing | egend, and his |ips had formed the words
"New York." He had nodded severely as he remenbered about the dark unhappi ness
he had heard about in that place and he had warned Orun to tread with caution
He instructed himto seek the Earthian within the Forest of Towers and urged
himto convince Murnmers that he, Thol ocus, the O ockmaster of Eternity, had
great need of Alburton in the Cty of Tine.

Orun had begun to ask how he was to find this Murmers in the Forest of Towers
but the C ockmaster had silenced him had taken his hand and taught him by
touch and sight, how to recogni ze the signs and synbols that made up the word
Murners. "Search for this word carved in either brass or stone and once you
are certain that the one you have found is Al burton's guardi an you mnust
convince himthat the shadow of catastrophe grows daily | onger across the
Earth and that he rmust journey back with you to the Grand Council ."

Orun had shivered and pushed Thol ocus' warning and his nightmare of a journey
t hrough the forest of citadels that stood shoul der to shoul der to the back of
his mnd. Now he | ooked helplessly into Harry's eyes and didn't know where to
begi n. How was he going to convince him of Thol ocus' truth? He gl anced down to
t he crumpl ed newspapers on the desk top and caught sight of the hazy

phot ograph of a w at hwa beast.

"There! That must prove that | speak the truth! That is a wathwa beast from
Bendran!" he cried, pointing to the photograph in the Daily News.

Harry gl anced down at the crunpl ed newspaper and shrugged his shoul ders. It
had been a | ong hard day and he was getting tired of being this nmadman's
prisoner. H's patience was wearing thin. "I've never heard of a wrathwa beast.
Is that something out of one of Al burton's books? That snapshot in the paper
is so hazy and so out of focus that it could be al nost anything you wanted it
to be."

"I think it's probably nade of rubber or plastic," Kate interrupted in a tight
frantic voice that made Harry turn sharply toward her. "Yes," she continued

before he could stop her, "I think that thing in the newspaper was a huge
i nfl at abl e nodel, you know, one of those things filled with gas that they use
for advertising. | bet it was part of some publicity stunt for beer or

somet hing that went disastrously wong and when that plane crashed trying to
avoid it they stuck a pinin it toget rid of it quickly."



Harry tensed, expecting Orun to swarmforwards to stifle Kate's outburst and
perhaps strike out at either of them But the madman hesitated, digesting her
words, a | ook of confusion in his eyes.

"Yes, that's got to be the answer," Harry added quickly trying to seize at
Orun's nonent of hesitation and use it to their advantage. He wanted to
convince himthat the whole thing was a figment of his inmagination

"One monent it was there as large as life on the main runway and the next it
had vani shed because soneone had burst the bubble. Cone on, Orun, no one's
going to believe it was a wathwa beast, are they? Look, hacks nmake up stories
like that all the time to freshen the news on a slow day. But this is the rea
wor |l d where a hazy phot ograph doesn't nake something real out of fantasy. No
matter how much we want it to it doesn't give flesh and bl ood to creatures
fromour imagination. Wiy don't you just take the books and ..." Harry paused
and licked his lips. It was working: the cloud of confusion was deepening in
Orun's eyes. " and the next tinme Denso calls me I'Il tell himthat you were
here and that you are really into his worlds. 1'Il get himto dedicate a copy
of his | atest book personally . "

"No! That will be too late!" Oun cried, violently shaking his head and
clenching his fists in frustration. "You nmust believe nme. You nust believe
that it was a wathwa beast—a carrion creature nade of flesh and bones—that
suddenly appeared through the cracks in reality and not some magi c of your

pl astics that vani sh when you prick them™

He searched his mnd desperately for something, anything, that would convince
them and he stared down at the vivid tattoos on the backs of his hands and
wrists. There were illustrations of his dark road through the walls of reality
and his search anmongst the City of Towers. "Look, | can prove to you that | am
Thol ocus' messenger!" he cried suddenly, closing the gap between themin two
gi ant stri des.

He unbuckl ed his belt and threwit with its bul ging | eather pouches and dagger
onto the desk top. He tore off his rancid jerkin and rough cut breeches and
stood naked before them Kate gasped and Harry stared in astoni shnent at the

t housands of vivid and m nute pictures covering every inch of his skin,
strange and wonderful illustrations needled in the finest detail, show ng

wei rd beasts and peopl es and incredible places.

"I am Orun the Waymaster fromthe Crystal Swanps," he whi spered proudly,
stabbing a finger at a tiny picture of shimrering pools of marsh and mire, |ow
hills and dense vivid vegetation beneath his left collarbone, "and these

drawi ngs are the true records of every footstep |I have ever taken."

He noved his finger slowy across his chest and down his left arm stopping
above his el bow at a mass of huge halls and graceful col onnades and spires
overshadowed by a ring of slender towers. "That is the Gty of Tinme where this
journey began," he hissed, raising his armto within inches of Harry's face
and flexing the nmuscles of his forearmto nmake the dark viol ent path-ways and
hi deous beasts that he had fought on his way withe and nove.

"That | ooks |like the Statue of Liberty and the Staten Island ferry tattooed on
t he back of his hand," Kate exclaimnmed, |eaning forward, her fear nonentarily
forgotten as she recogni zed the famliar | andmarks.

"How did you do that?" she began, but her words died in her throat and she
shrank back away from him pressing herself against the cold wi ndowpane as
Orun closed his fingers, then straightened them and thrust his hand closer to
her face so that she could see the clear inmage of herself trapped in the outer
office with the foul crab-creature pinching her lips together with its claws.
"It's just not possible . " Kate gasped, her eyes hypnotically drawn to the
hi deous picture of her terror etched across the knuckles of his right hand.
"This can't be happeni ng, none of it, unless . " She paused, her I|ips
tightening and trenbling. Bright spots of blood broke through the drying scabs
around her nouth. She reached up to touch themand felt the blood sticky on
her fingertips, " unless I"'mdreamng. Unless |'mtrapped in sone
terrible nightmare."

"This is no dream"™ O un hissed urgently, crowding so close to her that their



bodi es touched. He pinched the soft flesh of her forearm making her cry out
and pull away from him

"Now do you believe ne, Guardian?" he rasped, thrusting the tattoo of the
buckl ed automatic that had appeared upon his left wist under Harry's nose.
"Now do you believe that there is nore to the | andscape of reality than the

bl ind shrouds that snother this earth reveal ?"

Harry swal | owed, blinked and shifted unconfortably on the wi ndowsill. And then
he silently nodded his head. There was no escapi ng what he saw the mass of
vivid tattoos contained a glinpse of worlds that went far beyond the inagining
of Denso Al burton or any of the other fantasy witers that he had ever read.
The tattoos seened so vital and alive, and he coul d have sworn that the
creatures depicted on Orun's shoul ders had noved whil e he was | ooking at them
But how coul d he accept that the naked figure standing before them had stepped
through the walls of reality? That his wild stories were true—that other tinmes
and worlds really did exist in parallel with Earth? Harry gl anced anxiously
over his shoul der at the soaring, glittering nightscape of Manhattan. An hour
ago it had | ooked so solid, so inmpervious to anything |less than a nuclear war.
The picture in the Daily News had been a stunt. But now those sl ender spires

| ooked so vul nerable, so helplessly frail beneath the shadow of things to
cone.

"WIl you now summon Al burton into the chanber so that we can begin the
journey back? Thol ocus counselled ne that tinme was running out."

The urgency in Oun's voice cut across Harry's thoughts and nade himturn
sharply back to face the Waymaster. Harry frowned, trying to grasp at the bare
t hreads of what Orun had told them Inmages of all the things that nmight lie
out there in the darkness al nost overwhel med hi m and he shook his head. "Wait!
Wait a minute." Harry hesitated. "I can't make a |ot of sense out of all this
in one swallow If everything you have told nme is true and all the things and
pl aces in those tattoos are real then where the hell are they? There just

isn'"t roomfor themhere, the world' s already crowded enough. Look, before you
burst in here tonight | had never seen or heard of anything so crazy except in
the real ms of the imagination created by Denso and the other fantasy witers."
Orun frowned. For a noment he had thought that the tattoos had convi nced

Mur mers but new confusion and doubt clouded his eyes again. "These tattoos are
only my hunbl e journey-lines. They are the menories of the footsteps that |
have taken and they are less than a glinpse of what |lies beyond the walls of
reality." He spread his arns in a gesture that enconpassed everything, the
office with its walls of books, the towering skyscrapers beyond the w ndow and
the bright canopy of stars in the dark void overhead. "There are mllions of
threads in the tapestry, each one | ayered and woven with the next, appearing
and di sappearing through the weave of reality. They are everywhere, all around
us." He paused and stepped closer to Harry, whispering, "Tholocus warned ne
that you would not believe, because this place you call Earth has been
shi el ded, hidden in a vale of secrets, sheltered fromall the other worlds
that rub against it. He saw that you woul d not conprehend any exi stence beyond

your own. Well, |ook, |ook again, Guardian, at the wild peoples and the
feroci ous beasts in these tattoos. They inhabit the worlds that | have
journeyed through. Be warned, they will be quick to overrun this hidden

paradise if the fabric of reality begins to crunble or they can find a way to
burst through it. Al burton must journey with ne. Thol ocus seeks his wisdomto
shape the fate of your tonorrows and prevent such a catastrophe from
happeni ng. "

Harry felt a cold shiver touch his spine as his eyes were drawn back to the
vivid tattoos and he picked out the horrific details of the beasts and
creatures that swarmed across Orun's chest and shoul ders. "I believe you," he
whi spered, "but what the hell could Denso do to stop nonsters |like those? He's
only a fantasy witer."

Orun | aughed harshly. "I amnerely the nessenger, the guide, but Thol ocus
counsel l ed ne that Al burton is a divine thinker and the C ocknaster of
Eternity woul d not have summoned himlightly."



Harry blinked and tore his eyes away fromthe brilliantly col oured tattoos.
The nore he stared at themthe nore he seenmed drawn into the worlds they
illustrated. "But Denso's not here. | told you earlier, he lives three

t housand niles away and there's no way he could be here before tonorrow night
at the earliest, and that's assuming | can contact himon the phone now. Then
I"ve still got to convince himto drop whatever he's doing and fly across
right away, and he hates cities."

Orun stared into Harry's eyes, searching for the truth, fearing that he stil
doubt ed, but nothing clouded the vision of reality that he glinpsed. "You nust
convince him Time is running faster than qui cksand between our fingers. You
are his guardi an. You rmust know what will bring himhere."

Orun paused and stepped back and reached down to gather up the bundl es of
rough ani mal skins that he had dropped on the floor and quickly covered his
nakedness. "Tell Al burton of our neeting. Describe what you have seen in ny
journey-lines and tell himthat our boats of straw weathered the flood."
Harry | aughed but the sound echoed harshly and w thout humour and it was | ost
in the night sounds of the city beyond the office window "No, there's no
chance that would work. He'd just say that 1'd been on the sauce or reading
too many of his books. Even if | described you down to the snallest detail he
woul dn't believe you are real. He'd have to see you in the flesh."

Harry paused and studied the wild appearance of the Waymaster for a nonent.
"Why don't we both fly out there? Yes, I'll phone himnow and set it up. You
can nmeet himface to face and he can exanine those tattoos for hinself."
"No," Orun grow ed forcefully. "There is no time to fly on the wi ngs of those
nmetal birds that roost where the wathwa beast appeared. The Doorcrack through
the walls of reality that we nust take is here in the very heart of this

Forest of Towers and | know of no other that will lead us to the City of Tine.
You nust sumon himto come to us. You rmust find a way."
Harry sl umped back onto the wi ndowsill beside Kate and he raked his fingers

t hrough his dark curly hair as he thought hard. Denso wasn't the easiest of
peopl e to mani pul ate into doing sonething he didn't want to do. God knows he
had enough trouble getting himto submt his finished manuscripts in time and
t hat woul d have been nearly inpossible if Denso hadn't needed the noney. He
cl apped hi s hands together and stood up as an idea crystallised in his mnd
"Denso will do al nost anything for noney!" he cried. "He'd go right around the
wor | d backwards for " Harry frowned and stopped tal king. Orun was staring
at hi m bl ankly.

"Money. Do you know what noney is?" Harry asked softly.

Orun thought for a nonment and then asked slowy, "Is it |ike barter? Like
exchanging fish for grain or for earthenware pots?"

Harry smiled. "Yes. But Denso wouldn't travel a yard for a handful of grain."
"I think what Harry had in mind was nore in the way of hard currency. You
know, dollars, gold or silver, even dianonds, sonething |like that," Kate
muttered, knowi ng Harry's train of thought.

"Dol | ars?" Orun frowned. "I know nothing of such things. But gold, | know
gold, | can easily get that for you."

In one sweepi ng novenent he reached across the desk-top and gathered up his
wi de | eather belt fromwhere he had carelessly thrown it down as he di srobed.
Apart fromhis dagger it was strung with at | east half a dozen heavily bul gi ng
| eat her pouches just |ike the one he had pushed the pinchquiet into.

Kat e shuddered and clutched at Harry's armfearing that Orun was going to

rel ease nore of those foul crab-creatures as he quickly untied the | eather

t hongs that were bound around the necks of the two pouches. He | ooked up and
| aughed. "If it is gold that will bring our prophet out of the wilderness and
into this forest of towers then offer himthese trinkets." He tipped up the
two pouches and poured two shinmrering pyram ds of tiny golden rings and

br ooches, buttons and buckl es onto the desk-top

Harry and Kate stared speechlessly at the two small heaps of gold jewellery.
Each piece was carved with el aborate designs inlaid with silver and set with
i ce-white di anonds that sparkled coldly against the soft, warm yellow gl ow of



the gold in the light fromthe desk lanp. Harry took three hesitant steps from
the wi ndow to the desk and bent to pick up a buckle inlaid with a design of
silver flowers

"It's beautiful. Absolutely beautiful,"” he whispered, turning it over and over
in his hand. He frowned before he | ooked up. "Were the hell did you get al

t hese beautiful pieces? Some of them nmust be thousands of years old, Egyptian
or Incan designs. There must be a fortune lying here." He paused, eyes
narrowi ng, and hastily put the buckle down. "You didn't break into sone nuseum
whil e you were searching for me? You didn't steal them did you?"

"Waynmasters do not steal,"” Orun hissed angrily, his eyes hardening agai nst the
insult as he re-buckled his belt around his waist. "What | have given to you
are little nore than trinkets, forgotten buckles, buttons and pl edge rings."
He | aughed harshly. "Gold is plentiful in the streans and rivers that feed the
swanps and if it has a value it is because it is easy to work and does not
spoil or rust. This neagre handful of trinkets would be nearly worthl ess, of

| ess value than three earthenware pots. | nerely keep them as wei ghts and
sparkle lures to use when | fish or hunt for food on ny journeys."

"Pledge rings? Are they |ike wedding rings?" Kate cried gathering up a handful
of the heavy gold rings that were inlaid with silver petals and di anond

f1 ower - heads.

Orun nodded. "They are exchanged when families nerge. The nunber of petals
denotes the famly's wealth and position. But will these few trinkets be
enough to tenpt our prophet, Al burton?' he asked as he watched them sifting
through the jewellery and examning it piece by piece.

Harry blinked and | ooked up. "Ch yes, I"'msure it will. I'"Il call himright
away." He reached for the tel ephone.

Oun retreated silently to the doorway of the office and then paused and
bowed. "1 shall return, Guardian. Tonorrow, when the darkness has fallen and
the Forest of Towers are ablaze with light | shall be here."

Harry spun round toward the doorway. "Hey, wait. Wait one minute. You' ve got
to tell me what to say about the gold. Do you want himto have it as a gift or
is it payment in advance for acconpanying you to this Cty of Tine? Wiat aml
neant to tell hin®"

Orun smiled and gently shook his head. "I cannot say. | must go now and watch
over the Doorcrack. Thol ocus warned ne that the pathways through the walls of
reality are unpredictable and | fear in case it may squeeze shut. Use the gold
i n what ever way you wi sh: you are Al burton's guardian."

And then he vani shed.

Harry stared at the enpty doorway for a nonment, then shrugged. If it wasn't
for the pile of priceless jewellery on the desk and the buckl ed autonmatic
lying at his feet he would already be doubting the reality of the Waymaster's
visit. He punched out the area code and then Denso's nunber. Faintly he heard
the ringing tone and he gl anced down at his watch: it would be noon on the
coast and Denso would be sitting in his shady courtyard hi dden beneath a maze
of leafy shadows and in the background there woul d be the eternal sighing

whi sper of the surf breaking on the beach. The wire crackled and he heard
Denso' s voice, sharp and clipped, angry at the sudden interruption

"7230—who is it?"

Harry sucked in a breath. "Denso, it's Harry. Now listen and don't interrupt.
I've got a king's ransomlying here on nmy desk as an upfront payment for you
torewite the fabric of tinme. There's this guy called O un who nmade the
paynment. He wants to neet you here tonorrow night in ny office to tie up al
the details. He says the offer only holds good for twenty-four hours so you
had better catch the first plane across." @@

Dr agons and Denons

LOWV wet cl ouds of darkness boiled across the plains of Bendran misting the
endl ess grasslands with glistening raindrops. Shrouds of swirling nmist drifted
across the higher ground turning the clunmps of tw sted bl ackthorn and nountain



ash into ghostly figures whose icy fingers rattled and rubbed rmournful ly

toget her. Above the trees silent black spires of bare granite rose to touch
the night sky, their ridges and gullies vanishing in and out of the thickening
curtain of mst.

Kote, the Journeyman of Bendran, shivered as the cold and mi st envel oped him
grasped the silver-threaded reins and clung nore tightly to the ridge of
snooth scales that grew in front of the saddle of Lugg, the dragma. The beast

| urched forward and scrabbled for a better claw hold on the steep and slippery
spi ne of rock they were traversing and they begun to clinmb higher, zig-zagging
across the face of the rock.

Terror of the sheer drop that |ay below, hidden by the nist and darkness,

cl anped Kote's knees tighter into the saddle rolls and he felt the tug of the
belly strap that was attached to the stirrups.

"dinb! dinb!" he hissed in a whisper through chattering teeth as he stabbed
brutally with the rowels of his spurs, cutting into the creature's scaly

si des.

The beast snarled and roared and scuffled upward, its breath erupting in
vaporous clouds of steam its long tail thrashing the rock-face in search of
better purchase.

"Quiet, you'll wake the wathwa beasts and bring them down fromtheir roosts!"
he hissed in panic, staring anxiously across the wind-riven, glistening
rock-face toward the black entrances of the caves where the beasts roosted.

But not hing broke the night silence except the dragma's bell owi ng breaths and
the faint clatter and echo of the | oose rocks that their clinb had disl odged
as they tunbl ed away beneath them

Kot e shook his head in despair as he blinked at the stinging beads of noisture
that clung to his eyelashes. This journey was nmadness. He woul d never have
dared to trespass so near to the wathwa roosts had Thol ocus not commanded it.
He had protested agai nst such a journey, stripping his arns bare to reveal the
tattoos on his chest that illustrated all his journeys on the plains of
Bendran, pointing to where they clearly showed the | eagues of desol ation that
lay in the shadows of the Wathendall rock-spires that rose to touch the sky.
He had stabbed a trenbling finger at the vivid pictures of the soaring w athwa
beasts that guarded those bl ack spires, but Thol ocus had inpatiently cut him
short.

"You are a Journeyman. You rnust travel by the roads that | set you on. The

W at hendal | Spires is a secret road of my making: followit carefully and it
will lead you up to the Doorcracks in the walls of reality.”

Kote had stared blankly at the C ockmaster as he had drawn a yel |l owi ng
manuscri pt from beneath his cloak. "Shadows of catastrophe darken Paradi se,
Journeyman, " he had whi spered urgently, holding up the manuscript and tracing
t he nane "Capthorne" on its cover, "scale the Wathendall Spires and touch the
sky of Bendran. Pass through it into a place called Earth and search out the
one they call Mya Capthorne. Her witings have perceived the i mm nent disaster
and they may hold a key to averting it."

Lugg suddenly froze mid-stride and al nost di sl odged Kote from his back
scattering the i mages of Thol ocus counselling himto bring Capthorne to the
roof of the world. Kote barely had tine to snatch at the silver-inlaid pomrel
of the saddle and stop himself fromtoppling backwards before the dragmg,
sensi ng danger, scrabbl ed sideways and hurried across the gullies and broken
chi meys of rock that criss-crossed the sheer cliff-face, seeking a place for
themto hide. As he noved he sent |oose rocks and splinters of brittle,

weat hered granite cascading down into the mist and darkness bel ow t hem

Lugg slithered into one of the larger gullies, working its way down between
two tall shoul ders of smooth rock before it stopped. It lifted its head,
snaking it backwards and forwards, searching the rock-face that it had just
traversed, its scaly nostrils dilated, its reptilian tongue flickering out to
touch the cold, wet stone, searching for the first vibrations of pursuit. Then
Kote felt the dragma tense beneath him its neck rising in a rippling arch of
spi nes that splayed outwards and forwards in razor-sharp points. It crouched



in the shadows of the gully statue-still, fangs bared, staring out into the
shifting curtains of mist, watching and waiting for the wathwa beast that it
had al nost trodden on to awake and strike.

Kote snell ed and heard the beast noments before he saw it launch itself from
t he rock-face and soar away into the darkness. The overpowering stench of
decay envel oped himand the clatter of its arnmoured scal es and | eathery w ngs
as they unfol ded echoed and runbled in their narrow hiding place. It was |ess
than a dozen strides away. Snoke and fire fromits cavernous nmouth bl azed
across the rock-face. Kote crouched, flattening hinself between two ridges of
Lugg' s razor-edged spines as the wathwa swept back toward them its

sul phurous yel |l ow underbelly and armoured talons illumi nated by the vaporous
fire that dribbled fromits jaws. Flanmes hi ssed and crackl ed al ong t he edges
of the gully, filling every dip and crevice, singeing Kote's orange hair as

the fetid air beneath the skeletal ridges of the beast's w ngs was fanned into
a gale. The w athwa was stopping, hovering above themin a mass of shifting
fire and shadows.

Kote gl anced up fearfully, realizing that the creature was descendi ng to roost
on their hiding place. Frantically he stabbed his spurs into the dragm's
flanks. "Upwards!" he cried. "Follow the gully upwards: it's our only chance
to escape before the beast crushes us to death.”

Lugg darted upwards, scrabbling with his claws at the rough, slippery sides of
the gully, dislodging a cascade of |oose rock and shal e behind them The

wr at hwa bel | owed, white fire erupting fromits nmouth, its scaly head turning
toward the noise of the falling rocks. By the light of the wathwa's fire Kote
saw that the gully they were clinbing flattened out. In three nore scranbling
strides they woul d be exposed on the sheer rock-face again. Searching
desperately above them he saw a hol |l ow chi mey of rock away to the right. He
opened his nmouth to shout to the dragma but the roar of the wathwa's
scorching breath drowned out his voice as it turned to swoop down and devour

t hem

Kote threw up his arnms to shield his face fromthe tongues of fire that poured
fromthe wathwa's nouth toward him Lugg screaned, thrashing his tail against
the sides of the shallow gully, his back arched in convul sions as his spines
began to shrivel and burn. A sudden hail of ice crystals swept over them
stinging Kote's neck and hands and covering the dragma's burni ng body,
guenching its spines and enveloping it in clouds of hissing steam The
swal | owi ng shadow of the wrathwa was snatched away by the sudden storm its

bl azi ng breath hissing and crackling as it vani shed. The sound of its roaring
voi ce gradually grew muffled and far away.

Kote tried to ook up but the full force of the ice stormswept down across
the Wathendall Spires and cut into his skin, making himhunch ever | ower over
the dragma's snouldering hide. Icicles clung to his hair and face and were
heavy on his back and shoul ders where they forned a brittle crust.

"There's a chimey above us to the right!" he shouted, urging the dragm
forward as he renmenbered fireside tales of the ice storns in the Wathendal
Spires. He knew that they nust find shelter before the weight of the ice that
clung to themtore themaway fromthe rock-face and sent themhurtling to
their deaths on the foothills bel ow

Wthin monents of the storm beginning the rock-face glistened beneath a thick
| ayer of black ice. Lugg began to clinb toward the chimey, his claws skidding
and slipping on the treacherous surface. Kote held his breath as they
traversed the rock and breathed again only as they edged and slithered their
way into a break in the chimey wall. Inside the chimey the wind how ed and
shrieked and a fine shower of ice crystals swirled and eddi ed as they sparkl ed
in the darkness.

They were safe fromthe storm Unsheathing his dagger Kote chi pped away at the
| ayer of ice that clung to them

"W nust keep going, up toward the roof of the world!" he shouted.

The ice storm abated as abruptly as it had started and the howing w nd fel
away to |l ess than a whisper inside the dark, spiralling chimey of rock.



Slowy, claw by claw, Lugg began to clinb, twi sting and turning, searching in
t he blinding darkness for each crumbling crevice. Nothing but the I abouring
rasp of his breath and the sharp crack, crack of the ice on the spires outside
their refuge broke the snothering silence.

Kote shivered fromthe intense cold. Hi s hands and feet burned with a numbing
fire. Thol ocus had not forewarned hi mabout the cold and he wore only thin
breeches and an otter skin jerkin with his rush boots. Hi s teeth began to
chatter uncontrollably in his head and ice tears welled up to trickle and
freeze on his cheeks. H's fingers becane so nunb that they began to slip from
t he ponmrel of the saddle, the coldness was draining his strength and his feet
began to slip out of the stirrups. Twice he alnost fell fromthe dragma to

pl unge down the chimey and eventually, in his terror of losing his grip upon
the scaly beast, he lashed the reins around his wai st and securely knotted

t hem over the pommel of the saddle.

Ti me began to blur in the claustrophobic black funnel of rock and his m nd
began to wander. One nonent he inmagi ned he was back in the crowded streets of
the citadel of Bendran, bartering with others as he trod the roads that led to

all the places illustrated in his vivid tattoos. The next he was standing in
the C ocknmaster's shadow in his high tower on the rimof the Cty of Tine,
staring up at the millions and mllions of books that |lined the shelves.

Anot her noment he was brought sharply back into the icy darkness of the
chimey as the dragma scrabbled for a claw hold and scraped hi macross the
wet, black rock. Kote cursed as the rocks grazed his back and shoul ders,

| ooked up into the darkness and blinked and caught his breath, for there was
light above them a faint circle of pale blue growi ng stronger and nearer with
each scranbl ed novenment that the dragna nade

Kote tried to | augh but the sound only cackled in his throat as the | ayers of
hoar frost that clung around his nose and nouth cracked. He spurred the dragma
ruthl essly upwards until Lugg hooked his front claws over the crumbling rim of
the chimey and pulled hinself cautiously up into the light. H's hooded eyes
blinked rapidly as he twisted his head fromleft to right, his |long tongue
flicking in and out of his mouth as he searched for any sign of danger

Kote blinked and shaded his eyes agai nst the harsh, white petrified | andscape
that stretched away in front of him and gasped as he | ooked out across the
roof of the world. The dragma, sensing that they were safe, slithered forwards
out of the dark chimey and down to the edge of the snowfield that covered the
jagged summt of the Wathendall Spires. Kote untied hinmself fromthe saddl e,
di smount ed and wal ked forward only to sink to his waist in the snow He

qui ckly retreated back to the dragma and renounted. He had journeyed through
many snowstorns on the plains of Bendran but he had never known such snow,
never known it to be so deep. He | ooked nore carefully and saw that the w nd
had driven it into frozen waves and icy scul ptures of all shapes and sizes, in
some places they towered as high as a wathwa beast. He frowned, bit his nunb
lips and wapped his jerkin nore tightly about his shoulders to try to protect
hi nsel f agai nst the cold as he | ooked backward and forward across the endl ess
| andscape of ice and snow. It wasn't at all what he had expected: he couldn't
touch the sky—+t seened to be just as far away as it had been on the plains
bel ow the Wathendall Spires and there was no sign of a clear road for themto
foll ow t hrough the frozen w | derness.

Kot e hesitated, undecided. He hadn't really understood Thol ocus when he had
tal ked about other worlds beyond this one, the one he knew and had travell ed.

| deas about Doorcracks that led into themthrough the walls of reality were
conpl etely beyond his conprehensi on yet despite his doubts and fears he had
faithfully trodden the path that Thol ocus had set hi mupon. But now that he
had reached the roof of the world he was at a loss to know in which direction
to travel. The wind was beginning to how across the petrified | andscape,

whi ppi ng up a haze of ice crystals that stung his face. The sky was darkeni ng
across the Wathendall Spires and heavy snowcl ouds gat hered.

The dragma shifted, lifting its burnt spines and turning its back to the
bitter, rising wind. Kote glanced backwards as the dragma's hind claws sli pped



and di sl odged a scattering of |oose shale and he cried out, urging Lugg on and
away fromthe edge of the sheer drop. Once Lugg had noved a pace forward Kote
clutched the saddl e and craned his neck to take a | ook back again. Stretching
out bel ow t hem t hrough the broken | ayers of cloud he saw the plains of Bendran
bathed in sunlight. They | ooked so far away that the sight made himdizzy. He
whi stl ed softly and | ooked up at the darkening sky above his head. Perhaps he
was in the sky, perhaps the sky was like a nmist that you could touch and pass
t hrough without feeling it. Perhaps their road was only a footstep away,

hi dden somewhere in those dark boiling clouds. Thol ocus had counselled himto
ook in all the dark and forbidding pl aces.

"Forward, Lugg!" he shouted, picking up the reins and spurring the dragna
toward the centre of the darkest of the swirling clouds.

A flurry of snowfl akes swept around them stinging Kote's face and blindi ng
him naking himlurch forward over the dragma's neck. Lugg hesitated and

hal f-turned his head, sensing a dark, w nged shape soaring down out of the sky
behi nd them but it vanished as the blizzard envel oped them Lugg shook the
settling snow fromhis spines and forged ahead into the whiteness, floundering
and breasting through the deep snowdrifts. The wi nd hummed all around them
rattling the dragma's spines and tugging at the knots and tangles in Kote's
hair as it drewtheminto the centre of the stormclouds. Suddenly the
blizzard fell away to nothing and the wi nd dropped to a whi sper. The cl ouds
pressed in closer, binding and shrouding themin a stifling silence. It grew
hot and airless and the snow fromthe blizzard nelted and trickled down Kote's
face.

He | ooked up, frowning. "I think we nmust be in the eye of the storm" he

hi ssed.

Lugg growl ed and turned his head at the sound of Kote's voice only to stunble
and | ose his footing on the snow covered rocks. He thrashed his tail as he
tried to regain his bal ance and suddenly |urched forward as the frozen

| andscape vani shed from beneath his cl aws.

Kote cried out as they fell, twisting and turning, and he lost his stirrups
and his seat upon the dragma. He was tunbling over and over in the darkness.

I ndi stinct shapes, withered trees and w nd-cracked rocks | oomed out of the

bl ackness on either side of himand brushed and crashed agai nst hi m knocki ng
the breath fromhis body. He tried to catch hold of themin an effort to break
his fall but they nelted and vani shed away at his touch. Twi ce he collided
with the dragma and he tried to cling on to himbut his spines slipped through
his fingers.

He | anded with a bunp and fell forwards onto his face in a thicket of tangled
wet undergrowt h. Lugg | anded heavily beside himand lay there snarling in
fright. Kote lay still for a noment, w nded, and then shakily clinbed to his
feet. He felt sick with dizziness and his head t hrobbed with pain. He rubbed
at his tenples and | ooked cautiously around. They were on a hillock anbng a
dense circle of trees. Looking out across the bl eak countryside he could see a
| ow horizon-line broken by rolling hills. He | ooked up at the stars sown
across the night sky and he caught his breath: they were conpletely different
to the stars in the sky of Bendran. They nust have found the secret road
through the wall of reality and journeyed into the place called Earth!

Kot e gl anced anxi ously around hi m | ooking for the Doorcrack that they had just
tunmbl ed through. He had never in all his journeys travelled such a dark and
unfam liar road and he feared | osing the entrance | est he be trapped in this
pl ace. He began to tranple the thick undergrowth, picking up and beating at
the bracken with a broken branch, working in a wi dening circle around the
dragma and noving up toward the ring of silent oak trees that crowned the
summit of the low hill. Pausing, he held up the backs of his hands and
examned themin the starlight. He watched as the faint tattoo lines of his
journey which began at the top of the Wathendall. Spires began to appear

"OfF course, it nust be sonewhere anobngst the trees," he breathed as the bare
bl ack tree trunks with their tangle of interwoven branches began to show in
vivid detail across his knuckl es.



Hurrying forward he reached the edge of the circle of trees and was about to
step between two of them when, with a sudden roar, a huge black shape with
fire-red eyes and a gapi ng mout h bel chi ng vaporous flames rose up out of the
ground in front of him Stirring up a gale of nmouldy | eaves and broken tw gs,
it swept straight toward him knocking himover and sending himsprawing in

t he dew wet bracken before it swooped away between the trees.

"Wat hwa! " Kote hissed as he clinbed slowy to his feet, brushing the |eaves
and twigs fromhis jerkin. The nonstrous w nged beast soared and turned,

ri sing above the hillock in clouds of steamand fire.

Shuddering and keeping a watchful eye on the wathwa, Kote retraced his
footsteps up the hill and peered cautiously between the tree trunks whence the
beast had appeared. A black echoing entrance, a bottom ess void of noving
shadows, filled the space between the trees. He noved closer, tilting his head
to listen. Awind was rising in the Doorcrack: it sucked at the air around him
drawing it inuntil it how ed and shrieked al ong the dark road and hurried
back to the top of the Wathendall Spires.

Kote snmiled as it tugged at his hair and he whispered, "The way hone." He
reached t hrough the Door-crack and touched the swirling darkness before he
noved back

He frowned as he stared at the ring of trees. He knew that he had to disguise
t he Doorcrack and keep it safe from prying eyes while he searched out the one
call ed "Capthorne"—but how? It was so large and it would be exposed in the
daylight on the sunmit of the low hill. He stepped further back and studied
the ring of gnarled oaks with their tracery of tangled branches, a thousand

t housand wi thered fingers that reached down al nost to touch the ground.

"OfF course! | will treat it like any other door that | would conceal,"” and he
reached back and uncl asped a heavy | eather pouch that hung fromhis belt.
Slowy he withdrew a broken stick of draweasy—the Journeynman's crayon—a
thick, fibrous, sticky black crayon blended froma secret recipe of blood,
skin and bones m xed with roots and herbs and magically teased together in a
menbr ane of boughlin skin. Kote kneeled in front of the Doorcrack and spat on
a bl ade of grass as he touched it with the crayon and drew the first |ine of
his tree, a thick black vertical |ine between the existing oaks. He wet

anot her stem of grass a handspan fromthe first and drew the second line,
rapidly blocking in the tree trunk, mmcking the rough pattern of the bark
But the |lines wavered and threatened to coll apse as the draft being sucked
into the Doorcrack drew them i nwards

Kote cursed under his breath. He had never had to conceal such a large
entrance before and in desperation he drew two thin spidery branches out of
the trunk, linking them and securing them anongst the | owest of the branches
fromthe existing oaks on either side of the Doorcrack. The thin crayon
branches stretched as taut as bowstrings and humed in the wind that was
swirling through the entrance but they held the drawing of the oak tree in

pl ace and Kote quickly added to them thickening them draw ng a mass of

i nterwoven branches, finger-fine twigs and withered winter |eaves. He whistled
softly to the dragma and called to him sumoning himto stand across the
Doorcrack while he clinbed up onto his back and added the upper forking
branches.

Dawn was edgi ng the bl eak horizon-line with a grey norning |ight before Kote
had fini shed di sgui sing the Doorcrack and had di smounted fromthe dragm's
back. He slipped the worn-down stunp of draweasy back into its |eather pouch
Wping his fingers on the wet bracken he stood back, hands on hips, to admre
the gnarled oak tree he had created so realistically.

"No-one will be able to find . . ." he began but his words died in his throat
as a fast noving shadow fl owed over them He spun round and threw hinself into
t he under gr owt h.

Lugg snarled and followed him burrowing into the dense bank of bracken
nmonents before the w athwa beast swept back over the hill. It wheel ed and
circled as it searched the ring of oaks with its fire-hot eyes. Once, twice it
al nost | anded where Kote and the dragma crouched in the undergrowth before it



beat the cold dawn air beneath its wings and glided away, letting out a roar
of sul phurous breath as it flew toward anot her wooded hillock, rising above
the norning m st in the distance.

Kote rose slowy to his feet and watched the wi nged creature soar away into
t he strengthening daylight. He smled at the dragna as it emerged fromthe
bracken and shook its spines to dislodge the | eaf nold and broken tw gs that
clung to him

"You know, Lugg," he whispered, "I think I rmust have hidden the Doorcrack so
wel | that even the wathwa couldn't find it."
Kote watched the wathwa fly away until it became a tiny speck in the sky and

t hen vani shed before he glanced briefly up to the circle of oaks and | ooked at
them carefully in the daylight to make sure that he woul d renenber the pattern
the trees made agai nst the sky.

"Now we rmust find the one called 'Capthorne,'" he nurmured, trying to remenber
every word of Thol ocus' counsel through the persistent ache in his tenples.

He was sure that the C ockmaster had spoken of a spire or pinnacle of rock and
that he should begin his search within its shadow but as he surveyed the

| eagues of flat fields and water-filled dykes lined with poplar trees that
spread out toward the distant horizon his heart sank. Perhaps he had stunbl ed
into the wong storntloud on the top of the Wathendall Spires. Standing in
the stirrups he slowy turned his head and allowed his eyes to foll ow the

br oadest waterway west across the flat |andscape until he saw that there were
smal | square houses with angul ar roofs and glistening wi ndows that reflected
the I ow sunlight, sonme straggled along the top of the bank of the dyke. They

| ooked very different fromthe circular reed and thatched dwel lings of the
peopl e of Bendran, nore forbidding, nore unwel coning. He hesitated, undecided
as to whether he should ride toward them when he glinpsed a finger of |ight
in the sky further to the west between two low hills. He watched it carefully
and realized that it must be the sunlight touching a spire or pinnacle of

r ock.

"That must be the place the O ockmaster talked of. It is the only high point
inall this dreary | andscape,"” he nuttered to the dragma, spurring himforward
down the hill.

Slowy they worked their way toward the light, crossing fields full of soft,

bl ack earth rowed and ridged up into waves that oozed up between the dragma's
claws and made it stunmble. They slithered over hedges and rough banks and
floundered in the brackish silt in the deeper dykes before finding a stony
track that led themto a narrow road bordered by hi gh banks. Now the goi ng was
easy and the dragma scuttled along, his claws casting sparks on the hard, dark
surface of the road.

Suddenl y, ahead of them beyond a sharp bend in the track, they heard a
roaring sound and a savage manditaur rushed toward them Kote | ooked around
desperately and spurred the dragma at the steep bank on the right of themin
an effort to escape. But the beast was upon them before Lugg could take a

stri de.

Kote stared at the oncoming creature. Close to, it wasn't like a manditaur, or
any ot her beast that he had ever seen before. It didn't have arns or |egs, but
was squat and rigid, with a gl eam ng, arnoured body, and there were bl azing
lights and strong rows of teeth in its head. The roaring noise changed as it
swerved and enmitted a hi gh-pitched screeching sound. |Instead of attacking them
it clinmbed the opposite bank and pl oughed two deep furrows in the earth before
toppling over onto its side and then tunbling slowy over and over and back
down to the road anidst clouds of hissing steam and the sound of shattering

gl ass before comng to rest on its side, its belly toward them

Lugg | eapt backwards away fromthe creature, rearing up onto his hind | egs
ready to attack it with his front claws, his razor spines along his neck and
back prickling outwards in his aggression. Kote clung to the saddle, his
dagger in his left hand, waiting for the thing to nove. The roaring noi se had
stopped and gradual ly the hissing clouds of steamthat had been pouring out of
its belly had died away to silence. The Journeyman frowned: he had never known



a beast to die so easily. He released his grip on the saddle and slid to the
ground, cautiously approaching the dead creature. He stopped a stride away and
scratched his head: there were four wheels joined to the underside of the
beast. They were rmuch smaller and fatter than the cart wheels the peopl e of
Bendran used and they were covered with a strange bl ack pattern, but they were
wheel s. He reached out with his dagger and prodded the nearest one with the
needl e point of his blade. It pierced easily through the black patterns on the
rimof the wheel and it caused it to nake an angry hiss of air.

Kot e junped backwards. He crouched agai nst the bank of earth fearing that he
had awoken the creature, expecting it to roll over and attack them but it [ay
still across the road, rigid and |lifeless, and the revol ving wheel gradually
came to a stop.

"This is like no beast | have ever met before," Kote whispered to hinself
creepi ng forward again, prodding and tapping with his dagger at the irregul ar
shaped belly of the creature. It rang with a hollow sound of netal upon netal

"Lugg," he hissed urgently w thout |ooking back at the dragma. "I don't
understand this creature at all. Its belly is encased in nmetal and it runs on
wheels. I'mgoing to have to circle around and take a look at its head to find

out if it is really dead. Move in close behind ne and be ready to attack if it
noves. "

Cautiously Kote circled around the nmetal beast only to stop and stare, his
mout h falling soundl essly open. The body of the creature was crushed and
buckl ed beyond recognition. Shattered crystal was strewn across the road from
its eyes and two wi deni ng pools of stinking liquid seeped fromits battered
head. Now he could see that the nonster was really dead, he decided to | ook
for a trophy to cut fromthe body and hang on his belt. Then he caught sight
of a bloody figure trapped inside. For a nonment he stared and then it noved.
"Lugg, | ook, we've killed the beast before it had time to devour its |ast
victim Conme! Help ne to free him" he called excitedly as he reached in

t hrough the buckl ed wi ndscreen.

Lugg snarled and nmoved in beside him and with his powerful claws tore the
front section of the roof of the car away fromthe buckl ed door-posts exposing
the figure trapped inside. A bloody face stared up at them its eyes ringed
with terror. He screanmed once and threw his arns up across his face, snearing
t he bl ood that had begun to congeal on a ragged gash upon his forehead. He
struggled frantically and then slunped forwards, unconscious, anongst the

twi sted dials and | evers and broken gl ass inside the metal creature.

"Quickly," Kote hissed, misinterpreting what he saw, "before the beast closes
its inner nmouth and bites himin half."

Reaching in between the shards of shattered glass, he thrust his hands beneath
the linp figure's arnpits, roughly dragged himfree of the weckage and
carried hima dozen paces along the road before |ying himdown on the bank. He
stood back and stared down at the unconscious body. Hi s clothes and shoes were
unl i ke anything he had ever seen before. He wore a white undershirt of the
finest silk with a flag of striped material tied around his throat. Over the
top he wore a dark gray jerkin and breeches that nmatched exactly in col our and
were woven fromthe finest fibres he had ever seen. But it was the shoes that
fascinated himthe nost: they were as black as night and shone like a mrror
and when he reached down to touch themthey felt |ike glass.

The figure stirred, his eyelids flickered, and then he opened his eyes. For a
nmonent he stared at Kote and the dragma, his eyes slipping in and out of

focus. Then his look of terror returned, his eyes w dened and his forehead

wri nkl ed, breaking the bloody crust on the gash that vanished into his
hairline and sending trickles of blood into his eyes.

"Drag . . . drag . . . dragon!" he cried, trying to scramnble backwards up the
st eep bank.

Kote hal f-gl anced at the dragma who stood behi nd hi mand understood the source
of the man's terror. He began to shake his head and opened his nouth to
reassure the man that he had nothing to fear from Lugg when he caught the
sound of another of the metal creatures approaching.



"Quickly, we must hide," he urged, advancing toward the man and trying to
scranbl e backwards up the bank. But the person screaned as he approached,
rolled away fromhimand leapt to his feet. He ran toward the oncom ng beast
as it neared the bend in the narrow road and began to wave his arms
frantically, shouting at the top of his voice for help.

Kote grasped the ponmel of Lugg's saddle with his left hand and vaulted into
the saddl e. He was about to chase after the terrified figure but hesitated,
realizing that he could never reach himin tine. Instead, he wheel ed the
dragnma to the right and spurred himup the steep bank. The scaly reptile
swarnmed up the bank in three strides and took theminto a dense thicket of
thorn bushes. Kote cursed the thorns as he slipped fromthe saddl e and crept
back to the rimof the bank to watch what woul d happen in the road bel ow.

The oncoming creature roared around the bend, huggi ng the crown of the road.
Kote craned his neck and saw that it looked a little different to the one that
now | ay broken across the road: it was smaller, lower to the ground and it was
a shiny blood-red colour. It swerved and stopped abruptly, its roaring voice
changi ng to a high-pitched screech. Doors flew open along its sides and two
figures leapt out and ran toward the person that Kote had rescued. Kote inched
his way forwards, listening intently as he recogni zed words anongst the
frantic shouts that were coming fromthe road

"I tell you I came around that bend and there was a dragon. A dragon as big as
a house in the road. And ... and . . . there was a denpbn with orange hair
riding it. It ripped open the roof of ny car. It ... it ..."

The ot her voices broke in and tried to calmthe frantic figure who was
pointing up the steep bank to where Lugg had scranbled to safety. Kote ducked
back out of sight only nonments before the group in the road | ooked up to the
hawt horn thi cket on the top of the bank but he carried on listening to their
excited voices. He frowned and scratched anxiously at his orange hair. He
hadn't given any thought to how different this place called Earth m ght be
fromthe other places that bordered on the world of Bendran. The people were

t he sane wherever he had travelled: their custons and their |anguages al ways
varied a little but he had the Journeyman's gift of tongues and he had passed
freely anmongst them Each world had its natural dangers to avoid. There were

| urkbeasts that waited subnerged in the glistening pools of the Crystal

Swanps, the nmanditaurs that roaned the Wndrows of Thorn, the hovering
boughlin that stooped silently out of the dark thunder skies of Krak and the
wr at hwa beasts, fire-eaters and scavengers of every horizon he had ever

j our neyed.

The voices on the road were suddenly raised, making Kote | eave the cover of
the thorn bushes and draw closer to the rimof the bank again to listen
intently.

"No, it's better if you sit down quietly and rest on the grass until the

anbul ance and the police arrive. Every tine you nove it opens up that cut on
your forehead and it's no good to keep upsetting yourself with this story of a
dragon. There's nothing we can do until the police arrive."

"Dragons!" interrupted a third, slower, deeper voice, |oaded with disbelief.
"Al'l this talk of dragons and denmpns i s nonsense. Everyone knows they don't

exi st outside of fairy stories and certainly not here in Canbridge. No, it's
nore likely that you fell asleep at the wheel of your car and dreant of the
dragon and the denon with the orange hair; you then woke up as you hit a cow
or a sheep that had wandered onto the road. Next you'll be telling us that the
denmon had horns and pointed ears ..."

Kote frowned as he listened. Cearly these people of Earth didn't believe that
dragnas existed, yet they knew all about them and about the fairies of
Cluricawn and the horned wanderers of Gavati .

"No ... no ... I"'mtelling you the truth. The dragon was as |arge as a house.
Look! Look here at these claw nmarks on the roof of ny car—and the devil riding
hi mdidn't have horns or pointed ears but was covered in vivid tattoos,

t housands of them all over his face and arns.”

The deep voi ce began to | augh when the other hushed himinto silence. "Listen



| can hear the police siren. They'll search the area on top of those banks and
find out whatever caused the crash."

Kote scrambl ed back into the thorn bush as he heard the approachi ng wail of
the siren. He realized fromthe snatches of conversation that the sight of
Lugg had caused the arnoured creature to swerve and that what he had thought
was a manditaur wasn't really a creature at all but a "car," a sort of
arnmoured cart, that was propelled al ong by sone sort of magic. He knew t hen
that the whole incident was his fault and that the police, or the guardi ans of
these cars, were going to search for himand probably capture him

"Lugg, quickly, we rust find sonewhere to hide," he hissed, crawling through
the thorn bushes and staring out across the bl eak open countryside.

Ri ch, dark ploughed fields stretched away in every direction but directly
ahead, about a | eague distant, on slightly higher ground, he saw the eaves of
a dense wood.

"Lugg, run on your toes and | eave no trace of our passing," he whispered,
springing up into the saddl e and gathering the reins as he spurred the dragma
forwards. Lugg reared up on his hind legs and fled across the heavy pl oughed
earth, thrashing his long tail fromside to side to brush out the claw prints
that he made

Kote clung on to the pormel of the saddle. The wind sang in his hair as the
dragma rushed forwards with giant strides. He gl anced back over his shoul der
hol ding his breath as they reached the higher ground and Lugg charged in
anongst the close-grown tree trunks. He let out a sigh of relief. No-one had
followed them He reined the dragna to a halt and slid to the ground before
slow y creeping back to the edge of the wood to watch for their pursuers.
Briefly, two dark uniforned figures appeared on the bank above the road. They
searched in the thorn bushes and then in a widening circle across the pl ow
before slowy returning to the road. Kote watched the rim of the bank for
hours w t hout blinking before he was satisfied that no-one was going to foll ow
them Wearily, he sat down on the carpet of pine needles and | eaned his back
against a tree as he tried to riddle out what he rmust do next. He had to
continue his search for "Capthorne."” Cearly he nmust | eave Lugg hidden in the
trees and sonehow di sgui se hinself if he was to journey far in this place.

He tethered Lugg to an ancient, snooth-barked beech tree, w nding the black
iron tether-chain twice around the thick trunk and whispering to the dragma to
be silent and quench his fire until he returned. Then Kote retraced his steps
to the edge of the forest and |listened, straining his ears to catch at the
snatches of talk that drifted up across the ploughed fields fromthe people
who gat hered around the broken nmetal car. He sniled with relief as he heard
them finally abandon the search for a dragon and its denon rider

He retreated anongst the trees and wal ked al ong the edge of the wood until he
could see the sheer spine of rock that Thol ocus' counsel had told hi mmarked
the dwel ling place of Mya Capthorne. He had expected a single building or a
smal | house and he frowned as he drew cl ose, shading his eyes and staring at
the spraw of huge buildings—a city of houses that crowded around the rock's
base. He could see hundreds of people in the streets and countless netal cars
faci ng backwards and forwards and moving in every direction. He squatted down
on his haunches, |eaned against a tree-trunk and sank his head into his hands.
It woul d take an age of days to search every building to find the one called
Capt horne in such a crowded pl ace.

"She nust dwell near the tower,” he nurnmured, "I will search its shadow when
dar kness has shrouded the countryside."

Kote waited until he couldn't see his hand in front of his face before | eaving
the safety of the trees and picking his way across the frozen fields to cross
t hree roadways and slip unseen into the maze of w nding streets that

surrounded the towering spire of rock. The streets were well-lit and bustled
wi th people who dressed in |ong coats and hats as protection agai nst the
bitter cold. Using his skill as a Journeyman he passed as silently as a shadow

anongst them barely causing a head to turn. But the roaring netal nonsters



were nore difficult to avoid. They would roar around corners and rush toward
him their heads blazing with Ilight, and nore than once he had to junp into
narrow al | eyways or press hinmself into dark door recesses or lose his life.
Kot e paused beneath a stone archway that was only a stone's throw fromthe

pi nnacl e of rock and wondered where he should begin to | ook. Resting his hand
upon the cold brick wall inside the arch he was aware of a small obl ong of
raised netal set on the wall. It had the feel of polished brass and its
surface was engraved with signs or synbols: letters. He noved his hand and
found ot hers above and bel ow. He del ved inside a hide pouch that hung fromhis
belt, carefully w thdrew a handful of glowwornms and balled his fist lightly
around them as he held themup to illuminate the archway. Kote frowned as he
saw t hat each brass plate was engraved with a nanme. He reached into his inner
pocket with his free hand and took out the scrap of parchment that Thol ocus
had given to himw th Capthorne's nanme inscribed upon it. Slowy he conpared
the synbols on the parchment with the brass plates as he tried to match them
one by one. Sonme of the lines were simlar but not enough of themto spell out
journey's end.

H ding the light of the gl owworns beneath his jerkin, he slipped fromthe
stone archway and silently crossed an expanse of frozen grass. He soon found
that there were simlar brass plaques set upon the wall opposite. Bringing the
gl ow-worms out fromunderneath his jerkin he teased their fat wiggling tails
into glowing points of hot white light. He held themaloft to study the names
etched into the brass plaques. Suddenly he gave a cry of delight and | eaned
closer to the bottom oblong of brass on the right-hand side. He traced and
conpared the synbols with those on his scrap of parchment. It matched exactly
letter for letter. He spelled out the name MYA CAPTHORNE. Myving stealthily

al ong the stone-fl agged passageway into the building, he quickly found her
door with her name witten upon it. He tried the handle and found that it was
securely locked. He retraced his steps, carefully counting themas he did so,
and left the building, working his way along the outside until he cane to a

i ghted wi ndow.

Kote gently parted the ivy | eaves that obscured the wi ndow and | ooked into the
smal | | owbeamed room A fire flickered in an iron grate, casting its soft
light across a clutter of chairs and a | ow couch piled high with bl ankets. The
wal I's were crowded wi th books and bright pictures. Cose to the hearth there
was a table littered with open books and sheaves of papers. He saw that sone
of the papers had spilled onto the floor and lay scattered close to the w ndow
but as he was about to crouch and | ook nore closely at them he noticed a
figure slunped asleep in a high-backed chair in the shadows behind the table.
Kneel i ng, he quickly conpared the synmbols on his scrap of parchment with those
t hat headed the sheets of paper closest to the wi ndow and sighed softly with
relief. He was sure now that he had found Mya Capthorne's dwelling place.

He | ooked back at the figure sleeping in the shadows and was undeci ded about
what to do. The people of this place who had seen him had called hima denon.
He wasn't sure if he should tap on the wi ndow or call out his purpose when a
clock struck five chinmes somewhere in the darkness behind him Instinctively
he stepped back into the shadows and watched as Mya stirred in her chair and
sat up brushing at a strand of fire-gold hair that had fallen across her
forehead. She then appeared to touch a | anp upon the table and flood the room
with bright light.

Kote stared at Mya. He had never for a nonent expected to be staring into the
hazel -dark eyes of a beautiful young woman. Thol ocus had not warned him or
prepared him for such an encounter

Ki dnapped in the Dark

MYA Capt horne blinked and awoke with a jolt as the heavy environnental report
she had been compiling slipped through her fingers and fell, scattering
untidily across her desk.

"Dam!" she nuttered straightening up in her chair and brushing at the stray



strands of copper-dark hair that had escaped fromher hair-band to fall across
her forehead and into her eyes. The failing afternoon Iight had drawn | ong
shadows across her study and the log fire had died away to gl owi ng enbers in
the grate.

She yawned and reached forwards to switch on the desk-lanp, glancing through

t he narrow French wi ndows as she did so and | ooking out at the darkening

wi nter sky. The wind was getting up: she could hear it noaning through the
bare branches of the oaks that bordered the | awns of Cathedral Close. It was
tugging at the brittle ivy twigs that grew around the wi ndow, making them

whi sper and scratch agai nst the panes of glass. She shivered and drew her

cardi gan cl oser around her shoul ders. There was a snell of fresh snowin the
air.

Across the C ose the Cathedral clock struck five.

Mya | ooked at her watch and realized that she had to deliver her lecture in

| ess than two hours. She rose fromher chair and rebuilt the fire into a
roaring bl aze.

Returning to her desk, she reluctantly began to gather up the report and put

it back into nunerical order. "A couple of hundred years ago they would
probably have called ne a heretic and burned ne at the stake for conpiling
this." She frowned, pushing the report to one side and sitting down again.
"Now they'Il only dismss it as a collection of old wives' tales, folklore and
superstition. Nobody will take it seriously. At the worst | could lose ny job
if I submt it."

At twenty-four years old she was the youngest environmental research |ecturer
in the university and already, in this, her first year, her head of depart nment
had cautioned her to concentrate her efforts on the job in hand and not to

| ead the students under her tuition into the real ms of nedi aeval fantasy. Ma
si ghed and drunmmed her fingers on the report. She wasn't sure that she had the
courage to follow in Nostradamus' footsteps, well, not tonight anyway. In |ess
than two hours' time could she publicly reinforce his prophecies that the
world was rapidly drawing to an end in her first open |lecture? Could she stand
in the great hall of Masters' College and say this to an audi ence of fell ow
col | eagues and under gr aduat es?

She hesitated, opened the top drawer of her desk and wi thdrew the conventiona
report that her head of department had insisted that she conpile, the one that
her audi ence were expecting her to deliver on the well-worn environnent al

i ssues of gl obal warming, industrial pollution and acid rain. She glanced at
the introduction, scanned the close-typed paragraphs of dry statistics and
then dropped it in disgust onto the desk. She rummaged in the other drawer and
found her battered scrapbook, the flesh and bones of her real report, and then
carried it to the desk-top. She opened it at random and carefully snoot hed out
the mass of yellowi ng press cuttings trapped between the pages and began to
read through them

DEWEBURY, YORKSHI RE, Septenber 20th

The Devil's knell, the main bell in the parish church, rang continuously of
its own accord for twelve hours. The last tinme the bell rang continuously was
in 1349 to warn of the approach of the bubonic plague. The church council is

hol di ng an investi gati on.

FOULA, SHETLAND | SLES, Decenber 8th

Villagers were startled to see dozens of white hares gathering in the fields.
They continued to collect together all evening and through the night but by
nmorni ng they had di sappeared. A spokesman for the NFU adnitted that although
such a |l arge gathering was unusual it was probably due to the particularly
light sky caused by the full noon.

Mya frowned and shuffled through the press cuttings. She stopped at another
headi ng.



MARPLE, CHESH RE, May 16th

The village of Marple was overrun by a sudden plague of mice yesterday. The
energency services were at full stretch funmigating the village and extra pest
control officers have been drafted into the area. A spokesman for the counci
said that the plague was due to the unusually hot weat her

LLANARTH, CARDI GAN, July 12th

Late night travellers were tenporarily prevented from conpleting their
journeys in the area due to clouds of Gatekeeper butterflies settling on their
cars. Local naturalists are making an extensive study of the butterflies
unusual night-flying behavi our

Mya shrugged hel pl essly and shuffled the cuttings back together as she slowy
turned the pages of her scrap-book. Separately, to the untrained eye, they

m ght appear to be no nore than a collection of reports on bizarre happeni ngs
or supernatural phenonena fromrenote parts of the country, but, from her
research, she was sure that they held hi dden echoes, warnings of sone

i npendi ng di saster. She had tried to bring her findings to Professor Baudrey's
attention. She had shown himthe cuttings on the failure of the silk-wormcrop
in China and its simlarity to their own common-garden and zebra-spiders
inability to spin webs during the |ast autumm. The newspaper reports from
countless villages telling of flocks of crows and rooks feeding in the
streets, of packs of dogs gathering to how ceaselessly at the noon, and the
naturalists' reports that told how al nost every species of animal that they
were nonitoring had shown a huge increase in fermale births and a decline in
mal e births. The list of Nature's forewarnings seened endl ess and she had been
about to strengthen her argunent with her discovery that there appeared to be
a greater than usual discrepancy between astrol ogical star-tine and
clock-time, a peculiarity that she had al ready begun studyi ng, when her head
of departnent's face had darkened with anger and his voice had expl oded wth
rage.

"We don't deal in old wives' tales here, girl, we |leave folklore and fairy
tales to the history department. It's facts, scientific facts, that you are
paid to conpile: the strain of algae that is spoiling the river Severn, the
chlorine factor needed in the treatment plant at the Davington reservoir."

Mya had tried in vain to defend her findings, pointing to the naturalists'
reports, arguing that they were scientific data and not a collection of wild
runours, but her argunents only drove Professor Baudrey into a deeper rage.

"I amnot disputing the validity of your findings: the dogs can bark all night
long as far as |'mconcerned; and parlianents of crows can gather wherever
peopl e say they do: it's your interpretation of the information that disturbs

me. It isthis. . . this . . . headlong rush to indulge in old wi ves' tales
rather than explore the scientific facts before fornm ng your conclusions that
appal s nme."

Mya sighed and snapped the scrapbook closed as she renmenbered how t he

prof essor had di sm ssed her research before turning on his heel and striding
out of the departnent without giving her a nonent to reply, to expand her

t heory. She believed that al nbst every folk tale, or "old wives' story" as the
prof essor had so dismissively called them contained enough truth for nodern
day society to take notice of their warnings, especially if the bases of their
stories began to recur. Mya still doubted a | arge part of her findings: sone
of it was just too bizarre to swallow, and she couldn't just publish w thout
seeki ng advi ce. She knew her work wasn't in line with the department's policy
on environmental research but she couldn't turn her back on what she had
uneart hed, having pieced together some disturbing facts fromthose early

nmedi aeval manuscripts in the university's library.

She had never really intended to followthis Iine of research. It had started
quite accidentally in the sumrer of her first year as a student. She had been
reading fairy stories to her sister's youngest child when she had noticed
recurring behaviour patterns in the animals in the stories. It had made her



visit the university library to search for other simlarities and the nore she
del ved through those early folk tales the nore she uncovered a comon thread
of ani mal behavi our that echoed throughout the |ength and breadth of

hi st ory—preci se behavi our patterns that had time and again forewarned of

fl oods, earthquakes, plagues, pestilence and inpending disasters. It had made
fantastic reading and she had decided to wite her doctorate on the

i mplications of animal behaviour and unnatural phenonena in relation to known
hi storical disasters. She believed they had prior know edge and that was when
she had started collecting the press cuttings on odd ani mal behavi our and
quite unwittingly had begun conpiling the doomreport that now lay in front of
her .

She hadn't expected the wealth of material that flooded through her letter box
fromthe cuttings agencies, nor at first had she grasped the seriousness of
the many and varied patterns of behaviour that were being repeated throughout
the natural world. Bizarre rather than unnatural would have been a better
description of them "Nature Gone Mad," and "Supernatural Nonsense" were just
two of the countl ess newspaper headlines that reported on the sudden rash of
neat circular nole-hill patterns that appeared overni ght around vill ages
scattered far and wide from Scotland to the Austrian Al ps. And there were

arm es of toads and tiny lizards that invaded notorway junctions and rail way
stations across Europe bringing everything to a standstill until the energency
services could clear them away. There were stories of mllions of bees that
swarnmed out of their hives to plague villages and force their inhabitants to

| ock thensel ves indoors. Even the oceans gave their warnings of inpending

di saster when shoals of whistler fish clogged the crab and | obster pots across
the eastern seaboard of Anerica. The ghosts of headl ess horsemen had begun to
reappear in long-forgotten haunts. Church bells started to ring spontaneously
and doors and wi ndows to | ock and unl ock thensel ves without keys or |atches
bei ng touched. A d weather patterns were repeating thenselves to forecast war,
fam ne, pestilence and pl ague. The whol e world was going crazy, shouting its
war ni ngs everywhere, yet nobody seened to be taking a blind bit of notice.

Mya shivered and gl anced up, her train of thought broken by a novenent, a
shape or shadow in the darkness beyond the French wi ndows. She froze, a cry
strangled in her throat as she saw a face | oomcloser, press its nose against
the glass and stare directly at her through the ivy | eaves. She gasped,
breathing in a shallow breath of terror, and threw her left hand up as if to
protect herself fromits penetrating gaze. The eyes held her still as they
hunted her face. Mnentarily the light fromher desk-lanmp illum nated the face
as it pressed against the window, etching it into her menmory, inprinting the
hi gh cheekbones with their vivid tattoos and the sunken inky shadows around

t hose piercing eyes and the full-blooded |lips that tightened into a snarling
leer to reveal needl e-sharp teeth before they noul ded thensel ves around her
nane and whi spered it through the gl ass.

Mya cried out and the face vanished, |eaving only the slightest breath of
condensati on on the w ndow pane between the ivy | eaves that scratched and
tapped on the cold glass. She blinked and stared out into the darkness as she
wat ched the beads of condensation nelt away. She gl anced anxi ously around her
smal | study, then reached for the tel ephone that sat on her desk, intending to
report the prower to old Henderson the night porter who lived in the gate

| odge at the entrance to the C ose. She frowned and gl anced back to the w ndow
as she listened to the ringing tone. It hadn't been any ordinary face pressed
agai nst her wi ndow, and it wasn't only the brightly-coloured tattoos depicting
nmonsters and denons that covered it or the mass of orange hair that hung down
around it that nade it so different. It was a face, or part of a face, that
she had seen a thousand times staring out at her fromthe earliest illum nated
manuscri pts that she had studied so often

The Iine crackl ed and Henderson's paper dry voice brusquely asked her what she
want ed.

"There's a prower in the Cose," she answered, breathlessly fighting to keep
her voice level. "He's a thin young man, | think, with bright red hair and



tattoos on his cheeks and forehead. He was staring in at ne through the French
wi ndows a nmonent ago."

Hender son's raspi ng breaths quickened. She heard himcall to one of the other
porters in the gate | odge as he told himto tel ephone the police. He warned
her to keep her door firmy |ocked while they searched the Cl ose and the
surroundi ng buil di ngs.

"But . . . but . . ." interrupted Mya, "l've got a lecture to deliver on the
environnent in the Masters' Hall in just over half an hour. Do you think you
could escort me to the entrance before you begin your search? It won't take a
monent, |'mafraid to cross the C ose on nmy own."

Hender son coughed and after a short pause reluctantly agreed to escort her
but she heard himnuttering to hinself that the prow er would probably get

clear away in all this comi ng and goi ng before he replaced the receiver.

Mya shivered, gathered up her top coat and pulled it on before |ooking down at
the two environmental reports that lay on her desk. Her hand hovered between
them The appearance of that face at the wi ndow was too rmuch of a coinci dence,
too much of a warning, to go unheeded. It nust have been a sign, a sign that
she shoul d deliver the doomreport. She |aughed softly but without a trace of
hunour as she i magi ned what Professor Baudrey woul d say about her pursuit of

| ogi c.

A light knock on her door followed by Henderson's dry rasping voi ce made her

| ook up sharply. She quickly gathered up the report and crossed to the door
Low cl ouds shrouded the C ose in darkness. A flurry of snowfl akes stung her
face as she stepped out frombeneath the archway that led to her study. She
turned her collar up against the bitterly cold wind and kept close to the old
porter as he trudged al ong the gravell ed wal kway and t hen unexpectedly turned
onto the lawmn and headed directly toward a small gate arch that lay in deepest
shadow.

"That isn't the quickest way to Masters' Hall!" she called, hesitating to
follow him

Now she was al one and the shadows seenmed to crowd in close around her. "Damm!"
she nmuttered, afraid of being left. She hurried after him clutching her
report tightly under her arm

The frozen grass crackl ed beneath her shoes. She was aware of the w nd
rattling the icy twig-fingers of the oak trees that peopled the | awns and the
rustl e of dead autumm | eaves in the gutterings of the buildings that bordered
the C ose. Suddenly soneone close called to her fromthe darkness. A voice

whi spered her nane, repeating it tw ce.

"Mya Capt horne. Mya Capt horne. ™

"Henderson—wait!" she called. "That prower's follow ng us across the |Iawn."
She ran forward and caught up with the old porter and reached out to grasp his
arm "Henders . . ." she cried, the word dying in her nmouth as the arm and

sl eeve crunpled to nothing between her fingertips. The figure of the old
porter was nothing nore than a mass of lines, a shifting, translucent,
scribbled silhouette that barely showed agai nst the scurrying snowl ouds. She
opened her nmouth to scream She wanted to run away fromthis apparition but
she was paralyzed with terror. The silhouette of the old porter continued to
col l apse, the withing Iines nmelting into one another. The enpty face sighed
and folded into a vacant snile, the neck winkled into the shoul ders and the

| ean, cruel face that had | ooked in at her wi ndow appeared through the

di ssolving figure and smled at her, exposing his razor-sharp teeth.

"Capt horne? Mya Capt horne?" he asked quietly, pushing aside the last of the
melting |ines and stepping toward her

He hesitated as he saw her nouth begin to tighten into a scream and her hands
clench up in terror of him

"You have nothing to fear fromne!" he cried, spreading out his enpty hands
toward her, palnms upwards to show her that he was unarmed. Hi s voice made her
bl i nk and broke the spell of her paral yzing fear

She stunbl ed backwards and screamed at him "Get back! Get away from ne. Hel p!



Hel p me, soneone!"

Li ghts sprang on in the buildings that bordered the | awns. Doors slamred and
voi ces called out in the darkness. Kote | ooked about himin desperation. He
could see figures silhouetted against the |ighted wi ndows and hear runni ng
footsteps on the gravel wal kways. Taking giant strides toward her he cl osed
his left hand over her nouth, silencing her screans at once. He pinched her
lips shut with his first finger and thunmb and grabbed her around the wai st
with his other hand, then picked her up roughly and began to run toward the
small gate arch on the far side of the | awns.

Mya ki cked and struggled violently against his tightening grip. "Be still!" he
hi ssed fiercely into her ear, "I mean you no harm | am Kote the Journeynan.
Thol ocus, O ockmaster of Eternity, sent nme to guide you to his high tower on
the rimof the Gty of Tine."

Mya barely heard his words as she tried to bite savagely at the suffocating
hand cl anped over her nmouth. They were fast disappearing beneath the gateway
as Kote grow ed at her, "Qur journey is long. If you struggle | will be forced
to bind you, to truss you up as securely as a live kapiget ready for

roasting."

Mya was hel pl ess as her captor carried her through the evening crowds. She
could not believe that no-one tried to stop him it was as though they were
invisible. Vainly she tried to kick out at those closest to them but they were
al ways just beyond her reach.

"It is useless to struggle,"” Kote whispered to her. "No-one can see us. It is
part of nmy craft as a Journeynman to travel unnoticed through crowded pl aces.
Be still, it will rmake the journey easier."

Mya went |inp and tears of helpless frustration welled up in her eyes. The
streets were darker and enptier now that they were away fromthe cathedral and
the university and she saw flat, enpty fields and di stant clunps of black

Wi nter trees stark against the night sky between the last of the straggling
houses. In panic she wondered where the hell he was taking her, why he hadn't
al ready bundl ed her into the boot of his car? Fresh snowfl akes began to sting
her face. Managing to twi st her head, she | ooked back the way they had cone
and saw the clear trail of her captor's footprints.

She knew that her scream had brought people out in the C ose: she had seen and
heard them converging on the lawn. Her only hope of rescue lay in the fact
that they would probably follow her attacker's footprints. But her hopes
evaporated nonments later as the snowflurries deepened into a real blizzard
The surroundi ng houses vani shed fromsight in the driving snow and the trai

of footprints was quickly snpothed away.

Kote shifted her weight beneath his arm and watched the | ast road crossing for
a nonent, satisfying hinself that none of the metal nonsters was close at hand
bef ore he quickly crossed and then began the | ong shallow clinb up across the
frozen fields. Reaching the dark eaves of the wood he put Mya down, drew a
thin silken cord fromone of the pouches that hung fromhis belt and bound it
lightly around her right wist.

"If you try to escape the knot will tighten. If you call out for help from
your people | will seal your mouth until journey's end," he hissed forcefully.
"What do you want from ne? Wiy have you ki dnapped ne?" Mya sobbed, her tears
blurring the sight of the strange tattooed figure who stood in front of her in
t he shadows.

Kote tried a snile of reassurance and stepped anot her pace away fromher. "I
wi Il not harmyou, Mya Capthorne. | knew of no other way to make you begin
this journey . " He paused, searching for the words to explain and saw a
flash of anger in her eyes.

Mya sensed his indecision, opened her nouth to curse him but hesitated,
renenbering a lecture that she had attended some years ago given by a police
psychol ogi st about the victinms of kidnhap and rape. Snatches of it canme back to
her. It would be better to hunour her attacker, not to antagonize him to
strike up a conversation, open lines of comrunication, try and use it to win
hi m over and persuade himto |l et her go.



"My name is Kote," he began slowy, pointing to his chest. "I have journeyed
far through a Doorcrack in the walls of reality to find you and | amto be
your guide and lead you to the high tower on the rimof the Cty of Tine.

Thol ocus, C ockmaster of Eternity, has commanded this."

Mya stared at him Her resolve to try to communi cate with her ki dnapper nelted
away as cold shivers of fear ran up and down her spine. She realized that she
was dealing with a nmadman who had probably escaped fromthe secure nental
institution in Hollerton, twenty mles away.

"How . . . how. . . how do we get to this Cty of Time?" she asked, fighting
to keep the hysteria out of her voice, trying to conceal her growi ng terror
The blizzard had blotted out the lights of the town bel ow and surrounded the
spire of the cathedral with swirling darkness. lcy snowfl akes were settling on
her hair and neck and she knew that she was utterly al one and beyond rescue.
"Lugg, ny dragma, is tethered close by in this forest," Kote answered her. "He
will carry us both through the Doorcrack in the walls of reality. Come, we
must hurry."

Mya hesitated as the thin silken cord tightened painfully around her wi st.
Kote turned and frowned inpatiently before giving the cord a tug. "Cone,

Thol ocus counselled ne to hurry. There is no tine to | ose.™

"But... but..." Mya stuttered, desperately searching for the words, the
phrases, anything that would stop the madman draggi ng her into the dark woods.
"I"'mafraid of the dark," she blurted out. "Can't you just tie ne to this tree
here on the edge of the wood and bring your dragnma out? | promise | won't try
to escape."

Kote sniled and she saw his sharp teeth flash in the shadows. "If it is the
dark you fear, Mya, you shall have light. Gve ne your hand."

He hel d her open hand pal m upwards and delved into the flat |eather pouch that
hung fromhis belt and withdrew a handful of the glowwornms. He teased them
into glowing points of white light, gently laid themin the pal mof her hand
and cl osed her fingers over them

"Keep your hand closed lightly around themor they will escape, but do not
squeeze themtoo tightly or they will burst,"” he whi spered, watching her eyes
wi den in surprise as she stared down at the light that burned between her
fingers.

She stood still, enchanted, for a nonent. "Ugh, | can feel themwiggling,"
she gasped. She opened her hand in disgust and the gl ow-worns scattered at her
feet.

"You fool," Kote hissed falling onto his knees and chasing themw th quick
fingers as they burrowed into the snow. He gathered themup in his clenched
fist, counting themtw ce before he spoke. "If they escape and are exposed to
daylight, they will then metanorphose into gl owwasps and those harnl ess
lights will becone |ethal stings.”

Mya shuddered and retreated a step, shaking her head as he once nore offered
her the gl ow wor ns.

"Take them" he insisted, thrusting theminto her hand. "They are quite

harm ess if you keep your fingers closed lightly around them and the warnth of
your hand will make them gl ow and |ight your path through the forest."

Mya fought to swallow her revul sion as she took them back. "Wit," she call ed,
hol di ng t hem above her head to see Kote nore clearly as he turned away from
her and began to stride through the wood.

There were now doubts crowdi ng at the edges of her reason. Perhaps he wasn't
an escapee from Hollerton after all. Perhaps he was sone sort of messenger

She coul dn't imagi ne where he wanted to take her or what it was all about: she
was sure that all his talk about a Gty of Time and a C ocknmaster of Eternity
was nonsense, but there was sonething about him Sonething about his face had
struck a chord when he had stared into her study w ndow, somnething that had
seemed so different, as if it echoed or mirrored the ancient worlds that she
had glinpsed in those fairy stories. And there was the way he had di sgui sed

hi nsel f as Henderson, the old porter, that had been nore |ike magic than
anyt hi ng she had ever seen. And now he had given her a strange handful of



wor ns that gave off nmore light than a powerful torch

"Wait!" she called again, but she was al nmost pulled onto her knees as Kote
gave another nore violent tug at the silken cord.

"Quickly, followin ny footsteps,"” he urged. "There will be time to talk once
our journey has begun."

Mya had no choice but to stunble after himas the cord tightened. She blinked
and brushed at the swirling snowfl akes that danced around her head and

t hreaded her way between the tree trunks that |ooned out of the darkness on
either side of her and noved into her circle of light. Brittle icy fingers
scratched and pulled at her hair and she tripped over hidden tree roots and
rabbit burrows beneath the thickening carpet of snow.

"Can't you slow down and wait for ne?" she cried, alnmost colliding with him as
she reached the edge of a clearing where he had stopped.

Cat chi ng her breath, she | ooked past himand |l et out a gasp of terror as she
saw a huge reptilian creature begin to rise out of the shadows a yard in front
of her. It snarled, dribbling snoke and fire, and its armoured scal es
glistened and rippled in the trenmbling Iight of the gl owworns that she held
in her hand. Slowy the creature turned its head in her direction, blinking
its hooded eyes and envel opi ng her in clouds of vaporous steam

"Jesus Christ!" she cried, choking on the fetid vapour and stunbling backwards
as she tried to turn and run for her life. Kote's strong hand gripped her arm
and drew her step by step into the clearing.

"Do not be afraid. This is Lugg, ny dragma, ny beast of burden. He will carry
us to the Gty of Tinme."

Mya felt the ground shake beneath her feet as the nonster noved away from her.
She | ooked fromits curved claws and its armoured flanks to the thick |eather
girth entwined with silver and the high-backed saddl e that sat behind its
shoul ders anongst the spines and hunps that ran fromthe top of its head to
the end of its long tail.

"It's a dragon," she breathed in awe. "Just l|like the ones fromthe nedi aeval
stories.”

Kote's ears pricked at the word "dragon."” He had heard it tw ce now since he
had travelled through the walls of reality. He unshackled the black iron

tet her-chain and commanded the dragma to crouch on its haunches for themto
mount. As it lowered its belly closer to the ground he gathered up the reins
and turned thoughtfully to face Wa.

"There is nothing to fear, Lugg will not hurt you. Surely you have dragnas, or
dragons as you call them here on earth: do you not ride themas you pl ease?"
Mya shook her head firmy, reluctant to nove closer to the huge creature. "No,
dragons are the beasts of nyth and | egends. There is no creature on earth that
can breathe smoke and fire like Lugg. The nearest animal we have to a dragon
is the giant lizard that inhabits a few renote South Sea islands, and that is
only about one tenth of his size." She paused, letting her gaze wander up over
his glistening scales. "But no-one could ever tane those giant |izards for
riding: they are wild, carnivorous creatures."

Kot e | aughed and swarmed up the dragma's foreleg before springing lightly into
the saddle. "Well, dragmas are beasts of burden where | come from and woul d
not singe a hair upon your head. Cone on, clinb up Lugg' s foreleg, but be
careful of the upper edges of his scales, they are very sharp when you reach
his shoul der. Catch hold of my hand."

Mya took a reluctant step forward and touched the dragma's arnoured | eg. The
scales felt hot and as smooth and hard as gl ass. Reachi ng out she al npst
dropped her treatise on the environment that she had nanaged to keep tucked
under her armduring her capture. A wld thought crossed her mnd as she
stuffed the bul ky docunent into her inside coat pocket, perhaps if she let it
fall and scatter on the snow, it would |l eave a trail, something for the police
to follow The idea of rescue buoyed her up briefly but reluctantly she pushed
the treatise further into her pocket. It was too valuable to cast into the
snow | i ke that. She dug deeply into her other pockets for sonething, anything,
to drop and | eave as a marker in the clearing. Her fingers closed around a



scrap of flinmsy, crunpled paper—t was the stub of a theatre ticket that she
renmenber ed pushing into her pocket a couple of days ago as she left the

Al dwych Theater in the Strand. Beneath it she felt her handkerchi ef and she
pushed the ticket well into its folds before pulling it out and bl owi ng her
nose. Then, as casually as she could, she dropped it at her feet and wal ked
over it, crushing it into the tranpled snowto hide it fromthe Journeynan's
wat chi ng gaze. Reaching out with her free hand she began to cl anmber awkwardly
up onto the claws of the dragma's foreleg.

"Wait," Kote called, scrambling down and junping to the ground. He bent and
retrieved her handkerchief fromthe snow, smling as he pressed it back into
her hand. "You accidentally dropped this silken cloth, Mya Capthorne."

He carefully opened the fingers of her other hand and took back the mass of

wriggling gl owworms, counting themback into his flat |eather pouch. "It
woul d be dangerous to Iight our road and show the way to watching eyes: sone
may wish to followus, and it will make the clinb up into the saddl e easier

now t hat you can use both hands. Quickly follow "

Mya gl ared at his back. "Damm you," she nuttered silently, shaking the
handkerchi ef out fiercely. She got a nonment's satisfaction out of watching the
crunpl ed theater ticket flutter down in the darkness to | and sonewhere beneath
t he huge dragma. She stuffed the handkerchi ef back into her coat pocket and
began to clinmb up across the dragma's shoul der. Kote's hand reached down and
as she clasped it she felt herself lifted up into the saddl e behind him
"Lugg's scales are painfully hot, alnost too hot to touch,” she nuttered,

bl owi ng on the palns of her hand as if to cool them

Kot e commanded the dragma to go forward, spurring himto his feet, but frowned
as the dragma surged ahead. He half-turned in the saddle to answer her
"Dragmas are col d- bl ooded creatures: normally their scales feel ice-cold to
the touch, and they never breathe fire, only vaporous steam | don't
under st and what has happened to Lugg."

Mya was about to reply but the dragma |urched forward breaking off tw gs and
branches as it cut a straight line toward the edge of the wood and Mya had to
throw up her arnms to protect her face from being scratched. A pace beyond the
trees and the full force of the blizzard struck them

"Put your arns around ny wai st and | ock your fingers together. Hold on tight!"
Kot e shouted over his shoul der against the wind as he lurched forward and

gri pped the pormmel of the saddle.

"Where are we goi ng?" Mya tried to shout, but the wi nd sucked the words out of
her mouth as the dragna forged his way through the storm

They descended the hidden ploughed fields and crossed the narrow snow choked
road. Lugg had begun to retrace his earlier route, follow ng by instinct and
the faint scent of his owm world the shortest route toward the distant circle
of dark trees that crowned the summit of the low hill where the Doorcrack in
the wall of reality stood ajar. Soon the blizzard began to | essen and trees
and hedgerows moul ded into magical, scul ptured shapes by the drifting snow
appeared all around them out of the swirling darkness. Just ahead Mya coul d
make out the ring of black trees, their branches etched white, making their
finest detail stand out against the darkness. She was about to ask Kote where
they were when a roaring sound filled her ears, the air around her was whi pped
into a gale of snowfl akes and a bl ack shape darkened the sky as it swooped
over them The stench of its sul phurous funes made her gag and choke.

"Look out, it's a wathwa!" Kote shouted, kicking his feet free of the
stirrups as Lugg collapsed to his knees and then rolled onto his side to
burrow in the deep snow and flatten hinsel f against the ground.

Kote grabbed at Mya's wist as he kicked hinself away fromthe collapsing
dragnma. He landed lightly on his feet, already searching for sonewhere to hide
by the time Mya fell beside him She stunbled and woul d have spraw ed forwards
close to Lugg but Kote dragged her back toward the deepest snowdrift he could
see.

"Down, " he hissed. "Get down and lie as flat as you can."

He forced her down beside him al nost burying her in the cold, soft snow only



nmonents before the dark shape that had just flown over them began to beat its
way back toward where they |ay.

"What the hell is that?" Ma gasped, as the dark shape began to materialize
into a nonstrous flying dragon as |large as a row of terraced houses.

It was flying erratically, lowto the ground, beating its massive |eathery

Wi ngti ps against the snow. Its eyes burned |like hot coals: it roared and
sheets of fire poured out of its cavernous mouth to Iight up the darkness. It
was al nbst above themnow and in the lurid light of the flanes that flowed out
of its jaws she saw its huge claws and yel |l ow underbelly which receded into a
vicious armoured tail as thick as a tree trunk. The air about them grew
suffocatingly hot and stank of sul phur. As it passed over where they lay the
snow began to nelt and cl ouds of steamrose to envel op the beast. Suddenly the
wrat hwa | urched to one side and began to beat its wings frantically to gain
height. It roared and snarled, its nouth full of white-hot fire, and it
stirred up a gale of snowflakes as it floundered and crashed onto its side

| ower down the hill.

Kote rose to his knees, Mya close beside him They both stared down at the
stricken creature that lay thrashing its head fromside to side. A columm of
flames sixty feet |ong poured continuously out of its nouth nelting the snow
and lighting all the trees, grass and hedges that lay in its path. Lugg slowy
rose fromhis hiding place, the spines along his crest prickled out
defensively and turned his head to watch the stricken w athwa beast.

"Keep still, do not attract its attention," Kote whispered to the dragma.

The huge creature tried to rise, clawing at the nelting snow and earth packed
beneath its body. It beat its wings forlornly, churning the snowto slush, its
head falling |ower and |lower. Suddenly it took a gulp of air and snapped its
jaws shut, extinguishing the colum of fire. Darkness snmothered the hillside
but Kote and Mya could still just nake out the huge bul ky shape of the w athwa
bel ow them bl ack and hi deous agai nst the night sky.

"I't's moving toward us," Mya whispered, gripping Kote's arm

Kote rose to his feet pulling her with him ready to make a run for the

Door crack whi ch was hi dden anongst the trees but he paused and stared down at
the creature. "No," he whispered. "It's swelling, it's getting bigger and

bi gger. Look . . ."

Before he could utter another word the carcass of the wathwa beast burst into
flames with a crack as loud as a thundercrack. Hissing, crackling sheets of

bl ue and gold | eapt hundreds of feet into the air, conpletely envel oping the
body. Ri bbons of sparks spiralled and danced upward into the darkness.

"Never, never in all my journeys have | witnessed the death of a wathwa,"
Kot e gasped.

Mya wat ched the raging flames devour the carcass fromend to end. At first its
conpl ete body was sil houetted within the fire, its arnoured scal es buckling
and bendi ng, spitting with the intense heat. Then | ayer by layer, its flesh
was burned away revealing a mass of bl ackened bones, its spine, rib cage and
the skel etal framework of its wi ngs gradually appearing through the fire. It
raised its head with one last bellowing scream its jaws becane a ball of
fire; then it crashed back to earth in a blaze of sparks.

"Wat hwas are agel ess fire-eaters," Kote said, his voice slow and thoughtful
"They never die. They cannot be consumed by the fire they create: what we have
just witnessed is inpossible."

Mya followed his troubled gaze back to the burning carcass and shi el ded her
face fromthe heat of the flames before saying quietly, "Before tonight I
woul d have said that anything Iike that nonstrous creature didn't and coul dn't

exi st anywhere on Earth. | wouldn't have believed you or anybody if you had
tried to convince ne. But now . "

"It didn'"t live here," Kote interrupted her bleakly, "it followed us through
the Doorcrack. | think it was searching for a way back to the land of Bendran

when it crashed into this hillside and burst into flames."
Mya turned her head and | ooked out across the snowy | andscape. Seeing this
dragon had reinforced the idea that there just might be sone truth in this



Journeyman's words. "You nean the doorway you keep tal king about is near

her e?"

Kot e nodded and pointed up the hill toward the crown of dark trees that
crowded the sumit and called Lugg to crouch for themto nount.

"W have watched the wathwa's funeral pyre |ong enough. Come now, let us ride
to the high tower on the rimof the Gty of Tine."

Tumbl ing through the Wlls of Reality

HARRY Murmers felt as though he had paced a hundred restless mles backward
and forward in the cranped space between his desk and the wi ndow. He hadn't
been able to settle to anything constructive since Oun, the Waymaster, the
wild man covered in tattoos, had burst into his office the previous evening
demandi ng that he guide Denso Al burton on sone fantastic journey to sonme place
called the Gty of Tine.

Harry had repeatedly shaken his head as he paced his office during the slow
dayl i ght hours. Doubts had crowded his mnd and at tinmes he had wondered if he
was losing his grip on reality but each tinme he paused and gl anced down at the
buckl ed Smith and Wesson autonmatic that lay on his desk, untouched since O un
had left it, alnost twisted in half with his bare hands. And then there was
the neat pile of golden trinkets, a king's ransom |ying beside the gun to
lure Denso to cone to New York. He knew he hadn't dreant it.

Harry gl anced anxiously at his watch. Darkness was deepening the January
shadows: Denso shoul d have arrived hours ago. He crossed the room and | eaned
heavily on the windowsill to stare down at the hurrying crowds that thronged
Fifth Avenue. He let his eyes wander over the sea of yellow cabs that craw ed
sl uggi shly, bunper to bunper, stretching away into the gl oom He knew t hat
Denso hated cab rides and he searched for his large distinctive figure
threading his way through the late afternoon traffic.

A noi se behind himnade himstart and spin round to see Kate, his secretary,
hovering in the doorway of his office. Her face | ooked pale and tense, there
wer e dark shadows around her eyes and she rubbed her hands anxiously together
"Do you want me to stay until . . . ?" Her voice faltered and trail ed away as
she swal | omed nervously. She reached up to touch the pinpricks of dried bl ood
that were just visible beneath the makeup around her nouth.

Harry shuddered as he renenbered her ordeal in the outer office. "No, Kate,
you had better go now before either of themarrive. | think you went through
enough yesterday, don't you?" He smiled softly.

Harry returned to the wi ndow as he heard the outer door click shut and peered
down at the shifting crowds, hunting through themfor a glinpse of either
Denso or the Waynaster. Once he thought he caught sight of Orun's shock of
orange hair: he followed it along the sidewal k until it vani shed beneath the
front entrance of the building and then waited with bated breath for the sound
of the outer door as it swung open, but the |engthening silence made him
realize that he nust have been m staken

Suddenly the tel ephone rang. Harry junped and swore under his breath as he
reached across his desk for the receiver

"The bl oody pl ane was del ayed," Denso's voice brusquely announced. "Keep that
Waymaster with you. Tell himl'Ill be there in half an hour."

He di sconnected before Harry could utter a word. He let the receiver fall back
into its cradle: this whole business had wound his nerves tighter than a piano
wire. Twenty-nine mnutes |later Denso flung open the outer door and strode in.
"No, he hasn't shown up. Not a word, not a whisper." Harry spoke quickly,
spreadi ng his hands in an enpty gesture.

Denso frowned, irritation showing in his dark eyes as he glanced at Harry's
face before | ooking past himinto the untidy room "You didn't make all this
up, did you?" Denso began to ask, inhaling the words in a stifled gasp as his
gaze fell on the shimrering pyramd of tiny golden rings, brooches and buckl es
that lay beside the twi sted automatic on Harry's desk

In two long strides he was past Harry and bendi ng over the desk gathering up a



handful of the gold. He nuttered quietly to hinmself as he sifted it through
hi s hands. Pausi ng he chose a buckle inlaid with ice-blue dianonds and held it
up to exanmine it in the |anplight.

A snile hovered on Harry's |ips as he watched Denso. He had barely changed at
all in the year since his last visit. His tall, thin, angular frame was stil
di sgui sed beneath a | oose tweed jacket and baggy corduroy trousers although
there were now slight edges of gray in his dark brown hair that gave away the
passi ng of the years. But his gaze was just as sharp and piercing as ever as
it flashed from beneath those bushy eyebrows and his shy smile still surprised
you with its boyish charm They were unlikely friends, brought together by
literature, but they stayed close despite their differences.

"I't's uncanny," Denso nmused, his whol e nmanner begi nning to change. "The flora
designs, the colour of the dianonds, everything about these pieces, right down
to the finest details, they are exactly as | described themin The Sea of
dass. "

He paused, holding the trinkets: they were begi nning to unnerve himand he
hastily returned themto the desk-top before w ping the pal ns of his hands
forcefully together as if to rub away the feel of them He hadn't believed al
t he nonsense on the phone about a Waymaster bursting into Harry's office—he

t hought that Harry had probably | anded hima fat advance from sonme new
publ i sher who wanted himto wite another trilogy and that he had conme to New
York to cenent the deal: these people sonetinmes nmade strange demands and he
wasn't about to argue if there was noney in it. But obviously Harry hadn't
been ki ddi ng.

"No, it's crazy," he muttered shaking his head and turning toward Harry.
"Waynasters, Crystal Swanps, none of it existed before ny book and | should
know t hat better than anyone. | created it. It's a fantasy place, a fignment of
nmy imagi nati on, sonething | dreaned up. Jesus, Harry, where did you get this
stuf f?"

"I told you," Harry replied, an edge of exasperation creeping into his voice,
"one of the Waynasters fromyour story just burst in here as large as life,
no, larger—and wilder, nmore like a ferocious ghetto creature—and denanded t hat
| summon you, so | did."

Denso turned back to the desk, picked up the buckled automatic and slowy
turned it over in his hands, examining it closely before he | ooked up. "Nobody
could do this. Nobody on earth could twi st a netal object and distort it this
much without it fracturing, or at |east showing a pattern of stress marks. The
Waymasters that | wote about never had superhuman strength so who was it who
burst in here?"

Harry | aughed harshly, his voice trenmbling with barely-conceal ed fear, and he
spoke in strangl ed whi spers w thout taking his eyes off the outer office door
"How the hell should I know? | don't invent the characters you wite about: it
was you he wanted not ne. He just burst in here with his wild demands,
snatched that gun out of ny hands when | tried to defend nyself and twi sted it
out of shape with his bare hands. He did it so easily you would have thought
it was made of soft black plasticine. Jesus, do you think I made this whole

t hi ng up?"

"No, no, | don't," Denso answered quickly, tossing the useless automatic down
besi de the pile of golden objects on the desk-top. He had never seen Harry so
tense or strung out with fear. He settled his lean frame into Harry's sw ve
chair and pushed it away fromthe desk, pivoting it toward the door

"I think you had better tell me everything this Waymaster said and did from
the nmonent he burst in here.”

Denso shivered in the I engthening silence after Harry had finished rel ating
the events of the previous evening. Sone of the details of the Crystal Swanps
were too realistic and too far devel oped beyond the story he had witten to be
mere fiction. It was nacabre and nerve chilling to hear of characters and

pl aces fromhis imagination comng so vividly to life.

"What time did he say he would return today?" he asked, glancing at his watch
as he rose to his feet and paced to the window to | ook out over Manhattan



"Early evening," Harry replied. "He disappeared in quite a hurry yesterday
sayi ng he had to watch over sone Doorcrack in case it closed."

"Well, he's late. He's probably trapped in that Doorcrack of his," Denso
grow ed, crossing to Harry's cocktail cabinet and sorting through the enpty

bottles until he found the one he was | ooking for. "lIs that all the bourbon
you' ve got?" he nuttered in disgust, enptying the dregs fromthe bottle into a
gl ass.

"That's all you left on your last visit. | haven't got round to replacing it:

you're the only person | know who drinks that particular brand of poison,"
Harry replied flatly, keeping half an eye on the outer door

Denso | aughed as he drai ned the whi skey and sl apped the gl ass down on the

wi ndowsill. He licked his lips: the taste of that gol den nectar had whetted
his appetite. "I"'mnot waiting here any longer for this Waymaster to appear

' m going over to Pete's Tavern. Are you com ng?"

"You must wait!" Harry cried as Denso strode past him "Wat about the gol d?
What if he turns up the nmonent we've left?"

Denso paused, his large, strong hand resting monmentarily on the door-handl e,
di sappoi ntnment and relief in his eyes. "lIt's not ny fault he didn't keep the
appointnent, is it? Put the gold in your safe, lock it away and | eave a note
pinned to the door. He can cone and find us if he turns up—Pete's Tavern is
only a couple of blocks away and |'ve got a terrible thirst on ne."

"But . . . but ... | don't know if he can read . " Harry's protest was cut
short by the sharp click of the outer door shutting. "Denso, one day you'll be
the death of both of us," he nmuttered, snatching up his top coat and
scribbling a note and pinning it to the door before he hurried out after him
He was just in time to squeeze through the closing el evator doors and he

i gnored Denso's grinning face as he struggled with his coat buttons.

There was no sign of the Waymaster in the front entrance hall or on the steps
out side. The January wind bit savagely at themas they left the protection of
the building, stinging their faces with a blizzard of horizontal snowfl akes.
Harry turned his collar up and hunched against the bitter weather, keeping
close to Denso's shoul der as they crossed Fifth Avenue. The thickening snow
danced in the headlights of the slow noving traffic.

"We could take a cab," Harry call ed against the wind but Denso | aughed,
relieved to be out of the office at last. He tilted his head back and opened
his mouth to suck in the swirling snow | akes.

"What's the matter, don't you like the el enents, the touch of nature?" And he
strode past the end of Madi son Square Park and into the shadows of 23rd Street
toward the lights of Park Avenue.

Harry hesitated—t wasn't only the weat her—he woul d have avoi ded wal ki ng this
way after dark: there were too many narrow al |l eyways and over shadowed doorways
for his liking and tonight Harry had a feeling in the pit of his stomach that
somet hi ng awful was about to happen

He had felt uneasy fromthe nmonent they had left the bright lights of the
entrance hall of his building. He had sensed that someone was stal king them
shadowi ng their footsteps on the crowded sidewal ks. He had seen it in the

hal f-turned heads and brief |ooks of surprise all around them The second echo
of footsteps behind them sounded as if it was getting closer and closer, there
was a face at the edge of his vision, blurred and distorted, that vanished if
he turned. Now there was soneone at his el bow. he could feel them brushing
agai nst him touching him

"Denso," he hissed running to catch up, clutching at his arm "this Waynaster
I think he's follow ng us."

Denso stopped abruptly and | ooked around anxiously, his gaze sweepi ng across
the enpty sidewal k behind them He |ooked further to the straggle of forlorn
overcoated figures he could see in the | anplight of Park Avenue where they
struggl ed agai nst the worseni ng storm

"Harry, you're junping at shadows. There's no-one even close to us, no-one is
on our tail. Jesus, this Waynaster's really got to you, hasn't he? Now, cone
on, keep close and renmenber we'd just about be able to see Pete's by now if it



wasn't for this dam blizzard," Denso answered crossly. They turned into

Lexi ngton and he strode off toward G anercy Park

"But | felt someone touch, no, alnost grasp, my right arm |'mquite sure of
it," Harry grunmbled hurrying to keep pace as they passed the dimlights from
the foyer of the Granercy Park Hotel and crossed 21st Street.

"You're imagining it," Denso flung the words back across his shoul der as he
nmount ed the snowy sidewal k and, surprised to see the gate ahead of hi m open
passed through into the shadowy darkness of the park

Harry put his left foot onto the grass and tried to lift his right foot from
t he sidewal k but nothing happened: it refused to follow The blizzard was
stinging his cheeks, its cold wetness prickling his bare forehead. He coul dn't
under st and what was happening to him he couldn't nove—a numnbing paral ysis was
creepi ng through him spreading out fromhis right elbow, as if invisible
ropes were being wound tightly around him He struggled in vain to cry out,
.to shout to Denso as he vanished into the swirling snowstorm but as he tried
to open his mouth tiny creatures swarnmed across his face, spinning thin,
white, translucent tendrils of silence across his nmouth. His eyes bulged with
terror, panic hamering the inside of his chest as he fought violently to
break free of whatever had trapped him

A face of vivid tattoos looned in front of him filling his vision. It was
framed by a mass of bright orange hair. The reek of Orun, the Waymaster

choked his senses. There was anger and rage in Orun's eyes as he hissed, "You
betrayed me, Guardian. You tried to thwart the counsel of Thol ocus by stealing
Al burton away into the night. The O ockmaster nust stand in judgment over you
for such treachery. Your sentence shall be pronounced in the Cty of Tine."

At this Orun picked Harry up roughly, flung himacross his shoul der and strode
away into the darkness of the park to follow Denso.

The blizzard was snot hering everything beneath its frozen shroud, scul pting
the trees and shrubs that bordered the wal kways in the park into new,
grotesque and unfaniliar shapes. Denso caught sight of the faint glow of the
street lanps in Irving Place and | engthened his stride. He was about to shout
to Harry across his shoulder, urging himto hurry, when a strange sound broke
the snowy silence. A low, mournful humthat seenmed to stretch across the
pathway right in front of himformng a barrier

"Jesus! What the hell is this?" He stopped abruptly and tried to peer through
the swirling darkness.

There seened to be nothing unusual, only the white border of the pathway

| ooked slightly darker, as if the snow had nelted a little, and the bare
branches of the hawthorns that edged the way seened to shimrer and sway. He
cursed under his breath and took another step forward. The noise grew | ouder
rising and falling. It sounded as if the east wind was bl ow ng through mniles
of telegraph wires.

He stepped back and turned to shout at the figure energing fromthe darkness
behind him "Harry, there's something really weird here . "

The words died in his throat and his nmouth fell silently open with shock and
surprise. The figure he had thought was Harry drew cl oser and Denso found
hinself staring into the vividly tattooed face of Orun, the Waynmaster. He

bl i nked his gaze away fromthe mass of tattoos framed by the wild mane of
orange hair and stared speechlessly at Harry's apparently lifeless body sl ung
across the Waymaster's shoul ders.

"Ch no, no .. ." Denso stuttered, finding his voice and raising it angrily. "
never created Waymasters for nurder. You can't be who you say you are, you
can't be a part of ny inmagination. What have you done to Harry, you madman?"
Orun's eyes widened with surprise. He hadn't expected the sane anger and

di sbelief in Denso Al burton that he had encountered in Mirners, his guardian
He et Harry's linmp body slip fromhis shoulder and sprawl in the snow at his
feet. Cautiously he stepped over himand advanced toward Denso, his hand
outstretched in a gesture of peace. "Thol ocus, the O ockmaster of Eternity has
sent me to guide you!" he cried. He paused, watching the doubt around Denso's
eyes and stabbed a finger back to where Harry lay. "I am no comon nurderer



Waymasters do not kill wantonly or for pleasure. Your guardian is merely bound
securely until he can be judged for his treacheries in the high tower on the
rimof the City of Tinme."

Denso felt a tingle of fear chill his spine. He hadn't been totally convinced
by Harry's account of the Waynaster. The pile of gold trinkets, the buckled
automatic lying on the desk, both could possibly be expl ai ned away, but now
that he had cone face to face with this wild man it had sent his mnd into a
turmoil . This Waynaster was real —and dangerous. A voice of survival from

i nside his head warned Denso to handle himw th care and he began to probe
gently for answers.

"Treachery? \What treachery has Harry ever done to you?" he asked hol ding the
Waymaster's gaze.

"A bargain was struck," the man answered fiercely. "He was to sunmon you to
his tower for me this night, but he was stealing you away into the darkness. |
saw and | followed."

"Are you mad? W were in his office, he did exactly as you asked him™"

Al burton interrupted. "W were there kicking our heels and waiting for you,
only you didn't show and | grew inpatient for a drink. It's a long way from
California to New York. Anyway, we left you a note pinned to the door telling
you that we'd be in Pete's Tavern. Jesus Christ it's only a footstep away
across the park, what do you think we were trying to do, escape or sonethi ng?"
Oun frowned. "But . . . but the chanber was enpty. | caught sight of you

| eaving, | thought..." His words trailed off and he took out the crunpled
sheet of paper he had torn fromthe outer door of the office and held it up
"That's the note! Didn't you read it?" Denso paused, renenbering that in The
Sea of dass the Waynasters were illiterate. "Can't you read?" he asked in a
qui et er voi ce.

Orun shook his head. "It is a gift of the Gods to be able to unravel the
witten word. | took the page in anger when | found the chanber enpty."

"I think you had better untie Harry and tell nme what this is all about, don't
you?"

"I have already told your guardian that | am Thol ocus' nessenger. He has sent
me through a Doorcrack in the walls of reality to find you and to guide you to
the Hi gh Tower on the rimof the Cty of Time .. ." Oun began, kneeling

besi de Harry and | ooseni ng the bindings on his arns.

"What the hell is a Doorcrack in the walls of reality?" Denso asked, raising
his eyebrows with curiosity and stepping back, forgetting the | ow humm ng
sound that had nade hi m stop

H s foot touched the slightly darkened border of the pathway. There was

not hing there but an enpty chasm The hawt horns on either side of the path
rustled violently and he felt nmonentarily a nmesh of threads or ropes crossing
his path: they touched his shoul ders, the small of his back, his thighs and
calves. They felt soft and spongy and gave easily beneath his weight. He
over bal anced, stunbling backwards, and he felt hinself falling, spinning and
t unbl i ng.

The [ ow hum of the wi nd being sucked into the Doorcrack drew hi m downward. He
had the sensation of touching and reboundi ng from unseen objects in the

dar kness, of alnost floating rather than falling. Suddenly he came to an
abrupt halt in an aval anche of crunbling dry earth on a steep stone | edge that
dropped away to his right. He lay there, the breath knocked out of his body,
unabl e to nove. Shrieks of sound, echoes and fragments of half-formed voices
swept all around himand then nelted away into the oppressive bl ackness that
seened al nost thick enough to eat.

Gradual ly his breath cane back to himin short gasps and he sat up, pressing
his hands into the crunbling earth. He blinked and listened to the silence,
wonderi ng what the hell had happened.

"I nmust have fallen down a sewer vent," he nuttered to hinself and heard his
own voi ce echo back as he cursed whoever had left the vent uncovered.

He renenbered before the echo had a chance to die away the stories he had
heard about the sewers in New York and how they were infested with alligators



and vermin the size of large dogs. He would have to get out of there fast. He
was about to rummage in his coat pocket for his cigar |ighter when he realized
that the crunbling earth that had broken his fall was shifting beneath him
Gradually it started to carry himdown the slope, and where his hand had been
resting on the soil hundreds of wiggling creatures were craw ing over his
ski n.

Denso screaned and snatched his hand away. He junped to his feet shuddering
with revul sion, imagining that his clothes nust be alive, crawing with
cockroaches, centipedes or worms. He burrowed frantically in his pockets and
found his squat oblong lighter and snapped it open. He clicked it alight with
trenbling fingers, the small flame guttering and swayi ng and in the noment
before the persistent draft extinguished the flane Denso glinpsed a

kal ei doscope of raw col ours, shapes and shadows that the utter darkness had
obscured. Above his head shadows | eapt ampngst a tangled mass of roots and
jagged splinters of rock. Black earth clung to layers of brittle bl eached
bones and stal agnites of |inestone that reached up into the darkness. Al
around hi mthe rough rock walls shimered with the colours of torbernite,
corundum and sapphires. There were veins of pure aquanarine and graphite so
tightly pressed that their colours oozed with a phosphorescent wetness.
Sonet hi ng noved across his foot. Denso stared down an instant before the flane
di ed away. He gasped, paralyzed with terror. There was nothing on earth that

| ooked |i ke the nonstrous worns that were swarmng all over the floor at his
feet. He knew he had to do sonething: he couldn't just stand there and wait
for themto devour him he had to find a way out of there. He re-ignited the
flame and this tine shielded and steadied it with the other hand. Swall ow ng
his revul sion he | ooked down at the seething nass of white bodies that were
wriggling over his shoes and away into the darkness beyond the flickering
circle of light. At that first glinpse he had thought they were giant worms
but now he saw they were not worns at all: wornms didn't grow to the size of
large rats or have skins of white arnmoured scales, neither did they have two
fingered tendrils to pull thenmsel ves along wth.

He shuddered and instinctively noved his left foot as one of them began to
climb up his trouser leg gripping the thick corduroy fabric between its rows
of tentacles. He swept his hands downward and thrust the flane at the
creature's head. It became rigid, released its grip on the cloth and fel
backward, |anding on the ground between his feet. He tensed, expecting it to
attack, but it arched its spine in one tortuous spasm drewits tentacles in
beneath its brittle shell and contracted into a tight ball before rolling
slowy away from himdown the steep sl ope

The mass of nobnstrous white worns began to do the sane, turning their blind
heads up toward the flickering light. Red bul bous cycl op eyes nonentarily

bl i nked open and then snapped shut and one by one the creatures contracted
into their arnoured shells and slowy rolled away out of the circle of light.
Curiosity forced Denso to bend down and reach out to tentatively touch one of
the last of themas it began to nove. It felt as hard and as sharp as flint,
and as cold as ice. Frowning, he straightened up and held the guttering flame
aloft. As the weak circle of light reflected fromthe shimering wall of rock
and spread further away from himhe saw that the floor was alive with dozens
of different creatures. None of them |l ooked |ike anything he had ever seen
before. Cold panic made his hands trenble. This wasn't any ordi nary New York
sewer that he had accidentally fallen into. It was nore like a fracture in the
earth's surface. He began to nove forward, to follow the slope of the floor
upward. Overwhel ning fear began to tighten in his chest: he felt desperate to
get out.

The persistent draft suddenly rose, making the flame twi st and flatten across
his fingers so that he cursed and al nost dropped his lighter. As the flane
went out he saw the walls close in on either side of him the rocks groaning
and creaking as they ground together, and earth, splinters of bone and fi brous
fingers of root cascaded down on his head. The floor beneath his feet buckled
and shifted into sharp ridges.



Denso screaned. Then he began to run. Unseen objects caused himto fall and
stunble onto his knees. He was sobbing uncontrollably as the terror of being
crushed alive overwhel med him

A soft light flooded the bl ackness ahead of him Voices were calling out his
nane, rising above the grinding creak of the rocks. He | ooked up and saw
Harry's coat-tail flying out behind himand the Waynaster running headl ong
toward themthrough a haze of falling debris in the narrow corridor of
shifting rocks.

"We nust run. The Doorcrack is closing,'’
where Denso had fallen

Searching the floor, the Waymaster gathered up one of the white creatures, now
contracted into a tight arnoured sphere and thrust it toward Denso as he
scranbled to his feet.

"Quickly. Take this glowbright to show you the way," he urged, gl ancing
anxiously up to the swaying tangle of roots and trenbling rocks above their
heads.

Orun shouted as he reached the place

Denso shuddered and backed away. "No, | don't want to touch it. |I've seen what
those things turn into," he cried, turning and shaking his head fiercely.
"Take it," Harry insisted. "It won't hurt you. Look, all you have to do is tap

it firmy against the rock and it glows."

He took the glowbright and with outstretched hands he tapped it sharply
against the wall once and it began to gl ow

"I don't believe it," Denso gasped, slipping his lighter into his pocket and
gingerly taking the sphere fromHarry.

The outer shell felt warmnow and the inner |ight source reveal ed a beautiful
i nterlocking pattern of blue and white scal es.

"Come on, we must run before we are trapped,” Oun urged, tugging at their

ar ns.

Denso stared wildly around him "Were the hell . . . ?"

"There's no time to explain. Run as fast as you can. Qickly, follow ne."
Oun fled in I engthening strides away into the darkness.

"Jesus Christ, let's get out of here!" Denso cried as the rock walls began to
runble and grind together, and in racing footsteps they followed Oun's

vani shing |ight.

Their flight through the Doorcrack in the walls of reality was a

cl aust rophobi ¢ scranbl e, an endl ess rush through a cl osing tunnel of

ni ght mares. The wind rose to a shrieking how that sucked at the skin on their
hands and faces and tore at their clothes and hair. They were jostled and

cl awed by a thousand hal f-seen nonsters that | oomed out of the shifting

dar kness. Denso was falling behind the other two, his lungs burning with each
gasping breath and his | egs as heavy as | ead. He was stunbling, his footsteps
becoming erratic. The brittle sphere of light slipped through his fingers and
fell, shattering into a mllion bright fragments at his feet and was

i medi ately swal | owed by the darkness that swept over him He cried out in
despair: he couldn't go on. He couldn't take another step. Rage and anger at
hi s own weakness swept over him and he sank to his knees, scrabbling to
retrieve the vani shed |ight.

Faintly he heard Harry's voice calling to him urging himto follow, to comne
and | ook at something. He | ooked up and saw that there was |ight ahead, a
strong yell owgreen light that gl owed beyond a bend in the grunbling rocks. He
clinmbed to his feet and painfully hurried forward. Blinking and rubbing his
eyes he reached the entrance and cane to a shanbling halt beside the other two
on a narrow | edge of rock beyond the mouth of a tunnel. He stared out across
the nost incredible | andscape he had ever seen

"It's the Crystal Swanps!" Denso whispered in awe. "Only they're nore
beautiful, nore detailed, than | could have ever inmagined."

"It's a transparent | andscape!" Harry exclainmed. "Look, | can see villages, a
forest and distant hills beneath the surface. It's unreal. Look at the sunset,
it's not possiblel™

Orun | aughed softly and swept his hand out toward the setting sun. "Thol ocus



told me it would be beyond your understanding."

Denso | ooked down. "The colours are so rich, so vivid. Look at the way the
surface of the swanps shinmer in the evening light, blending these deep
turquoi se, azure and cobalt pools with those stagnant yell ow marshy areas.
Look at those bilious Iine-green gas-bubbles bursting on the edges of those
giant bullrush stens. 1'd hate to fall in there."

"Orun," Harry hissed anxiously touching and then gripping the Waymaster's arm
"what kind of nonsters are those?"

He poi nted down across the darkeni ng marsh pools to where dozens of huge,

hi deousl y m sshapen heads and | ong si nuous necks the col or of burnt orange
wer e beginning to break through the viscous surface, sending out sluggish
iridescent ripples as they rose. Marsh-sline dripped fromthe ridges and
furrows of |oose skin that hung beneath their powerful jows in droplets of
livid emerald and dark aquamari ne. They shook their heads, scattering the
dropl ets, and barked, sending the sound echoing across the marshes before it
di ed away. Plunmes of bilious green slinme erupted through tall slender

bl owhol es on the tops of their heads. They rose with a vol canic hiss, then
splattered into the pools all around them

"Lurkbeasts," Denso whispered, nore to hinmself than to the other two. They
were exactly like the grazing marsh-creatures that he had witten about in
Swanps of dass, in every detail except their color. He found it uncanny to
watch a world coming to life conplete with all its creatures, a world that he
had pai nstakingly created in his imagination, one that he thought had no

exi stence except in his dreans. It was worse than waking up in the mddle of a
ni ght mare because once awake reason and |l ogic and the touch of the real world
forced the nightmare to di m nish.
"They are harm ess grazing creatures
O un cut himshort.

"No, no, beware of them Denso. One bite and their jaws will slice you in
hal f. They are wild, inplacable beasts that lurk beneath the surface of the
swanps close to the rai sed pathways. They rise up and drag you down beneath
the surface to wait for you to drown."

Harry took a step backward at Orun's words only to | eap forward again as the
narrow entrance behind himground shut with a runble of thunder, covering them
with clouds of gritty black dust. A second clap of thunder split the air above
their heads and Denso and Harry both spun around to see a dark crack appear in
the bare rock only a yard above where they stood anongst the thousands of cave
entrances that pockmarked the steep hillside. Stale air hissed out of the gap
and wafted down over them and Harry was sure that he caught the faint sounds
of birdsong and the sounds of the countryside, not the hum and roar of

traffic, the blare of horns and the shouts of voices of New York that they had
just left. CGone were the tramp of mllions of feet, the hot, rich snmell of
food, the East River, snmpoke and exhaust fumes blending with the winter air.
The crack grew wi de enough to walk into and the breath of stale air becane a
shrieking wind that tore briefly at the oakweeds and branbl eheads grow ng on
the Iedge. Orun pulled themin close to the rock-face until the wi nd di ed away
to a | ow humri ng whi sper. He wat ched the new Doorcrack for a nmonent before he
spoke.

"Thol ocus warned nme that the Doorcracks were dangerous roads to travel. He
said they were unpredictable and none could tell when they woul d open or snap
shut or where they would lead to."

"You mean that the new opening could | ead anywhere?" Denso suddenly cri ed,

Denso began confidently, before

staring up at the rough rock wall above them "How the hell will we ever get
back now?"

Orun shrugged. "I do not know where the new way through the walls of reality
will journey to."

"But that's no good!" Denso cried. "W'll want to go back after this neeting

with this C ockmaster for Chrissake!"
Harry's | aughter cut across Denso's panic and nade himtw st his head toward
hi m



"What's the hurry to get back, Denso? W've only just got here, wherever

"here' is. You ought to be taking notes, there's so nuch material here.”

"I like to have all ny adventures worked out before I start and not go junping
inwith both feet before | know the tenperature of the water," Denso answered
firmy, shaking his head. "By ny reckoning we haven't run far enough to reach
the Staten Island ferry term nal through that black tunnel; the East R ver
shoul d be on our left not that endl ess waste of swanp and marshl and swar m ng
wi th savage creatures."

"You are wong," Orun interrupted fiercely, sweeping his hand across the

hori zon-1i ne.

"To the east stretch the grasslands of Bendran and the dark nmass that lies in
t he shadows of those thunder-heads is the Ctadel of Krak. Beyond it the
grasslands rise and fall in bleak hills until they reach the W athendal

Spires, the sheer nmountains of granite that rimthe world and reach up to
touch the sky."

"What lies to the west beyond those shadowy shrouds of m st?" Denso asked, his
i nterest gradually awakening as he foll owed the Waynaster's hand.

Orun slowy turned and shaded his eyes against the |last rays of sunlight, a
smle touching his lips as he said quietly, "That, Denso, is the way to the
City of Tinme where Thol ocus, C ockmaster of Eternity, eagerly awaits you."
Denso stared out across the shimmering swanps in silence. Harry was right:
there was so nmuch here that his inagination hadn't even begun to accept, so
much he wanted to see and experience. But he couldn't see how the hell they
were going to get across these swanps w thout being eaten alive.

"W will travel with the new dawn," Orun answered breaking into his train of

t hought and bending to gather up an arnful of dead oakweed branches for a
fire. "It is too dangerous to cross these marshes during the hours of darkness
when the Lurkbeasts roam W will use a straw boat for the journey in the
nmor ni ng, when there will be nothing dangerous out there."

Orun wat ched a shadow of apprehension cross Denso's eyes and grinned at him
bef ore adding, "Well, nothing that is except the gliding shadow of the Wathwa
beast hunting the marshes for easy prey or "

He fell silent and busied hinmself building the fire, drawi ng out a tinderbox
and selecting a sharpflint to light it. He didn't understand the ways of these
Eart hi ans and their endl ess questions and he didn't altogether trust Mirnmers
or believe his story about the symbols scribbled on the scrap of paper he
found pinned to the door, but he would bide his time until Thol ocus' judgnent.
"Here, let me light those twigs for you." Denso's voice made himstart and

| ook up sharply. Denso was crouching on his haunches opposite him hand thrust
down toward the pile of kindling and a long thin pale blue flanme danced
between his fingertips.

Orun let out a gasp of surprise as he scranbl ed backwards. Hi s expelled breath
made the flame twi st and waver as it ignited the pieces of wood.

"There is magic in your fingertips."

Denso | aughed easily and shook his head. He closed the lighter with a sharp
snap and then tossed it casually across the crackling fire into the
Waymaster's open hands. "Here, catch!" he called smling as he watched Orun
reach out and catch the flat oblong nmetal case and cautiously turn it over and
over in his hands. He traced the design of flowers and | eaves etched into its
snooth sides, feeling it with his fingertips. He squeezed and pressed it, his
eyebrows creasing into a troubled frown. "There nmust be a nmagic word or
something to make the flame,” he nuttered.

Denso reached across, took the lighter back and flicked open the top
depressing the nechanismin one easy novenent. The flame reappeared. "Magic is
arelative word," he smiled, extinguishing the flane and passing the |ighter
back to the Waymaster

Oun flicked the flane on and off, smling to hinmself as he played with it.
"I'n our world," continued Denso, "those tattoos of your journeys, your
strength, the crablike creature that silenced Kate, even the webs you used to
bl ock the doorway of Harry's office could be called magic, or supernatura



powers. "

Harry nodded in agreenent, crouched down and held his hands out toward the
crackling fire. It was getting bitterly cold now that the sun had di sappeared
and the night shadows were grow ng deeper. There were noises in the darkness,
strange how s and whistling grunts that made hi m gl ance anxi ously over his
shoul ders and crowd cl oser to the other two.

"Are you really sure we're safe here?" he asked Orun in a forceful whisper
Oun stiffened and half rose as he listened to the night sounds. "Quiet, keep
| ow and snother the fire. There are gradaurs prowing in the rocks." Orun

ki cked | oose earth and stones over the flanes and | eapt to his feet, dagger
unsheathed. In three silent strides he vanished into the thickening darkness.
Denso and Harry gl anced anxi ously around, searching the shadows t hat

surrounded them |listening to the growi ng volunme of weird i nhuman shri eks and
how s. They were draw ng nearer, pressing into the edges of the tiny pool of
firelight.

"Jesus, this place is giving nme the creeps,"” Denso nmuttered to hinself,
huddling in closer to the dying fire. Ignoring Orun's warni ng he began to fan
the enbers and feed the flames with the withered twi gs and branches that the
Waymast er had gathered. "Wole armes live and die on the top of ny desk.
Savage creatures loomup and then | fold themtidily away between the pages of
nmy manuscript and go to lunch. W nust be crazy to have wandered so readily
into this living wilderness; and it's utter madness to stay here," he munbl ed.
Suddenly a huge noth the size of a sparrow whirred past his head and flew
straight into the fire, exploding in a ball of brilliant sparks.

"Did you see that?" Denso cried out. "Did you see the size of that thing
before it hurled itself into the flames?"

Harry brushed furiously at the sparks that still clung to the front of his
coat but Denso hissed himinto silence. "Listen," he frowned, bringing a
finger to his lips. "Can you hear a sort of clattering sound mixed in with al
t hose other noises? Listen, out there, can you hear? | think it's getting

| ouder: whatever's making the noise is getting closer.™

Harry turned his head, straining his ears. He could hear it now, the
persistent scraping and clattering sound. It was at its | oudest anongst the
oakweeds and branbl eheads directly behind them He could hear the branches
creaking and in the firelight he could see them swaying without the help of a
wi nd. The shadows on the ground between the spindly tree trunks were novi ng
crowdi ng toward them

"Jesus Christ!" he cried, staggering backwards and treadi ng through the fire,
scattering hot enmbers in every direction. He clutched at Denso's arm "There's
t housands of giant blue and orange crab-things. Look! Just |ook at them
they're clinging onto branches and swarmni ng across the ground toward us!"

At that noment gl obes of bright white |ights appeared to be hanging fromthe
steep sl ope above the | edge. From sonewhere anongst themthey heard the
Waymaster's voi ce shouting, repeatedly chanting, "G adaur! Gadaur! G adaur!"
The swarm ng crustaceans hesitated, their open claws raised, their bul bous
stal ky eyes swayi ng and turning between the dying flames of fire, the sound of
Orun's voice and the lights on the rock-face. Suddenly they began to nove,
shuffling sideways and charging in a clatter of snapping claws toward the
lights on the steep rocky sl ope.

Denso let a sigh of relief escape between his |ips and began to whisper, "It
nmust have been the light fromour fire that attracted ..." when he saw the

bri ght orbs above them begin to fade and go out one by one.

The scrape of clawed feet grew suddenly |ouder as the nass of creatures turned
and began to advance across the | edge, noving nenaci ngly toward where they
stood beside the scattered ashes of the fire.

"Quick, kick the burning enbers as far as you can,"” Harry hissed frantically.
They both kicked violently at the burning branches, scattering them across the
| edge. They watched transfixed with horror as hundreds of the brilliantly
coloured creatures turned and scurried after them crawing on top of each
other, a mass of snapping withing claws as they fought to reach the crackling



fl anes.

"Look out, there's nore behind you!" Harry cried, kicking desperately at the

| ast of the enbers, sending up a shower of bright sparks as he tried to pul
Denso clear of their snapping cl aws.

Orun suddenly burst in between them cursing under his breath and expertly
stanping and treadi ng on the heads of the giant crustaceans, crushing their

sl ender antennae so that they snapped their claws blindly at his feet.
"Quickly, follow ne," he hissed, leading themin a zig-zag scranble over the
writhing arnoured creatures until they reached safety on the dark rocky sl ope
above the | edge.

"Fool s! Stupid fools! You were nonents from death down there,” Oun nuttered
angrily, adding furiously, "I warned you that gradaurs were scouring the rocks
before I went to set glowbright lines to draw t hem away but you ignored ny
warning and rekindled the fire."

"Are we safe here?" Harry asked in a hushed whi sper as he | ooked down at the
swar m ng nmass of crustaceans that now conpl etely obscured the | edge and the

| ast remai ning enbers of their fire.

"It is not safe to stay here too long," Oun whispered and w t hout another
word led themup a twisting track across the rock-face to a hi gher | edge.
"Those are gl owbrights aren't they?" Harry whi spered as he stared down at the
dozens of small spherical globes that he could just make out in the starlight
as they lay scattered all along the |edge.

Orun nodded silently and with his fingertips he began to roll themcarefully,
one by one, to the edge of the | edge. Wherever his fingers touched themthey
began monentarily to glowwith a soft white light.

"What are you doi ng?" asked Harry, crouching down beside the Waymaster and
gently rolling two of the glowbrights to join the others.

Denso hesitated to touch them renenbering all too well the | oathsone craw ing
wor ns they had seemed to himin the Doorcrack. He stood back and watched the
others line up twenty of the small round gl obes. "W nust drive the gradaurs
back into the swanps," Orun whispered forcefully, picking up the nearest bal
and holding it tightly against his chest until it glowed bright white. Then he
cast it down the steep sl ope.

It bounced and rolled across the rough rocky ground, its light inner core

gl owi ng brighter and brighter, ploughing a blazing trail of incandescence

t hrough the center of the withing mass of blue and orange creatures, causing
themto twist and turn, snapping their claws before swarmng after the light.
"Throw anot her quickly. Cast themall down the slope toward the swanps!" O un
cried, reaching for two nore of the cold brittle balls and hurling them after
the first.

The I eading orb rose in two bouncing arcs with dozens of the crustaceans
attached to it and it struck the slender trunk of one of the oakweeds that
grew on the lip of the ledge. It shattered into a mllion shinmering splinters
of light, destroying the clinging creatures and nelting away into darkness.
Harry shuddered as the gl owbright exploded. It seemed so brutally cruel to
hurl these harm ess and beautiful things to their deaths on the | edge bel ow,
but Orun was shouting, urging himto gather the spheres. He clutched one in

ei ther hand and held themuntil their inner cores blazed white and then
gritting his teeth, he cast them down the sl ope where they shattered on the

| ower ledge in puffs of brilliance.

"More, nore! It is the light that attracts them If only we could nake sone of
these gl owbrights roll between the oakweed trunks and bounce over the lip of
the ledge to roll down into the swanps they would follow "

Denso t hought of his skill for bowing and reached down for the nearest

gl owbright. He might get a lucky strike. He had to try. Taking careful aimfor
a gap between the trees he cast it down the slope. It crossed the rocky sl ope
in three accelerating shallow arcs and bounced through the trees before flying
out over the lip of the |edge where it bounded and rolled erratically down the
scree and eventually landed with a splash in the inky waters of the swanp
where it bobbed and floated. The brilliant whiteness of its |ight was stained



with streaks of azure, stagnant yellow and bilious green fromthe waters of

t he swanp.

"They float! Look, they float!" Harry cried as another |anded in a splash of
t ur quoi se bubbl es.

"But they're too heavy to float, | don't understand. There's so much | don't
under stand about this place," Denso nmuttered to hinself, ainmng for the sane
gap between the oakweeds. He hurled nore gl owi ng spheres down the sl ope and

wat ched themdrift out, reflecting the vivid col ours of the swanps.

"No nore," Orun called naking them both | ower the gl owbrights they had just
pi cked up. "Look carefully at the | edge bel ow and you will see that the
gradaurs have vani shed. The |l ast group of themis swarm ng al ong the edges of
the swanmps. Now it will be safe to return to our fire, rekindle it and sleep

inits warnth until the new dawn breaks."

"What will happen to those gl owbrights? WIIl they drown in the swanps?" Harry
asked.

Orun | aughed as he shook his head. "No, they will drift back to the edge and
roll thenselves up to the high ground before the sun sets tonorrow night."
"Sleep!" Denso exploded, follow ng the other two down the steep slope. "Are
you out of your mnd? I'mnot going to shut nmy eyes until | get out of this

wi |l derness. | won't sleep until | amsafely back hone."

Sone tine later Harry broke open the blue gradaur claw that Orun had been
roasting over the fire and sucked out the flesh. He | ooked across the
crackling flames into the Waymaster's face and asked slowy, "Tell us about
the gradaurs. Wy is it safe to light a fire now? I don't understand."

Orun smiled and sighed. He indicated the edges of the marshes where the

gl owbrights still bobbed and drifted in the stagnant waters. "Before the

del uge there were no gradaurs and every village basked in the bright white
[ight of the glowbrights during the hours of darkness." He paused and tossed
an enpty claw aside. "They fell in the deluge as a torrent of vicious snapping
cl aws darkening the crystal rains that drowned our |and of swanps and marshes.
W soon discovered that we could eat the blue ones and at first we thought
them a bl essing, an endl ess supply of food, but they becane a curse when they
bred in the thousands in the shall ow pools along the edges of the swanps. They
devoured all the fish and other creatures and soon they began to energe during
the hours of darkness to hunt for light. They became an endl ess arny that
could decimate a village and leave it a desert of bl eached bones before the
sun rose."

"Why do they | ook for light, surely they don't eat it?" Denso yawned, pushing
into his top pocket the pencil stub that he had been using to jot down al

t hat had happened to themin the small notebook he always carried. He was
blinking to stay awake despite his earlier assertions.

Orun raised his hands. "No-one knows. My people quickly learned to avoid the
attacks of these creatures by using the light fromthe gl owbrights. They set
themto glow in the swanps and found that the gradaurs were |lured away from
the villages by them"

"You know it's funny, but | had a series of dreans about a place like this
years ago," Denso added thoughtfully. "Lingering, penetrating dreans that
stayed with me long after I had woken up but they weren't a patch on the rea
thing. What we've seen in the |ast few hours woul d make the bare bones of a
fascinating story, much better than the one | wote."
"Perhaps the new one will sell another mllion copies.
settling down drowsily beneath his coat.

Orun | ooked up at the sky and pointed up to the canopy of glittering stars.
"The stars are turning. Soon the sun will rise to cast norning shadows across
the Weasand Fields."

Denso stared at the Waymaster across the flickering flames and felt his spine
run cold. It was the sane name that he had given to a narrow throat of |and
that rose above the swanps. It seenmed an uncanny coi nci dence.

"Where are the Weasand Fi el ds?" he asked in a trenbling voice.

Orun pointed first across the swanps to where the first hint of gray had

Harry | aughed,



touched the sky and then slowy noved his hand to the west to where night
still covered the | andscape with its shadowy blanket. "It is the gateway to
the City of Tine—a narrow point of land that rises fromthese swanps to neet
the Wndrows of Thorn."

The Crystal Swanps

DENSO shifted on the rough ground and started awake. He sat bolt upright,

bl i nking with confusion. The norning sun felt hot upon his face and there were
unfam liar smells and di stant sounds that he couldn't place. He could hear the
chatter of birdsong and the grunt and roar of |arger animals where he should
have heard the norning hum of Manhattan traffic beneath Harry's apartnent. He
rubbed his eyes and stared at the litter of huge blue claws that lay split and
broken in a careless circle around the ashes of the fire and the horror of the
previous night's attack by the giant crustaceans cane fl ooding back to him

He cursed himself for falling asleep and tried to scranble to his feet only to
col l apse helplessly: his left |eg nust have been bent awkwardly beneath him
and had gone nunb while he slept. He nmoved it gently and pins and needl es
tingled savagely fromhip to toe. H's neck felt stiff and every joint and
muscl e in his body seemed to ache with cranp. He had al ways hated canpi ng out
and at that nonment he longed for the confort of his own bed. Soft voices
behi nd hi m made himturn his head painfully to see Harry and the Waymast er
standi ng cl ose together on the Iip of the I edge. Orun was pointing to

somet hing far away in the marshes and tal king quickly.

Harry gl anced back toward the burnt out fire as he heard the scrape of Denso's
foot anongst the broken claw shells and he grinned. "I thought you | ooked so
confortable there you were likely to sleep all day."

Denso scow ed irritably, clinbed slowy to his feet and began to brush at the
crunmbs of earth and fragments of sticky blue shell that clung to his coat and
trousers. H s head ached, his nmouth felt as if it was lined with dirty
underwear and his hands were sticky. Hs fingernails were ruined with filth
and he felt as wetched as if he had spent a fortnight in his favorite bar
Suddenly he began to scratch his arnms and | egs as he realized that he itched
all over.

"Harry, | think I'mbeing eaten alive!" he cried tearing off his coat and
jacket and frantically unbuttoning his shirt. "Ch ny God, will you | ook at
this!" he screanmed, clawi ng away at nasses of tiny bright-red insects that
were slowy crawing across his chest.

There were thousands of themall over him It nade Harry's skin itch and craw
just to see them and he began involuntarily to scratch at his own chest.
"Orun," he inplored turning to the Wayrmaster. "Look, | ook at Denso. You've got
to do something to stop these things fromeating himalive."

Orun smiled. "They are only attags, gradaur mites. They lived on the shells of
the creatures we killed last night. They are perfectly harm ess fleas. They
will all have died before sunset, the taste of human bl ood is poi sonous to
them™

"I can't stand themcrawling all over nme until it gets dark! 1'll go nad!"
Denso shouted, stanping and spinning around and around as he tried to scratch
everywhere at once

Orun frowned, wondering why these people fromEarth were so weak. He crossed
to the fire and without another word scooped up two handfuls of the fine gray
ash. "Be still," he hissed through clenched teeth and roughly sneared the ash
across Denso's chest, back and arns.

Denso shivered with relief as he watched the tiny crawing insects contract
and fall away fromhis skin | eaving hundreds of small raw weals where they had
bitten himclearly visible beneath the ash. Harry had stripped off his coat
and shirt while Oun gathered up the ash and exam ned his own pal e skin.

"No, not a single one," he laughed, pulling his shirt back over his head.
"They obviously only have a taste for witers, Denso."

"Clean skin attracts them"™ Orun interrupted brushing the remains of the ash



from hi s hands.

Denso paused from beating his clothes on an outcrop of rock and checked the
fol ds and seans thoroughly for any sign of the live mtes. He glanced up to
the other two. "C ean" the Waynaster had sai d—what a nightmare this place was
becom ng—he had never felt so filthy in his whole life and he felt a grow ng
synmpat hy for some of the characters he had witten into his books. "If | ever
get out of here alive I'mgoing to soak in a bath for a week. I'mgoing to
burn these filthy bug-infested clothes and . " Denso's nutterings were cut
short by the sound of Orun's voice.

"Dress quickly. The norning shadows are shortening toward noon and our
journey's not yet begun. Hurry and follow, we have | eagues to travel before

t he | urkbeasts begin to stir."

"Come on, Denso," Harry urged, his face softening into a snile as he picked up
Denso's crunpled coat. "I think our Waymaster is getting a little inpatient."
Denso took the coat and began to struggle into it as Orun, with Harry a step
behi nd him passed through the straggl e of oakweeds and began to descend
toward t he swanps.

"Keep to the treadways and touch nothing,"
hi m

"Dam you, wait for ne!" Denso cried, giving up on the sleeve of his coat and
throwing it over his shoulders as he hurried after them He paused between the
oakweeds to take one | ast quick | ook up at the thousands of black cave
entrances on the hillside. He was dammed if he could pick out the Doorcrack
from anongst them They all |ooked the sane. He half-lifted his right hand in
a gesture of farewell, knowing that the only sure road back to the real world
was sonewhere ampongst them

Tur ni ng back, he caught his breath as he gazed out across the shinmering

| andscape. The previous day's evening sunlight had given barely a glinpse of
the mass of vibrant, shifting colours that now |l ay before him or the naze of
vivid aquamari ne wat erways that wound between what | ooked like |Iong | ow
tree-covered islands. The trees on the islands had strange, gnarl ed,
conpl i cated shapes, but what intrigued himnost and held himspellbound to the
spot was the way everything seened to |lie beneath a shroud of transparent
crystal that distorted every line and contour and nerged distance with
perspective so conpletely that he felt he could al nost reach out and touch
anyt hi ng he want ed.

"Denso, for Chrissake are you going to be all day?" Harry's voice, inpatient
and exasperated, floated up to himand i nmedi ately broke the spell

"I"mright behind you!" he shouted back, hurrying down the track and foll ow ng
the clear footprints that they had left in the coarse, olive-dark grass.
Twenty feet below the | edge the track vani shed beneath tall violet plants
whose gi ant rhubarb-shaped | eaves bl ocked out the sunlight. Denso stunbled
blindly forwards follow ng the track as best he could, blinking his eyes

agai nst the sudden indigo darkness. Thick plant-stenms with a mass of spiraling
spi nes crowded himon either side, brilliant |um nous orchids trailed down
across his path. He al nost reached out to touch one when he saw eyes in the
undergrowt h and heard the rustle of novenents beyond the silent shadows.
Sonet hi ng was followi ng them He renmenbered the gradaurs and qui ckened his
stri de.

"Don't touch anything, Denso," he heard Harry shout in a nmuffled and urgent

voi ce. "Orun says those plant spines and the | um nous orchids are poi sonous. "
Denso was sweating and breathing hard as he rounded a sharp bend in the path
and came to an abrupt halt. The cl austrophobic track had come to a sudden end
and had wi dened out into a narrow grass bank that sloped down to the edge of
the swanps. There was a glinpse of sky overhead. Tall indigo bullrushes and

bl ack-fl agged reeds crowded al ong the | ower edge of the bank, their brittle
stens rubbing and clattering together in the hot stagnant breeze that drifted
across the swanps. He caught sight of the endl ess waste of nudflats and w de,
bubbl i ng pools of sline between the swaying reed heads and shuddered at what

m ght |urk beneath their frothing surfaces.

he heard Orun's voice call up to



But it wasn't the swanps that had made him stop so abruptly and stare
open-mout hed. It was the sight of the yellow straw boat that was noored
fifteen paces ahead of him tied to the bank at the end of a w de channel cut
t hrough the reeds. "Boat" was a | oose description for what | ooked |ike a cross
bet ween a hi gh-sided, pot-bellied coracle and a Red |Indian war canoe that
tapered into a high bow and stern interwoven with scul ptured animals. This
strange structure was topped with a steep, thatched roof set on poles that
overhung the sides of the craft by at least a foot. It |ooked precarious and
tenmporary, and as if it would topple over onto its side at the slightest
breath of wi nd. Denso could see through the narrow openi ngs between the sides
and the roof and could distinguish two shadowy figures inside adding to the
craft's fragility as it rocked and dipped in tine to their novenents.

"Harry, Oun, is that you?" Denso called in surprise as he hurried forward.
"Look out! The edge of the bank is swarm ng with gradaurs!" Harry's face
appeared in one of the openings.

The boat rocked violently as he shouted his warning and Denso hesitated,
freezing to the spot as he searched the bank ahead.

"\Where?" he shouted back, "I can't see . " They were standing still, their
front legs raised toward the sun, their gigantic claws w de open. Their shells
had changed col or during the hours of daylight and they bl ended well with

t hei r surroundi ngs.

"Thread your way carefully between them Be quick before they wake and scent
you," Orun urged.

Denso felt beads of sweat begin to trickle down his forehead as he crossed the
bank. The twenty feet of |ush grass seemed nore like a mle. The nonstrous
creatures were barely a footstep apart and they twitched and snapped their

cl aws, al nost snagging his trouser bottonms as he held his breath and
cautiously picked his way between their ridged and arnmoured bodies. G adually
he crossed the bank, aware that his silent shadow passi ng over them nmade them
blink their bul bous eyelids and turn their open claws toward him

"Grasp ny hands,"” O un whi spered as Denso reached the edge of the bank

Orun had opened a snmall hatchway in the side of the craft and Denso gri pped
his strong outstretched hands through it and felt hinself lifted up across the
narrow gap and into the boat. It rocked and swayed violently and Denso al npost
| ost his bal ance as the Waymaster put himdown on the springy straw deck. He
heard Harry | aughi ng behi nd himand turned, steadying hinself on the

ornatel y-woven gunwale in tine to see a tide of sluggish marsh-slinme stirred
up by the novenment of the boat rise up and wash over the lip of the bank
swanpi ng dozens of the hideous crustaceans. They snapped their pincers and
collided with each other as they scuttled noi sel essly higher up the bank

"That serves the bastards right." Harry grinned. "W woul d have wal ked ri ght
into themif we had been any | ater reaching this boat. They had just finished
craw i ng out of the swanps to sunbathe when you emerged fromthe track
Apparently they are blind in sunlight or you woul d never have never made it
across the bank."

Denso swal | owed and | ooked down at the thousands of swaying snapping claws. It
was a living, breathing nightmare. O un shrugged his shoul ders and frowned at
t he gradaurs as he cast off fromthe bank, pushing the boat out into the
channel with a |long pole.

"Ch, my CGod!" Harry gasped as he watched the Waymaster delve into deep woven
baskets strapped to the side of the craft and withdraw a dozen huge crabs j ust
like the ones he had used to silence Kate. Then he hurried al ong on the edge
of the deck pulling on tw sted cords that hung down and using the crabs to
secure themto the side of the boat. In this nmethod he raised sections of the
roof so that they acted as sails. The craft turned gently as the stagnant
breeze caught in the rectangul ar straw sails and began to skimacross the
bubbl i ng swanps.

"I'"ve never seen anything like this boat. It's not at all how | had imgi ned
boats of straw to be," Denso nurnured, craning his neck to peer up at the rows
of strange rigging that the crabs rotated expertly to catch every breath of



wi nd by shortening or |engthening the mass of cords that they held in their
front claws while clinging on to the gunwal es of the boat.

Orun | aughed. "Pinchquiets have many uses but this craft is very different
fromthose early boats that our people built to weather the deluge. They were
only crude shelters woven fromw ld straw "

"But why straw? And why build themw th such a wi de roof ?" Harry asked | ooki ng
up. "Surely ordinary sails would be easier to handl e?"

"Because boats nade of straw were the only craft |ight enough to float on the
crystal rains that fell for forty days and forty nights and drowned our world.
The sails are easily transformed into steeply-pitched roofs to protect us from
a sudden crystal deluge or hide us fromthe sharp eyes of the soaring w athwa
beasts. "

"You mean that these swanps we are crossing are made of mllions and nillions
of tiny fragnents of crystal? You nean they're not filled with stagnating

wat er and nud and . "

Harry frowned as the Waynaster nodded and busied hinself with steering the
boat. oviously the substance of the swanps was of no inmportance to Orun: it
was commonpl ace. Harry fell silent and gazed out across the shimrering

i ncandescent surface of the swanps and allowed his thoughts to fall into

pl ace. So that was why the | andscape had such a transparent |ook: he was
seeing it through layers of crystal. But if it only rained fragnments of

crystal what did these people drink? Were did they get their water?

"Harry, conme here!" The urgency in Denso's voice made Harry junp and he
quickly followed himto the bow of the boat. Denso gl anced around to check
that they were al one before speaking in a whisper

"Jesus Christ, Harry, this place excites and terrifies ne. | thought | had
dreaned it up, invented it, but look at it, it's as real and as vital as
Manhattan or . . ."

He paused and | eaned over the side of the boat, cupped his hands, scooped up
some of the crystal liquid and held it out toward Harry. It shinmmered and
flashed in the sunlight and quickly drained through the cracks between his
fingers, nelting away and | eaving his hand conpletely dry except for a few
tiny flakes of crystal that clung to his pal ns.

"I know | based ny ideas for Swanps of {d ass on dreanms but this is nothing
like the dreans. This place is dangerously different and I think we'll have to
tread carefully if we want to get out of here alive."

Harry nodded in agreenent, glancing darkly at the rows of pinchquiets clinging
to the sail cords. "I think we'd be nuch safer if we could wake up in ny
office in five mnutes' tine with an enpty bottle of bourbon on the table

bet ween us and a bi g enough hangover to warrant inventing a place like this."
"No, | don't want it to end, not yet. | want to see this Gty of Tinme," Denso
hi ssed. "But | just have this uneasy feeling that without Orun's help we

woul dn't last five mnutes, not on our own."

"Yes, we had better be careful and stick really close to him" Harry agreed
bef ore Denso noved back to the center of the craft where Orun was trinmmng the
two main sails.

He tal ked easily with the Waymaster, asking himabout the | ow islands and the
groves of gnarled chanel eon-like trees, jotting down everything he said about
the shimrering | andscape they were skimring past. Harry stayed at the bow

| ooking out at the brilliantly col oured swanps. He coul d hear the other two
tal ki ng and | aughing and he felt al one, isolated and vul nerable. The sky ahead
suddenly began to darken. Low thundercl ouds boiled on the horizon, the
bul I rush stens clattered and bent and the straw boat rocked and spun as a gust
of cold wind caught in its sails and sent it scuddi ng sideways across the
swanps, ploughing up an iridescent wave as it raced dangerously close to the
groves of twi sted trees.

Orun gave a sharp warning shout. "Deluge!"

The pinchquiets let the cords slip through their claws to release the sails
which fell back with a snap into their places, sealing the thatched roof

agai nst the downpour. The boat spun once nore and cane to a shuddering stop



There was a nonent's silence when the drone of insects and the sounds of the
swanps di sappeared conpl etely.

"What is it? Wat's happening?" Harry called, |eaving the bow and hurrying to
where Denso stood

"Del uge!" Orun shouted again, throwing hinself flat on the straw deck

The | andscape was rapidly vani shing, blotted out by an advanci ng wal |l of

shi mering color. A hissing sound grew into a thunderous roar and the boat
shook violently fromend to end, buckling and twi sting sideways as the crysta
del uge swept over it. Denso and Harry cried out as the deck | eapt and danced
beneath their feet and both of themthrew thensel ves down beside the
Waymaster, clutching at the shifting floor as purple granules covered
everything. The roar of the falling crystal grew | ouder and | ouder. The air

i nside the boat was thick with shifting particles of crystal. They covered the
deck and piled up against the sides in ice-cold incandescent drifts.

"Cover your nouths!" Oun shouted against the stormbringing his sleeve up
over his mouth to show t hem

The del uge subsided as quickly as it began, the sky brightened and the dark

t hunder cl ouds passed on to bl acken the horizon behind them Oun was the first
to his feet and he nmoved quickly along the length of the boat opening snall
hat chways set flush with the deck into its sides. Gradually the piles of
crystals that had drifted in beneath the roof began to subside as they poured
out through the openings and into the swanps.

"I woul d never have believed it could possibly happen if | hadn't seen it!"”
Denso exclaimed as he clinbed to his feet, blinking at the sore, gritty
particles that had gathered in the corners of his eyes and rubbing them from
his face and hands.

"Look, everything's changed,"” Harry called out as he pointed out across the
swanps.

The reeds and bul I rushes, the | ow islands, everything had vani shed beneath a
bl anket of shimrering crystal. Al that could be seen were the tops of the
trees. It was al nost |ike snow

"The boat will travel quickly after the deluge. W will reach the W ndrows of
Thorn before nightfall,” Owun interrupted as he pulled up all the sails. "Help
me to set themto the west," he ordered.

The boat of straw gathered speed as it skimred across the fresh |ayer of
crystals |l eaving a wake of dancing iridescent waves behind it. Harry and Denso
hesitated to press the cords into the pinchquiets' outstretched claws but O un
shouted that they would never be able to hold the sails steady on their own
agai nst the strengthening breeze.

"How do your people survive these deluges?" Harry called across the deck to
the Waymaster as he mastered his fear of the crabs.

Orun nodded his head toward distant hills that rose above sone hi gher ground
that showed as a dark smudge al ong the horizon-line. "My peopl e abandoned
their marsh-dwellings after the first great stormand built new villages in
the hills. Now they only venture into the swanps to hunt the bl ue-shelled
gradaurs. "

"But what about those huts that | saw | ast night on some of the |arger

i sl ands?" Harry interrupted.

"Drowned beneath | ayers of crystal and unsafe for our people because no-one

knows when the next great tenpest will occur,” Orun answered flatly before
adding, "This recent shower will have drai ned away before norning and the
swanps will ook as they did when the sun rose.”

"Shower? You call that a shower?" Denso cried in astoni shnment, but Orun only
| aughed and indicated that they should |l ower the sails. He glanced across the
swanps at the dark wi ndswept hills of Bendran and the |aughter dissolved into
a troubled frown. "Muders!" he muttered under his breath, turning the craft
and slowing it as he prepared to beach it.

Al oud, he called out, "Look, |ook there, ahead of us, there lie the Wasand
Fields."



Jothnar, the Asiri of Krak, Lord Mauder of Bendran, cursed the huge arnoured
dragnma he was sitting astride and raked his spurs brutally across its scaly
fl anks.

"Be still!" he hissed as he steadied the watching glass to his right eye and
foll owed the passage of the tiny straw boat which ski mred across the swanps.
Jothnar watched its progress until it eventually broke free of the last grove

of chanel eon-trees and reached the bl eak, stony edge of the Wasand Fields. He
| owered the glass and stroked his beard thoughtfully. H's piercing black eyes

narrowed and his sour, cruel nouth winkled into the shadow of a snmile. He

| eaned down to his right and thrust the glass into his brother, Kys', waiting
hand.

"So the great gathering has begun,'
di senmbark from the boat.

H s brother rode a slightly smaller beast as befitted his | esser standing and
he had to stand on tiptoe in his stirrups to take the glass. "There are two

strangers with the Waynaster. They are dressed in the strangest clothes | have

he murrmured, watching the three figures

ever seen. Shall we take them kill themand strip themof their robes?" he
asked, his voice rising with the anticipation of the chase, his mnd already
tasting the blood and the thrill of the capture.

Jot hnar took back the glass and watched the three figures begin their |ong
climb up the narrow archway of rock that would I ead themto the Wndrows of
Thorn, a barren | andscape of w nd-blown rock and earth, ridged and furrowed

wi th desol ation, the perfect enpty place to stage a taking, to nurder and
despoil the travellers.

"No, brother," he answered softly, lowering the glass. Hs smle still hovered
on his lips. "There is nore to these strangers than a handspan of pretty cloth
and a gobl et of blood."

Kys scow ed and gripped the pommel of his saddle so tightly that his knuckles
whi t ened and he silently swallowed the reprimand that his brother had publicly
given himin front of their conmpany of Mauders. He added it to the thousands
of other snubs that Jothnar had so easily and cruelly bestowed upon himwhile
he had grown in his shadow, and secretly used it to feed the hatred, to
strengthen his soul for the nonent when he would strangle himwith his bare
hands and seize all Bendran for his own. Hs flesh would taste all the sweeter
for the waiting but he woul dn't touch the bones, those he would give as an
offering to the wathwa to pick clean

"You forget, brother, we hunt the runmour of Paradise and the one wathwa in
all Bendran that | can tame, not a handful of fabric."

Jothnar's voice was soft, alnbst a whisper, and it cut through Kys' silent

t houghts. He jumped, his spurs catching the dragma's flanks, making it start
forward. Snatching at the reins to still the beast, he | ooked up into his
brother's eyes. They were hooded, nere slits of liquid shadow that seenmed to
nock him and his nouth hardened back into its familiar sour scow .

"You will never find a wathwa to tane," Kys scoffed, "unless it is so old
that all its teeth have fallen out and its fire turned to fossilised dribble.
Anyway, the people of the citadel are whispering that your wits are addled
with all the talk of Paradise and | don't see what those travellers have to do
wi th your hunt."

Jothnar signalled to the conmpany of Mauders to ride ahead and | ead them back
toward the gates of the citadel

"Ride with me, brother;" he commanded, cracking his long silver-tailed whip
across the flanks of his dragma, making it rear up before it settled into a
trot.

"I"ll swear those strange travellers nmust know something of the way of

Par adi se, " Jot hnar answered thoughtfully after the conpany of Mauders had
ridden a length or two ahead of them and they were al nost conceal ed by the
haze of red dust that the dragmas' claws were churning up.

Kys twisted in his saddle and stared across at his brother, the | ook of
surprise at his answer dissolving into a sneer of ridicule.

"I'f all you wanted was the secrets of their road then you were a fool to all ow



themto escape,” he snapped, reining in his dragma with a brutal tug and
turning himon the spur.

"Come, there is still time to take them before they reach the end of the
Weasand Fi el ds. Perhaps then we can end this sensel ess wandering."

"No!" Jothnar shouted angrily as he pirouetted his beast and cut in front of

hi m sharply. "W would be fools to act too quickly. | have heard the whispers
of Paradise and there is nore to this riddle than neets the eye. The great
gathering of the wise could tell us so nuch nore than those two strangers
possibly can. No, I will not have you torture them?"

"Ri ddl es and whi spers! You think of nothing else.” Kys sneered, keeping a

wat chful eye on the long thin whip in his brother's hand as he goaded him "I
don't know where you get themall from Flying through the sky upon a

wrat hwa's back and all this talk of a great gathering of elders in a Gty of
Tinme, | don't believe there's a thread of truth woven into it."

Kys' voice rose in peals of |laughter as he spurred his dragma beyond the reach
of his brother's whip. "And as for this Paradise filled with wonders beyond

i magi nati on that you hunger so much to see, that you squander our tinme
searching for " Kys paused, his breath coming in short gasps. He had
never dared to say so much in all his growing: he felt heady and reckl ess and
he gl anced qui ckly around to nake sure there were no w tnesses, then he
stabbed a dirty finger ringed with precious stones and bands of white gold
toward the Crystal Swanps and then slowy swept it out across the whole

hori zon-line in a trenbling arc.

"Paradise is here, brother. W, no, you as the elder, rule it all, fromthe

W at hendal | Spires to the last, bubbling pool of slinme in the Crystal Swanps.
There i s nowhere el se, nothing but what you see."

For a nonent anger boiled in Jothnar's eyes. He began to raise the whip to
slash it across his brother's face, started to turn his spurs into his
dragma's flanks to drive himforward and make the cutting stroke, but the
nmonent passed. He | aughed and slowWy |lowered the whip to rest across his
knees. Softly he said, "Wuld you take the high office of Asiri, brother, if |
were to offer it to you? Wuld you take it here, now, before the gates of the
G tadel of Krak?"

Kys al nost dropped his own bone-handled whip in surprise as Jothnar's words
echoed in his head. "Wat?" he gasped, riding closer to his brother

forgetting to fear himin his surprise. He listened intently to every word as
Jothnar slowy repeated his offer until the words "Citadel of Krak" faded into
silence. He knew there nust be a catch, a hidden trick, somewhere in those
clever words. An Asiri held his power right up to the nmoment of his death. Hi s
word was | aw, his punishnent absolute, until his very last breath was expired.
Jot hnar wat ched Kys wrestle with his offer for a | ong noment before he spoke
again. "Yes, brother, you guessed correctly, there is a high price to the
title of Asiri. Nothing is ever free. | would offer you ny rule of Bendran and
all you can see for the whole of Paradise.”

Kys stared open-nouthed at his brother. He wanted to laugh, to call hima
madman, because everyone knew that these runmpurs of Paradi se were nothing nore
than the nunblings of old wonen. They were the rag ends of |egends, fairy
stories passed down by rote. It was only the Journeynen and the Waynasters
that had kept themalive as they entertai ned around the canmp fires. Kys
swal | owed before he spoke.

"You woul d give nme everything? You would proclaimne Asiri before the Mauders?
| don't believe you would barter everything just for Paradise, there nmust be a
trick."”

Jothnar sniled and nodded. "Yes, brother, every Mauder will help ne find this
road to Paradise and fight at nmy side to winit."

"I's that all?" Kys replied, struggling to suppress his |aughter.

Jothnar spat thickly onto the palmof his right hand and held it out toward
Kys. "The barter shall be struck now, here upon the causeway, and you will be
procl ai med Asiri between the great gates of the citadel before this failing
sun sets."



Kys | aughed, overwhelnmed by this turn of fortune. His plots against his
brother were forgotten as he spat into the palmof his right hand and spurred
his beast forwards to strike the palmof his hand forcefully against his
brother's and seal the barter. For a noment his eyes clouded with doubt as he
searched his brother's face, fearing that he m ght change his mnd or break
his word. Then he snatched at the reins with his left hand and wheel ed his
beast after the Mauders, cupping his hand to protect the drying spittle unti
he had shown it to them

He cal |l ed back over his shoul der before he had taken five paces, "I will ride
ahead and make all the preparations for a naming feast. | will await you in

t he shadow of the gateway."

Jothnar smiled to hinmself. He was wel| satisfied with the barter he had struck
and was content as he saw Kys vanish in a cloud of red swirling dust. He had
known everything of the plots and intrigues Kys had begun to set against him
pl ots that woul d weaken the Asiri and divide his arnmy in the coming battle to
sei ze Paradi se.

"You are a fool, brother, to have snatched so readily at the crunbs that |
offer," he murrmured softly as he glanced at the bleak featurel ess | andscape in
the setting sun.

"To want so little when there is so nuch hidden out there beyond the edges of
our sight."

H s mouth hardened into its famliar sour line and he gave a nmean | augh as he
drove his spurs hard into his dragma's flanks. He had never intended to share
it anyway. He had only stunbled on the proof by accident. He knew now t hat
there was a thread of truth running through all the runours and fireside tales
that told of wondrous things and peopl es who existed beyond the world he knew.
Whi |l e spying on his brother's nurderous plots he had gone astray and had
stunbled into a dark and secret passageway that ran beside a di sused maze of
forgotten chanbers on the north side of the citadel. Wi spered voices and
flickering pools of candlelight in the darkness had nade himstop and find a
spy hole in the crunbling walls. He had crouched down to watch and listen

At first the nmunblings and fervent whisperings of the group of withered el ders
had meant little to him They were gathered in a close knot peering down at
somet hing that |ay on an oakwood table. Then he saw the tallest of the group
a white-haired man in a cloak of gray rags, pick up a |eather-bound object and
split it open. He began to chant and pace slowy around the table anongst the
ot hers. Jothnar had caught a glinpse of the signs and synbols that the el der
was tracing with his finger. There had been words m xed in amongst the old
men's munbl i ngs, words and snatches of their chanting that had conjured up

i mges in the candlelight. He had seen transparent pictures of things and

pl aces that nust exist far beyond, his wldest inaginings.

Jot hnar had crouched there in the darkness, his inmagination ablaze, his
brother's nurderous plots forgotten. Suddenly his breath had qui ckened as he
renenbered fragnents of a Waynaster's fireside story. He remenbered the tale
of a city where tinme itself was made, where all the wonders of the world were
witten down in things they called "books" and not hing was ever forgotten. He
had | eaned forward, pressing his eye to the spy-hole and stared at the

| eat her - bound object that the tallest of the withereds was hol ding. He
realized that it nmust be a book, a thing of nystery that invoked magica

i mages and he knew then that he nust have it. He had risen to his feet
intending to stride into the chanber and seize it. As Asiri and Lord Mauder
his power was terrible, his judgements absolute, but he had hesitated, fearing
t he book, sensing that it must be steeped in a magic far greater and far ol der
than his own power if it had the ability to evoke such images.

He had shrunk back and at that noment, as he waited for the chanting to die
away and the di sused chanber to enpty of the gathering of the wthereds, he
had begun to schenme. During the followi ng days he had had his nobst trusted
Mauders hunt down the old men, take themto a high chanber and inprison them
Each time he had expected the magic to strike the Mauders down but it had not
and he had grown bolder until he had, hinmself, seized the last tall, stooping



figure, the one who had | ed the chanting.

Now t he anci ent, |eather book was in his hands and all the images that |ay

hi dden between its heavy covers were his alone to explore. Using the bl ade of
hi s | ongest dagger he had gingerly prised it open and stood back waiting and
wat chi ng, but nothi ng happened. In the broodi ng, |engthening silence he had
nmoved cl oser to the book and stared down at its yellowi ng fragile pages which
were marked with neat, black furrows of unintelligible signs and synbols. He
had turned the pages one by one, pausing to examne the tiny spider-fine

drawi ngs that filled the margins. He could see fearsome creatures and men in
strange armour who rode upon the beasts of the air, crafts with oars and

wi nd-driven boats with sails of cloth. He had turned inpatiently to one of the
Mauders and sent himto bring the group of elders before himand when they had
assenbl ed he had demanded that they show himthe secrets of the magic that |ay
hi dden within the book.

The knot of withered figures had shuffled their feet, wung their hands and

| ooked anxi ously at one another before the tallest of the old men had dared to
speak for them He told Jothnar in halting words that he, the Asiri, the Lord
of everything that could be seen and touched, could not read. He coul d not
know t he nmeani ngs of what |ay upon the pages of the book. Only the guardians
of truth, the diviners of wisdom could be taught. Al others, even the Asiri,
wer e forbidden such know edge.

Jot hnar shivered as he renenbered the rage that had possessed himas the old
man fell silent. He recollected how he had torn open his robes and cl utched at
the dry, wrinkled flesh and bones that covered the old man's heart and had
threatened to tear it out. He had brutally tortured and terrorised every one
of the elders in an attenpt to force themto divul ge the forbi dden know edge
hi dden in the book, to teach himto read, to understand the letters on each
page. But nothing would nove them Nothing, until, in a fit of bitter anger

he had struck a spark and held it so close to the fragile pages that the
yel | owi ng parchment began to bl acken and curl in the heat. Wth one cry of
despair they had revoked their vows of guardi anship and had prom sed to revea
the secrets of the book and teach himto read. In return he had prom sed not
to destroy it. Laughing at the w thereds he had crushed the spark beneath the
book before he had held it open toward them That was the start of the noment
when his whole |ife had changed.

The t hunder of dragmas' claws made himturn in the saddle toward the

W at hendal | Spires. A lone figure was galloping toward him spurring and

whi ppi ng his dragma and | eaving a gale of dust in his wake.

"Lord Asiri!" the rider cried, "we have snared the nost fearsone w athwa.
There are two hundred Mauders fighting to restrain himin iron chains. You
must come quickly, quell his wildness, put a name to himand make hi m your
beast of the air."

Jothnar |aughed with delight. "Now | shall have everything | desire." He
paused: there were figures riding out of the great gates toward him raising a
storm of choking, red dust.

Jothnar frowned, reined his beast to a halt and comranded the nessenger to
wait and bind his tongue. He raised his whip for silence as the conpany of his
nost trusted Mauders galloped to nmeet him their voices rising in a clanour as
they mlled in confusion all around him

"Kys has proclainmed hinmself Asiri," a dozen voices shouted in dismy despite
Jothnar's signal for silence.

"He is saying that you have bartered the rule of Bendran, Lord Asiri. He says
t hat you have bequeathed to himeverything as far as the horizon stretches in
exchange for Paradise!" cried other frightened voices.

Jot hnar | aughed at their fears and cracked his whip against his boot in demand
for quiet. "Yes, yes, his words are true. | have given himeverything."

A sudden, startled silence swept through the ranks, their eyes wi dening with

t he shock of his words and the colour draining fromtheir skin at the thought
of Kys as their master, their Asiri.

"But we are your Mauders, your nobst trusted followers. Kys will rmurder us



all,"” cried a single voice anongst the crowd.

Anger kindled in Jothnar's eyes. "Be silent, fool," he hissed, stabbing the
handl e of his whip brutally at the conpany. "It is to prevent my brother's

mur derous thrust for power that | have bartered this m serable wlderness.”

He paused for a nonment and beckoned the riders to draw closer. "He grows nore
i npatient daily: the canker of hatred is swelling in his heart, he longs to
take nmy place and to nmurder you all while darkness holds the hour, but he
shal |l neither raise a hand nor lay one finger on your throats because his fear
of the beast that | shall tane and ride upon will make himaquail. You will
vani sh now, before the proclamation is nmade. My | ast command as Asiri is to

di spatch you into the shadows of the Wathendall Spires to help me to tame the
wr at hwa. "

The conpany of Mauders shifted unconfortably in their saddles, fear of the
beast showed in their eyes, but they raised their whips and turned their spurs
agai nst their dragmas' flanks for none dare to turn against the Asiri. Their
huge beasts |unbered forwards, stirring up thick clouds of choking dust as
they streamed out into the rolling grasslands.

"Wait!" he shouted, nmaking themhalt. "Half of the conpany shall scour the

| ands of Bendran for sign of the withereds or their Waymasters: they cannot
vani sh conpletely w thout trace."

He bitterly regretted not keeping a closer guard on the group of w thereds: he
had | ong sensed that they were keeping sonmething fromhim sonme vital |ink

bet ween what lay in the visions the book unfolded and his ability to, one day,
reach out and touch them At the turn of the nobon he had seen, by chance, a
Waymaster in their mdst. He had been whispering urgently to them and he had
caught the tail-end of their conversation as he cane anongst themsonething
about a Grand Council of elders in the Cty of Time—no nore than that. Less
words than would cause a ripple on a still, moonlit pond yet it had been
enough to cause a storm of waves clashing in his mnd.

The Waymast er had vani shed taking with himthe w thereds and their ancient
book before Jothnar had the time to draw breath or to lay his hands upon him
but those whi spered words that he had | eft behind, "G and Council in the Cty
of Time," had conjured up such images. He was sure it must, sonehow, be bound
up with this Paradi se that he sought.

"Search the Wndrows of Thorn! Find the tracks of that Waymaster and the two
strangel y-dressed figures who di senbarked fromthe boat of straw. They will
lead us to the great gathering, | amsure of it! Find the Waynmaster's
footprints and follow them mark out the way that they have taken."

"But there is nothing in that direction save barren and w nd-bl owmn ridges of
rock and earth. No-one in their right mind would tread that path. | should
know, | have travelled further than anyone in ny search for wathwa teeth,"”
call ed out a weat herbeaten Mauder shaki ng his head.

Jot hnar | aughed. "Then you have never ventured far enough. Go, follow this
Waymaster, but do not allow yourselves to be seen. | will swear that he is

| eadi ng those strangers to this Grand Council, whatever that should nean."

The Verge or Drasatt

DAWN grayed the sky and with it arose a cold wind to bl ow mournfully across
the barren | andscape, rustling the brittle branches of the dwarf oakweeds and
tangl eheads that grew in serrated and bent ranks on the sheltered sides of
each steep ridge. Dead | eaves rustled and spun in the tracery of black
branches whi ch were skeletally etched against the chilling silver sky. Harry
shivered, his teeth chattering fromthe cold. He sat up, pulled his
coat-col |l ar hi gher about his ears, and edged in closer to the dying enbers of
the fire. He stirred the glowing coals with the toe of his shoe. He had | ost
count of the days they had spent on this seem ngly endl ess journey across the
wast el and, living on trapped rodents that the Waymaster caught and then cooked
on their fire. Denso snored fitfully on the ground beside him his hands
twitching frantically in his overcoat pockets. He munbl ed i ncoherently and | et



out a sudden cry, his body stiffening, then he fell silent as the dream
passed.

"There's no need to conjure up nightmares in your sleep,"” Harry nuttered,
feedi ng dead branches into the enbers. "W're caught up in a real enough one
here . "

He paused, frowning as he realized that the Waymaster wasn't in his sleeping
pl ace on the opposite side of the fire. He half-rose, anxiety mounting at the
t hought that they mi ght have been abandoned in the wilderness, and quickly
scanned the top of the windblown ridge of earth. A breath of relief escaped
his lips as he spotted Orun standing statue-still between the oakweeds only
about twenty paces away. He was staring out toward the dark side of the dawn
scanning the trail they had already travel ed.

Oun's tattooed face was drawn into a troubled frown. He turned his head
slowy and then froze, his lips nmoving silently. Harry clinbed to his feet and
scal ed the side of the ridge to see that he seened to be watchi ng sonething or
someone, a shadow in the distance, that was noving toward t hem

"What is it?" Harry began, only to have Orun hiss himinto silence.

"It is a Journeyman,"” he answered softly, drawing Harry back down the ridge
until only their heads were visible above the | evel of the bare earth.

"A Journeyman? How can you tell fromthis distance? He's only a dot on the
horizon. "

Orun smiled but there was a shadow of fear in his eyes as he glanced back
toward the darkness.

"It is a part of our craft to have far sight."

"But to see that far "

Orun blinked and | ooked at the distant figure once nore before adding, "He

ri des upon a dragma, a beast of Bendran, and . . ."he paused, his eyes
narrowi ng, "there is a second person, a ... a ... a wonman, riding upon the
beast, sitting behind him™"

"What' s happeni ng? What's goi ng on?" Denso's voice sounded | oud and demandi ng,
echoing along the bottomof the gully. He was standing, dirty and di shevel ed,
awoken by their whispering as they stood on the ridge directly above him
"Quiet," Orun hissed. "Your voice will travel for |eagues through these
gullies in the Wndrows if you shout so loudly."

"Orun says there is a Journeyman traveling towards us," Harry whi spered,

of fering a hand to Denso as he scrambled up the steep bank and | ooked out
across the desol ate | andscape.

It took himlong monents to find and focus his eyes on the tiny noving dot. A
crackl e of burning wood and the snmell of snoke nade all three of themturn
their heads and stare down at the bright flanes as a plunme of yell ow snoke
rose fromthe ashes of their fire in the bottomof the gully.

O un cursed. "Wiich fool would tell the Asiri where we are?"

"It was so cold when | woke up I... "Il put it out imrediately,"” Harry cried
scranbl i ng back down the bank but Orun reached it before himand scattered the
fire, tranpling it roughly underfoot.

"It's too late. | think your Journeyman has seen the snoke, he's changed
direction slightly. He's coming toward us," Denso called down across his

shoul der.

"It's not the Journeyman that | fear,"'
earth over the smoul dering branches.
"Do you think there's sonmebody el se followi ng us, then?" Denso frowned,
searching the dark, desolate ruin of the horizon; but he could see nothing
nove save the w thered branches of the oakweeds in the w nd.

Orun | aughed harshly and nodded as he scranbl ed back up the steep bank. "The
Asiri riders have been shadow ng us since we reached the Wasand Fi el ds.
caught a glinpse of the setting sun reflecting froma watching glass while we
were on the plains of Bendran close to the Citadel of Krak. I'msure it was a
great company of Mauders who surround the Asiri. There were so nany they
shadowed the hillside as they stirred up a thick red cloud of dust but they

Orun muttered angrily, kicking | oose



were too far away for ne to see nore clearly or to count their nunbers."

"I don't know how you do it, Oun. Al | could see was a hazy blur where the

hori zon shoul d have been. But. . ." Denso paused and then asked, "Who the hel

are these Mauders and the Asiri who are follow ng us? And where do they cone

fronP"

"The Mauders are the Asiri's sword-arm his ruthless arny of riders. The Asiri
is the Lord of Bendran, but in truth he rules everything.”" Oun hesitated

before adding, "Well, alnpbst everything. He rules all you can see and his
power is absol ute because none dare contest it."
"Well, as far as |I'mconcerned he can keep the lot," Harry nmuttered in

di sgust, turning his back against the biting w nd.

"No, there's nmore | think. Qur Waynmaster has hel d sonething back in the
telling."

Denso spoke quickly, holding Orun's gaze. He had noticed the Waynmaster's
hesitation and his eyes denanded the truth. Orun squirmed visibly and wung
hi s hands. The pledge of silence that he had given to Thol ocus, the secrets
that he carried in his head wei ghed heavily. At last he blurted it out in one
breat hl ess rush of words. "The Asiri knows nothing of the City of Tinme. It is
hidden in a veil of secrets and shrouded fromhis sight but there is word
anongst the Waynasters that he has guessed that such a place exists and we
fear that he has heard runours of the great gathering and set his Mauders to
snare a WWymaster or a Journeyman to di scover the way. Thol ocus warned ne to
guard every footstep that | took and bring you in secrecy to his door."

"So that is why we are being followed," Harry said with concern

Orun nodded gravely. "It is said that the Asiri is consuned with a madness to
have the things that he cannot see or touch. That he builds castles in the air
out of rumours and old wives' tales and that he tal ks of nothing but a
Par adi se—a pl ace where nen ride upon flying beasts or have feather-w ngs so
that they can fly higher than the wathwa; although he says that if they fly
too near the sun the wax that binds their feathers nelts and they fal
hel pl ess back to earth."

"That sounds familiar: | wonder where he got that story fron?" Harry murmnured
t hought ful | y.

"W nust | eave no trace, not a single footstep, behind us now, " the Waynaster

war ned, breaking into Harry's train of thought. "I fear the Mauders have been
follow ng us for days. They are probably spread out in an unbroken line in the
W ndrows nmany | eagues behind us. They will be searching for a sign, a

footstep, to mark our passing, and they cannot have failed to see the snoke."
"Why don't we get going now? What are we waiting for?" Denso urged.

"We nust wait." Orun shook his head and pointed toward the rapidly approaching
rider.

"It is the rule of the road that binds all travellers to share the know edge
of any dangers that may lie in wait or tread hard upon their heels. W cannot

nmove on until | have warned that Journeyman of the Mauders' presence in the
W ndr ows. "
"But he may be one of them an outrider," Denso warned.

Orun smiled. "It is true that he is a Journeyman of Bendran but he doesn't
serve the Asiri. The Guild of Travellers belong to no naster save Thol ocus and
t he gathering of Diviners."

Harry, who had been idly watching the approaching rider while O un spoke,
suddenly clutched at Denso's arm panic hissing through his teeth. "Look, just
| ook at that nonster coming toward us. It's not a horse your Journeyman's
riding, it's . . . it's . . . it's a bloody dragon!" Harry paused a noment,
his grip tightening on Denso's arm "I don't believe what |'m seeing: it's not
possi ble. Nothing like that really exists. Pinch me, Denso, for Christ's sake
make ne wake up fromthis nightmare."

Denso stared at the huge oncoming creature, transfixed. It could have stepped
strai ght out of a book of myths and | egends, it was so real in every detail
Its arnmoured scal es shimered with a porraceous glow in the silver |ight of
dawn, clouds of vaporous steam boiled out of its nostrils and hung in



streaming msty trails fromthe corners of its cavernous nouth. There were
rows of prickly spines ridged along its powerful neck and down its |ong
sinuous tail. It even had wi ngs of shiny scales stretched tightly between

skel etal ribs and set high upon its shoul ders that napped and cl acked each
time it moved with its strange reptilian gait. It stood al most upright on its
hind | egs, its back arched beneath the weight of its saddle and two riders.
The hi gh-backed saddl e was held just behind the shoulders by a thick |eather
girth entwined with silver bindings. Sparks danced in the shadows between its
| ong curved claws, struck up fromthe bare rocks and stones as it strode
across the barren earth.

Wien it drew closer Denso heard the rattle of its breath and snelled the

sul phurous steamthat issued fromits nouth. It |ooked and snelled real enough
to him so dangerously real that he took a hasty, involuntary step backwards,
fearing that it would snmother himat any nonent with scal ding tongues of fire.
Orun | aughed softly at Denso's and Harry's apprehensi on and took a step
forward, raising his hand in a greeting and calling out his name as the huge
creature canme to a halt in a roar of billowing steamon the ridge of rock and
earth directly in front of him

"This creature you call a dragon is, in truth, a dragma, a harm ess beast of

burden that the Journeynmen of Bendran ride to ease the road. It will not harm
you. Come, greet the travellers that it carries.”
" '"Dragma,' is that what you call it?" Denso nuttered, scribbling down the

nane in his pad but hesitating to nove.

"Come on, show a little backbone,” Harry hissed in his ear as he noved
forward. "If the Waynaster says it's OK then it must be."

Denso pushed the pad back into his pocket and took a reluctant step only to
stop abruptly as the creature turned its head toward himto stare with its
cold, unblinking reptilian eyes and breathe thin streanms of hot vapour at him
He fought down the inpulse to scranble back down into the gully and run for
his life, instead forcing a thin smle and | ooking up at the two figures
perched in the high saddle on the creature's back. The Journeyman was dressed
in different clothes to Orun, his jerkin was fashi oned from darker skins and
the weave of his breeches was nuch finer but his hair was the sane col our, and
his face, hands and arnms were so heavily tattooed in the sanme way that he and
Orun coul d have been brothers. But the woman sitting behind himwas dressed
conpletely differently. She was in ordinary clothes, slacks and a cardi gan and
a top coat, she could have stepped out of any house or shop in Anmerica, or

Engl and, and she was | ooking down at the three of themw th uncertainty and
apprehension in her eyes. Harry felt the stubble on his chin and | ooked at
Denso' s di shevel | ed appearance and wondered what she mght think of them

The Journeyman | eaned forward, tapped the beast on its shoul der and called out
a word of command. It lowered its head and bent its forelegs to allow themto
di smount. The woman reluctantly followed the Journeynman to the ground but she
stayed close to the dragma's side. Orun called to the Journeyman and gri pped
his arm draw ng himaside, his words blurring with haste as he stabbed a
frantic finger back across the dark horizon-line that norning had yet to
touch. He was speaking too fast for Harry to understand what he said but he
repeat edly caught the word "Asiri" and "Mauders" and saw fear in their eyes.
"1'm Denso, Denso Al burton."”

The sound of Denso's easy drawl made Harry turn to see himintroduci ng hinself
to the wonman. She had advanced a few steps toward hi mand stopped as she tried
to prevent a bundl e of papers she was hol ding from bei ng bl own away by the
bitter wind. She | ooked up at the sound of his voice, her face breaking into a
warmsnile of relief. Harry saw she was young, perhaps in her early twenties,
she was slimw th hazel eyes and a classical English face framed by | ong
strands of copper dark hair. He could have i magi ned her in those country
magazi nes, the ones he kept in his outer office: she would be wearing a tweed
jacket and there woul d be dogs, horses and a crunbling old country house in

t he backgr ound.

"You're Anericans, aren't you?" she asked in a soft English accent that



perfectly matched her | ooks.

"Yes." Harry nodded. "I'mHarry Murmers, |'mfrom New York and Denso is from
California," he explained offering her his hand as his face broke into a
smile.

"I'"'m Mya, Mya Capthorne,” she replied, finally trapping her bundl e of papers
and fixing them nore securely under her arm She took his hand in hers. "And
I"'mvery glad to neet with some nornmal people in this wilderness. | thought |
was the only person ..." She paused and | ooked steadily at Denso. "Are you
Denso Al burton the author, the fantasy witer?"

Denso grinned and nodded. "Yes." He spread his hands out, helplessly

i ndi cating the huge dragma and the surroundi ng | andscape of barren w ndbl own
furrows. "But none of this is ny doing. | didn't invent this place—ny

i magi nati on woul d never stretch that far."

"The Waymaster we are with, Orun, burst into my office in New York and nore or
| ess ki dnapped us both," Harry interrupted.

Mya frowned, glanced across at the two travellers and noved closer to Harry
and Denso, |owering her voice before she spoke. "One monent | was in Engl and
on my way to deliver a lecture on the environnment and the next that Journeyman
whose beast we were riding appeared out of the darkness and ki dnapped ne with
some wild story about the City of Tine. | tell you at times | have been
terrified by some of the things |I've seen on this journey."

"Orun told us pretty much the same story," Denso murrmured as the two

travell ers turned and began to hurry toward them

"I think we'll have to stick with these guides for the time being. There's no
way we'd ever find our way back on our own," Harry whi spered before addi ng,
"You don't know the way back |I suppose?"

"Ch, I'mnot in any rush to get back to my research, |I'msort of | ooking
forward to seeing this City of Tine. This whole place fascinates ne, doesn't
it interest you? You know, it's like it's another existence in parallel wth
our own."

"Yes, |'mgetting enough material for a dozen books,'
| augh.

Orun and Kote burst in ampngst them "Quickly, we nust hurry. Look!"

"What on earth is that?" asked Mya, an edge of fear creeping into her voice as
she turned and saw an om nous pall of dust boiling toward them over the dawn
hori zon-line. Faintly she heard the rumble of thunder and the earth trenbled
beneat h her feet.

"Mauders!" Orun hissed, grabbing her wist and roughly pulling her down. He
herded Denso and Harry after her into the gully so that their silhouettes were
not exposed above the skyline.

"They must have seen the snoke." Harry cursed.

Kot e shouted quick commands to Lugg the dragma and then ran to join the
others, following their path and brushing out all trace of their footprints as
Oun led themalong the floor of the gully.

"Way didn't we try to escape on Lugg?" Mya asked between gaspi ng breat hs,

| ooki ng back over her shoulder to see the dragma tranpling out any signs of
where they had stood. He was thrashing the bare earth with his long tai

before he fled away to their right, appearing and di sappearing briefly before
vani shing into the di stance across the w ndbl own furrows.

"The Mauders ride the fastest beasts in Bendran. If Lugg was carrying us they
woul d overrun himbefore the sun had touched noon; but w thout our weight he
will draw themaway to the east and set the Asiri warriors on a false trail.
Hopefully he will lose themin the drifting sand-nists of Chehung," Kote told
them in hushed whi spers as they scranbled through a rocky break in the gully
wal | s.

The sound of the Mauders' gall oping beasts was getting | ouder and | ouder, the
earth shook and | oose stones and broken fl akes of rock and soil began to
tunmbl e and cascade down the steep sides of the gullies all around them O un
qui ckened his pace. They were running now at breakneck speed. He started to

| ook desperately to left and right. Wth a cry of relief he stopped and

Denso answered with a



grabbed at Denso's arm as soon as he reached hi mand pushed himtoward a
narrow over hang of rock

"Quick, hide, lie flat against the rock. Do not nmove!" He snatched at Harry,

t hrust himtoward another shall ow overhang, catapulted Mya toward a third and
sharply ordered themto lie still until the Mauders had ridden past.

Wth the speed of conjurors the two Journeynmen took out their sticks of
draweasy and drew an opaque veil of rocks, stones and dark earth across where
they lay before pressing thenselves into two shall ow depressions. In the blink
of an eye they had vani shed conpl etely beneath a tracery of scribbled stones
and rocks.

"Lie still, perfectly still, don't make a breath of sound," Kote whi spered.
Mya shifted unconfortably on the hard rocky ground. Dust and | oose pebbl es
were showering down onto her in a steady trickle fromthe shall ow overhang of
rock above her head. She blinked and gl anced up, lifting her hand to brush the
debris away and froze. She was staring straight into the open claws of a black
scorpion, armoured skin shining like polished glass: she could see each joint
and knuckle on its legs and a cluster of mnute baby scorpions clinging to its
back. Its sting was arched forward over its back, hovering an inch from her
face: the colour of death was reflected in its hard, snooth surface. She

al nost blinked, her eyelids barely noving, and the needl e sharp sting tensed,
drawi ng back slightly, as if to strike.

Terror knotted the nmuscles in her throat, paralyzing and silencing the
scream ng shout that the shock of seeing the creature had triggered. The
scream had al ready burst from her |ungs and begun rushing up her throat but
her mouth remai ned cl anped shut and the cry echoed and filled her head. She
felt an involuntary shudder of panic clutch at her bowels. The skin on her
neck and face began to prickle and crawl as if a thousand hot needl es were
touching it. She wanted to hurl herself sideways in one wild novenent away
fromthe overhang and the stab of death that was now al nost touching her cheek
but she knew that her only hope was to fight down the primeval terror that
gripped her, to stay still and calm She tried to focus, to concentrate her
whol e being on the scorpion. She was a scientist: she had studied a | ot of

zool ogy, she had to try to see it scientifically. It was twice the size of any
scorpion she had ever seen before, it was a female (she knew that by the
cluster of young clinging to its back) but she could not remenber if that nade
it all the nore dangerous or not.

Suddenly the thunder of the Mauders' dragmas was al nost on top of her. The
over hang shook violently and out of the corner of her eye she saw their huge
beasts descend and swarminto the gully. Scaly arnmoured legs mlled about only
a footstep fromwhere she lay and curved claws scraped and churned up the

| oose rocks and earth around her. She heard | oud voi ces shouting and cursing
and the air was full of the cracking of whips. The thin curtain of draweasy
that Kote had hastily drawn to hide her trenbled and shook and a stone kicked
up by a dragma's claw struck the curtain and began to tear it and reveal her
Mya lay rigid. Her nuscles cranped in terror as she continued to stare at the
scorpion, willing it with all her mind not to strike. It opened its claws on
either side of her nose. She could stand it no |onger, she had to shut out the
mlling dragmas, the dust and the noise. She blinked her eyes tightly shut,

her face contracting in anticipation of the searing pain. But nothing
happened. The sounds and the shouts of the Mauders and their beasts in the
gully grew fainter. Steeling her courage she opened her eyes the nerest
fraction. The roof of the overhang was enpty. The scorpi on had vani shed.

"Mya, it is safe now. The Mauders have gone."

Kote's voice close to her ear nade her junp and broke the paralysis that had
gri pped her. In one desperate novenent she threw herself away fromthe
overhang. Tears of relief streaned down her face, she trenbled fromhead to
foot and beads of sweat oozed from between her clenched fingers. Slowy she
clinmbed onto her knees and began to talk.

"There was a— Before she could finish Kote spun her round and struck her a

vi ol ent gl anci ng bl ow on her shoul der, knocking away the bl ack scorpion that



clung to her coat and sending it to the ground.

"Holy shit!" Denso gasped, |eaping backwards as the scorpion turned toward him
and then suddenly changed direction before scuttling away into the cover of

t he rocks.

"I't's only a scorpion, Denso," Harry munbl ed, "Arachni da Centruroides, but
I've never seen one that large before. It nust be the size of a crayfish," he
added as he watched it vani sh anongst the rocks.

"I don't care what fancy nanmes you give it: one stab fromits sting and |"'I

bet you'd be as dead as nutton," Denso snhapped back

"It's a female," Mya answered flatly, recovering her conposure, "and there are
ten baby scorpions on her back, but | don't think she'll attack you unl ess you
provoke her."

"How do you know that? How can you be so sure?" Denso demanded.

"Because she was sharing ny hiding place with nme," Mya answered, |ooking up at
Denso's stark white face as she brushed the dust fromthe sleeve of her coat.
"You . . . you were that close?" The words were barely a whisper, his lips
trenbling as he spoke.

Mya rai sed her right hand and opened her thumb and first finger until they
were about two inches apart. "C ose enough to have asked her the nanes of al
her young if | had wanted to." She smiled at his obvious disconfort.

"Tread with care, all of you: they infest these barren |ands. Only fools would
jest about a scuttlebore sting." Kote's gruff warning wiped the snmle from
Mya's face.

"Come, we have nmany | eagues to travel if we are to reach journey's end by
nightfall,"” Orun commanded, striking out due west. He led the way forward with
the norning sun shining warmy on his back

"I don't want to spend another night out in the open now!| knowit's crawing
with scorpions,” Denso nmuttered, hurrying after the Waymaster

"WIl the Mauders cone back | ooking for us?" Mya asked Kote, an edge of
concern in her voice. "Or will they keep follow ng Lugg? Have we really given
themthe slip?"

Kot e paused on the top of a furrow and | ooked round to watch the shrinking
dust cl oud vani shing toward the drifting sand-m sts of Chehung. He wondered if
t he Mauders woul d be fool enough to follow Lugg's trail into the sand msts
and shrugged. "Nothing is certain, Mya, and yet everything is possible."

"But Lugg," she pressed. "WII| he be safe with those warriors on his heel s?

How wi || he ever find us again?"
Kot e | aughed and dropped back behind the others, brushing out their tracks as
he foll owed. "We have traveled ten thousand | eagues together, he and I, and it

is said that a dragma never forgets a footstep so he probably knows the way to
everywhere far better than | do. But " He paused, swallow ng the fears
that were crowding to the edge of his tongue.

He sensed that it would be better to keep from Mya the certai n danger that
Lugg woul d be in once he entered the sand-nists. The sand-dunes woul d be
changed and Lugg, weary from his headl ong rush across the Wndrows of Thorn
would be likely to lose his way and perhaps stunble into a settlenment. O he
nm ght even be seen by one of the Chenos, the stone giants who wandered the
Chehung, grinding the rocks and stone to a fine gritty powder that they m xed
with the blood of living creatures to build their fragile towers. He had
conmanded Lugg to lead the Mauders into the sand-mists so that they would
becorme | ost and bl under sensel essly anobngst the sand-towers, tranpling them
until the stone giants would raise such a stormof rage that the Asiri's nen
woul d never escape alive.

"But?" Mya frowned, glancing back to Kote, "I heard doubt in your voice."
Kote | ooked up. "In all ny journeyings, Mya Capthorne, | have never travelled
such a dangerous road as this. | fear for all of us."

Mya fell silent, then hurried forward to walk with Harry. He sensed her fall
into step beside himand turned his head toward her, his eyes softening into a
guestioning smle.

"I don't know about you but I'mdammed if | understand what this journey's al



about. Did that Journeynan, the one with the dragon, tell you rmuch? Did he
gi ve you any idea why he kidnapped you?" he asked in a quiet voice so that he
didn't attract Rote's or Oun's attention

"Yes, he told me a little." She nodded noving cl oser and keepi ng her voice to
a whi sper as she answered. "At first he kept repeating a wild story about sone
i mm nent disaster and said that Thol ocus, O ock-nmaster of Eternity, needed ny
presence at a Grand Council in the City of Tine. O course | didn't believe a
word of it then, what with the terror of being ki dnapped and everything: al
nmy thoughts were concentrated on trying to escape.”

"But what do you think now?" Harry asked. "Now that you're here, wherever
"here' is, nowthat you' re on the wong side of the walls of reality?"

Mya thought for a nonment and then |aughed softly. "Right now |'d believe
anyt hi ng that appears in front of ne, anything. Wich for a scientist, |
suppose, is a pretty rash statenent " She paused, frowning, and brushed
at the stray strands of hair that had fallen across her face. "The thing is,
everything here defies sense. It makes a nonsense of the environment we |live
in doesn't it? There are dragons that breathe fire, Journeynen with living
maps tattooed on their skin, nountain spires that actually do touch the sky,
and a land of drifting sand-msts. It's as if we have stepped into a place of
living nyths and | egends yet it's all real enough to touch.”

"Yes, it's frighteningly real," Harry echoed in agreement. "It's the sort of
worl d that Denso peoples in his imagination and so brilliantly describes in
his novels. | tell you it was quite a shock arriving in the Crystal Swanps and

some of the nonstrous creatures we have encountered you just wouldn't believe!
And we just don't know what's under the next footstep."

Mya gl anced up and sniled as she saw that Denso was keeping close to Orun's
side and asking hima constant stream of questions, witing hurriedly as he
stunbl ed al ong beside him

Harry grinned. "I think the real world sonmetimes frightens Denso a little:
that's why his fantasies are so good-they're a place he can escape into from
reality. He's not fond of creepy crawies, but he knows that he's soaking up
enough material through the soles of his shoes on this journey to wite a
whol e new series of books."

"I think we'll all be able to wite a book at the end of this adventure," Ma
answered and they both trudged along in silence with the nmorning sun climnbing
stiflingly toward the zenith.

"You know, it's strange," Mya murnured, swallow ng to ease the dryness in her

throat. She licked at her cracked |ips before she could continue. "I have been
unofficially conpiling a doonsday report for the |last couple of years based on
bi zarre happeni ngs, supernatural phenomena and ani mal behavi our, 1inking them

with simlar patterns that have occurred throughout history—the sort of things
t hat have gi ven peopl e warni ng of inpending disasters |ike fam nes and

pl agues. Al ny findings indicate that we are teetering on the edge of sone
enornous catastrophe. | wonder if all that research has anything to do with ny
bei ng here?" Thoughtfully, she pushed the crunpled and creased bundl e of
papers nore securely into her coat pocket.

"I's that the report?"

Mya nodded. "I thought that Rote's face at ny w ndow was an omen, a warni ng
that | should read the doonsday report in Masters' Hall rather than the
official one that | had prepared on pollution, the one that ny professor was
expecting to hear."

"Could I see it?" he asked quickly.

"Yes, of course, but it's only a rough draft."”

Harry smiled to hinself. Listening to Mya had jogged his nenory. Orun had said
t hi ngs about time running out and a huge catastrophe when he had first burst
into his office. He wondered if there was a connection

"Good God, ny legs feel as though they're turning to jelly and I've got a
splitting headache,”" Mya nuttered as they reached the crest of another ridge
and began the long stunbling descent.

"I'f we don't stop soon we'll drop from exhaustion." Harry called out to O un,



aski ng hi mwhen they were going to rest, but the Waynmaster nerely called back
"soon. "

He gl anced down at his watch and shook it. The hands were pointing to 8:30
A.M The harsh sun was al nost directly overhead, shortening and intensifying
their hurrying shadows. He followed the second hand as it travel ed around the
wat ch-face, then found his pul se and began to count as the second hand marked
off the time. He frowned. It didn't nake sense: this was the npbst expensive,
reliable chrononeter he had ever bought and it had never |ost nmore than five
seconds in all the years he had owned it: yet now it was running slowy.

Either that or his heart was beating at twice its normal rate.

Orun stopped suddenly in the bottomof a gully and announced that they would
now rest. Denso searched the ground minutely, gingerly turning over every

| oose stone and rock to check that there were no scorpions or any other
craw i ng i nsects before he sank down to the ground. Mya sighed with relief and
fl opped down beside him too weary to care what the rocks m ght conceal. Harry
followed the Waymaster's clinb to the next ridge where he stood watching the
di stant horizon shimering with the noon-day heat, searching for any sign of

t he Mauders. Then he cane slowy back to where they sat.

"Is time different here?" he asked.

"The sun and nmoon mark the travelers' time wherever we are,” Oun replied.

"No, | didn't mean that kind of tinme." Harry tried to explain, lifting his arm
close to their faces to show themthe watch. "It was evening in Manhattan when
we clinbed through that Doorcrack and evening when we arrived in the Crystal
Swanps: in fact that journey only took about ten minutes. My watch
corresponded with the sunrise this norning but since then it has been | osing
time and it has never done that before." He paused and shook it vigorously.
Orun and Kote stared at the small flat dial with its black nunmeral s and novi ng
second hand. Orun's eyes narrowed and his breath hissed through his teeth in
al arm as he exam ned the time-piece.

"By what magic do you wear this mark of nmortality?" he cried, stepping
backwards and raising his hand to shield his face.

Kote retreated with the Waynaster, his face paling beneath the mass of vivid

tattoos that covered it. "It is ill-luck to | ook upon a synmbol of nortality,"”
he whi spered.

"But . . . but it's only a wistwatch," Harry protested taking a step toward
them "Look, it tells the tinme. It..." He fell silent, letting his armfall to

his side, realizing that neither Orun nor Kote had noticed his watch before as
it lay hidden beneath his shirtsleeves and his heavy winter coat. Cbviously it
held a conpletely different, sonmehow sinister, significance for them but
what ?

He tried again, drawi ng back his sleeve. "In our world a watch or clock
nmeasures the hours and mnutes, dividing the day into . "

"You are wong, Quardian: the sun's shadow divi des the day,'
with conviction.

"Where have you seen these things before?" Harry asked. "You nust recognize
this to fear it so nuch."

Kot e spoke in a hushed whisper. "They are as nunmerous as wayside thistles in

Orun answer ed

the City of Tine, but you will never see them beyond the first Veil of Secrets
and we are forbidden to | ook upon themor enter the Halls of Hours where they
are kept."

"No! You are a fool to utter such words lest they bring ill luck to our

journey!™ Orun cried, turning sharply on the Journeyman.

Denso and Mya had risen to their feet and noved cl oser at the sound of the
heat ed voices fromthe top of the ridge. Harry glanced down to them and
explained, "All | did was ask Orun about the difference in the tinme here and
show hi m ny watch because it's running slow. He's acting as though I'm
carrying some sort of evil talisman around my wi st "

Harry paused, indicated the other two and, raising his voice, said, "In our
wor | d al nost everyone wears a watch. It is how we tell the tinme."

"They're nothing to be afraid of." Mya snmiled as she and Denso both drew back



their sleeves to reveal their wi stwatches.

Kote covered his eyes and Orun cried out before delving into one of the

| eat her pouches that hung fromhis belt. He drew out a handful of reed-grass
and tossed it into the air above his head to protect them against the
ill-1uck.

"Foll ow, follow, before bad onmens overwhelmus all!" he shouted, hurrying
forward across the barren | andscape.

"Snowi ng them your watch wasn't a clever nove, was it?" Denso snapped between
gasping breaths as he scranbled to keep up with the Waynaster who ignored his
entreaties and strode silently ahead. "See what you have done!" he cried.
"Orun won't reveal anything about his fears to me now. "

Harry shrugged. "OK, it was a nmistake, I'msorry." He dropped in |Iine behind
Denso. Any one of them could have made that sinple m stake. Discovering that
their guides were alnost certainly illiterate had been fairly easy, but how
could they possibly have known that they had a taboo about cl ocks and wat ches?
He sighed, fell into step with Mya and they trudged on in silence.

The ground beneath their feet began to rise, the bl eak featurel ess | andscape
of rock and earth changing gradually into undulating hills of coarse, dark
grass. WIld flowers grew everywhere giving the swelling sweep of hills

spl ashes of vibrant colour. There were trees in the distance, their tal
solitary trunks etched agai nst the skyline. The air grew still and hot and the
sun vani shed behi nd shrouds of gray nist which enfolded themin utter silence.
"Join hands or you will |ose the way. W are passing through the first Veil of
Secrets,” Oun cried, tearing up a handful of the coarse grass and winding it
around his hand before he reluctantly grasped Denso's hand in his. "To ward
off the evil," he nuttered, striding forwards again.

"What is the Veil of Secrets?" Denso tried to ask, but the Waymaster nerely
shrugged and hurried on, turning to left and right as though follow ng a
clearly-marked road through the nist.

Mya stunbl ed on an unseen outcrop of rock, lost Harry's hand and woul d have
fallen had not Kote rescued her. He nunbl ed sonethi ng beneath his breath and
hel ped her back onto her feet, his dark eyes flashing a snmile as they net

hers. She felt her cheeks flush a little and thanked hi m qui ckly as she took a
firmer grip on Harry's hand.

The ground became steeper and nore difficult to clinmb. Huge boul ders and

j agged overhangs nmerged into a solid wall of cliffs that barred their way.
Orun stopped, seem ng |ost and undecided as to which way to |l ead them He

twi sted his head fromside to side and pressed his ears against the cold, wet,
nossy stone as if listening for sonmething. He glared at Harry and nuttered
darkly about the power of evil omens. He had never once lost his way in al

his previous journeys. He reached into his pouch and grasped anot her handf ul

of reed grass, whispering magic rhynmes over it before tossing it high into the
air. He watched it drift away to the right and vanish in the mist. Turning, he
skirted the rocks to the right with renewed purpose and uttered a cry of
relief when he found a dark narrow, alnost vertical, fissure in the rock-face.
"Quickly, follow ne up Thol ocus' stairs," he called disappearing into the dark
crack.

Denso hesitated, peering into the bl ackness.

"Here, let me lead the way," Harry muttered inpatiently edging past him He
stubbed the toe of his shoe on sonething in the gl oomand spraw ed forward
striking his shins painfully on the sharp stone edges. "G ve me your lighter

| can't see a thing in here," he called back to Denso.

He flicked it on. The long, thin flame danced around the wick illuminating a
steep, narrow flight of stone steps that |ed upward, twi sting and turning as
they foll owed what | ooked like a natural fault in the rock

"Stay close behind nme," Harry whi spered, snapping the lighter shut and passing
it back to Denso before feeling his way up the steps.

The worn stone stairway nmust have been built for giants, for each step was
vast. It was also treacherously slippery, covered in thick |ayers of lichen
and noss, and in places so narrow that he had to turn sideways to squeeze



hi nsel f upward through the gaps. After counting twenty steps he paused and
heard the nuffl ed scraping and | aboured breaths fromthe others bel ow hi m
Satisfied that they were safe, he noved on and suddenly the stairway opened
out into wide, rocky | edges. He clinbed quickly across themtoward O un who
was waiting inpatiently and crouched on his haunches to catch his breath.
Ahead the m st had vani shed and the hot afternoon sun beat down fiercely. He
gl anced back to see that the Wndrows of Thorn were still conpletely hidden in
shrouds of mist.

Denso and Mya enmerged fromthe stairway to join himand together they
scranbl ed up onto the |ast |edge. None of themuttered a word as they stared
open-mout hed at the eaves of the dark forest that stretched out in front of
themas far as they could see in both directions.

"Look," Mya whispered, finding her voice first. "Look at those trees: | think
they' re moving."

Al three of themstared out at the inpenetrable wall of trees. Tall elnms and
sl ender silver birch, rowan, pine and sycanore all grew so closely together
that their trunks al nbost touched. They seenmed to sway as if a sudden gust of
wi nd had passed anmpongst them and their branches were noving, intertw ning and
rubbing noisily together. But it was inpossible. The air was still—there
hadn't been a breath of wind strong enough even to ruffle Mya's hair.

Orun watched fear of the trees grow large in their eyes and knew that he nust
gi ve them courage. "You stand before the second and final Veil on the Verge of
Drasatt that shrouds the City of Tine. It is a place of shadows and hal f - seen
t hi ngs, of whispers in the dark that search out the weaknesses in nen's
hearts. Stay cl ose together and touch nothing. Do not stray fromthe path that
| tread for you."

"Are those trees alive? WII they hurt us?" Mya called out, but O un turned
away fromthem and di sappeared through a gap that appeared between the trunks.
"Dam you, Waymaster, why don't you answer nme?" she shouted angrily, taking a
hurried step backward as the branches closest to her thrashed w ldly against
each ot her.

"Orun fears the synbol upon your arm that is why he will not speak to you or
| ook at you and why he hurries this journey to its end."

Kote's voice made all three of themturn sharply toward hi mbut he stepped
away fromthem quickly averting his eyes. Harry al nost |aughed out |oud. A
wistwatch as a powerful talisman—t was absurd, conpletely ridicul ous. Mya
saw his reaction and frowned, silencing himw th a qui ck shake of her head.
"Do you fear us, Kote? Do you think we will cause this journey to fail?" she
asked softly.

Kot e swal | owed and wung his powerful hands together. "Yes, no, ny mind is in
turmoil . . ." He |l ooked up and for the nmerest second held Mya's gaze before

| ooki ng away. "You must follow quickly," he ordered brusquely to cover his
confusion. "The trees will not harmyou if you do not touch them"

"It |ooks very dark and dangerous in there to nme. | don't know whether to
trust them" Denso answered, hesitating to nove forward.

"I don't think either of our guides would knowingly |ead us into danger after
all they have gone through to deliver us to Tholocus and the Cty of Tine, do
you?" Mya retorted a little angrily. There had been sonething in Kote's eyes,
some hi dden spark, that rmade her |leap to his defence.

"Come on, I'll lead the way," Harry offered, breaking the tension and novi ng
toward the gap between the trees where Orun had di sappeared. He called over
hi s shoul der as he wal ked on, "There's no point in standing there al
afternoon: we couldn't find our way back even if we wanted to."

Denso nuttered sonething under his breath and reluctantly followed him Ma

gl anced at Kote and then slowy moved forward. Darkness and a whi spering wall
of silence enfolded her. The ground beneath her feet felt soft and springy for
there was a thick carpet of pine needles and | eaf nold that deadened the sound
of her footsteps. Inside the edge of the forest the trees grew further apart,
their massive trunks soaring upward as straight as cathedral columms to

di sappear anongst the tangle of |eafy branches. Shadowy creatures noved



between the trees: half-glinpsed stags, nountain-lions and bears twenty feet
tall. She couldn't quite nake them out and the nore she tried to | ook at them
the nore they nelted into the shadows. Wth a quickening stride she caught up
with Harry and Denso.

"I think there are animals prowing all around us,"

she hissed. "Huge bears

and . L

"What the hell...?" Denso cried suddenly, |eaping forward and dropping to his
knees, clutching at the top of his head.

"A branch ... a branch reached down and tried to grab at me," he stuttered

hysterically, glancing fearfully upward at the dark mass of whi spering wood.
"Do not be alarned," Kote called out softly froma few footsteps behind them
"The trees are nerely feeling, touching the truth that lies within you. Wl k
on, walk on."

"I don't call that 'touching the truth': they nearly tore ny hair out!" Denso
grunbl ed, raking his fingers through his hair.

"That's probably because they had to dig pretty deep," Harry nurmured, nasking
a grin as he helped himup. The trees frightened Harry but he was damed if he
was going to showit.

"I thought | saw huge beasts hiding anongst the trees. There! Look over
there!" Mya whispered fearfully to the Journeyman as she pointed away to the
ri ght.

Kote sniled, averting his eyes as he shook his head. "You glinpsed your own
fears, Mya. The shadows in this forest reflect the things you hide wthin your
heart."

Denso suddenly cried out and spun round, his eyes wide with terror as he
tightened his grip on Harry's arm "Harry, Harry, for God's sake. W' re going
to be crushed to death!"

"What do you see? Where is it?" Harry hissed, staring into the enpty shadowy
dar kness between the tree trunks.

"There are crowds of people, shadowy figures swarmng all around us, closing
in. Can't you see then?" Denso's voice was shrill with panic and he raised his
armas if to ward themoff.

"There's nothing there," Harry whi spered. "Nothing but the swaying trees."
Denso | owered his arm and blinked before slowy turning his head.

"It nust be an illusion. Qur imaginations are playing tricks,"” Mya mnurmured,
nmovi ng closer to the other two. "Kote says the shadows refl ect our innernost
fears but they | ook real enough to ne."

"Look, there's light in that gap between the trees. Let's get out of here as
qui ckly as we can." Denso strode off in the direction that the Waymaster had

t aken.

"I don't see any light ahead, do you?" Harry frowned, hurrying after him

"No," Mya answered. "But at least we're going in the right direction. | can
see the Waymaster a few paces ahead of Denso."
"Yes, and he nust be real, he can't be an illusion, | can see himtoo."

They qui ckly caught up with Denso and wal ked on in silence, focusing on the
ground in front of themand followi ng a broad well-trodden path through the
trees. They shivered a little and shrank away fromthe fingery touch of the
branches that reached down for them

"What did you see in the shadows?" Mya asked quietly.

"Not hi ng," Harry answered with an edge of nmisery in his voice. "There was
not hi ng between the trees but an endl ess enptiness."”

Mya gl anced up into his eyes and saw the nmisery of his vision etched there.
"You fear being alone. Is that what your vision neant?"

Harry nodded bl eakly, hunching his shoul ders as he trudged on

The I and rose nore steeply. Ferns and bracken grew in thick profusion on
either side of the path, shafts of sunlight filtering down to break up the
gl oom

"Listen," Mya whispered against the stifling silence. "I think I can hear
rushi ng water sonewhere ahead. Can you hear it?"

Harry and Denso both lifted their heads to listen



"Ah, yes," breathed Denso as he caught the faint tunbling roar of water.

"Yes, | can hear it too," Harry added.

"Ch good." Mya smiled, running her tongue over her dry and cracked lips. "It
must be real if we can all hear it. | amso thirsty and | was afraid it m ght
be only in ny inmagination."

The path began to twi st and turn. The banks on either side were speckled with
prinroses and they could glinpse sheer craggy spires of rock between the
straight pine trees. The air was |lighter and heady with the scent of resin and
wild flowers. The sounds of rushing water grew | ouder and |ouder, a cold m st
danpened their faces and rai nbows shimrered in the shafts of sunlight. The
path entered a dark and narrow gully and the roar of cascading water and their
hurrying footsteps echoed all around them They rounded a sharp corner and

st opped abruptly. Before them Orun stood waiting, his hands on his hips.

Behi nd hima narrow stone bridge stretched out in a single span across the
great white wall of water that thundered and boiled down into a bottonl ess
chasmto be lost in clouds of spray. The surface of the bridge was barely two
footsteps wide and it | ooked slippery and treacherous. They coul d see through
the haze of nist and spray that there was no handrail to guide or check the
fall of a light-headed traveller.

"Ch no, | couldn't. |I hate heights, | will never be able to cross that
bridge." Denso was shaking his head and retreati ng even before Orun had opened
hi s nout h.

Kot e checked himw th strong hands. "The way is safe. Watch carefully."

Orun untied the fastening fromtwo of the heavy | eather pouches that hung from
his belt and withdrew two | ong sil ken cords. These he attached to two iron
rings screwed into posts at the foot of the bridge. Hol ding one in either hand
he wal ked out, trailing the cords behind himand vani shed into the m st and
spray. Monents later, the cords were pulled as taut as bowstrings and the
Waymast er reappeared. He stopped in the center of the bridge and waved, then
he grasped the cord on the left with both hands and threw his wei ght agai nst
it.

Mya cried out in terror and covered her eyes. Harry gasped, a cold shiver
tingling down his spine as he waited for the Waymaster to plunge to his death.
Denso stared open-nouthed, his voice paralyzed with the horror of it all. The
cord gave a little, then tightened, pushing Orun into the center of the

bri dge. He | aughed and then threw his weight to the right. The cord stil

refused to let himfall. He shouted eagerly to the others and beckoned for
themto foll ow

"It is safe. You will not fall if you grasp the rope with each hand and foll ow
ne. "

Al three of them hesitated. The bridge | ooked far too dangerously narrow. Ma
turned and gl anced anxi ously back toward Kote. For once he held her gaze and
shout ed against the roar of the waterfall. "Go, | would never let you set a
footstep into danger."

She knew from his eyes that he spoke the truth. She sniled, turned back and
grasped a rope in either hand, swallow ng gingerly as she felt her way out,
step by step across the chasm The taut ropes vibrated in the drifting m st
and seened to sing a whispering, haunted nel ody that guided her, although her
eyes were tightly shut. She felt Harry and Denso as they grasped the cords
behi nd her and heard Orun's voi ce above the roar of the water urging them on
Her feet skidded and slipped. She cried out but forced down the dizziness that
al nost overwhel ned her and kept moving. Strong hands suddenly grasped her
wists and pulled her forward. The ground beneath her feet was rough: she

bl i nked and opened her eyes and saw that she had safely crossed the bridge.
Breathing a sigh of relief, she turned to see Harry and Denso reach the end of
the bridge with Kote following them Oun un-knotted the cords and gave them a
sharp tug. They flew toward his hands in neat, coiled | oops which he easily
stowed away in the pouches on his belt. Mving between them he clinbed a
dozen stone steps and beckoned themto follow.

"You have crossed the Verge of Drasatt and reached journey's end," he called,



sweeping his hand out across the Gty of Time that lay in eveni ng shadows
bel ow t hem

The Halls of Hours

MYA shaded her eyes with her hand to protect against the rays of the sunset
and slowy followed the sweep of the Waymaster's fingers.

"It's so beautiful," she sighed softly, a smile touching her |ips as her gaze
took in the crowded roofs of bleached tiles, the high archways and cl assica
porti cos.

The City of Tine lay bel ow, wrapped in soft nisty shadows and touched by the
crinmson colours of the dying sun. There was such a profusion of angles, curves
and shadows to assault the eye but sonmehow they bl ended into perfect
architectural harnony.

"It's as though we are | ooking down on fragnments of everything ever created by
man, " Denso excl ai ned, breaking into Mya's thoughts. "Look: there's parts of

t he Parthenon, the Col ossus, Roman arenas. There's a tenple froman Incan
city, some pyramds and it's . " Denso paused, searching for words.

"It's as if all antiquity is crowded together down there," Harry offered.

"Yes, yes, of course." Denso frowned. "But it's nmore than that: | ook across to
the furthest rimof the city, look, there, | think there are sonme nodern
bui I di ngs. Can you see?"

"Why, yes," Mya answered slowy. "You're right, there's a cluster of
skyscrapers and what | ooks |ike Sydney Opera House: and | ook, there's a castle
and a cathedral alnost lost in their shadows."

"It feels really odd standing here | ooking down on a living blueprint of

hi story," Denso murnured.

"It doesn't look very alive to ne. The streets are conpletely deserted." Harry
| aughed uneasily.

"What do you think those towers are?" Mya wondered al oud, pointing to a series
of soaring, white, pencil-thin spires that stood on the rimof the city.
"They're conpletely different to everything el se down there."

"Those are the Towers of Tinme where the Diviners dwell,” Orun nmuttered darkly,
in a barely-heard whisper, his eyes clouding with fear. "And the tallest, the
one shadowed agai nst the sunset, is the spire of Thol ocus, C ockmaster of
Eternity.'

As the Waymaster said "C ockmaster of Eternity" Harry's head snapped up and he
swung sharply around toward him

"C ockmaster. Thol ocus the O ockmaster. What do you nmean by that?"

Orun held Harry's gaze for a |l ong nonent as he turned the question over and
over in his head. Finally he shrugged. "It is his title, just as | ama
Waymaster and Kote is a Journeynan."

"But what do you nean by the word ' ockmaster'?" Harry pressed.

Mya stood close to Harry and before Orun could gather his breath to find an
answer she interrupted, "What does the word nean here in the City of Tine?
What is a cl ock?"

Orun | ooked bl ankly at her and Kote spoke for him "Legends say that the clock
is the windspring that neasures lives and that it lies in the very centre of
the City of Tine in a squat circular tower, but none save Thol ocus and the
councils of the wise have ever seen it." Kote fell silent, his |lips trenbling,
his face showi ng deadly white in the gathering darkness.

Mya had a thousand questions on the tip of her tongue but she hesitated,
sensing that he had already said nore than he should. Instead she thanked him
with a smle before turning thoughtful eyes to the | engtheni ng shadows t hat
were swallowing up the Gty of Time, advancing as silently and relentlessly as
a flood tide across barren nmudflats. Wy, she wondered, had this O ockmaster
woven such a web of mysteries around these nagical |ands? Wiy had he kept the
peopl e so ignorant? There was no literature, only nyth and | egend to nourish
their histories. It seenmed that their past was kept alive in travellers' tales
at the fireside and even tine itself was only understood at its npst



rudi mentary |l evel by the shortening of a shadow.

"Come, you mrust hurry, Tholocus awaits you in his high tower!"™ Orun's rasping
voi ce broke into her specul ations.

Denso called out, "How long will it take us to get to this tower?"

"It is aswift night's journey away," Orun replied inpatiently. He edged
toward the road that I ed down to the city.

"But we've been marching all day and ny head's splitting with this terrible
headache. Why can't we rest here and finish the journey in the norning?" Denso
insisted, planting his hands firmly on his hips.

"I don't feel too good either,"” Harry agreed.

Mya nodded too. "I don't think any of us feel up to carrying on."

Orun's eyes narrowed with anger and frustration.

H s fists clenched and uncl enched as he tried to riddle out a way to nmake them
follow him Then he shrugged and turned away fromthem calling across his
shoul der as he left, "Fromhere your road is easy and plain to see. Rest and
sleep well, I will go ahead and inform Thol ocus that you are resting with a
nest of scuttlebores as a pillow"

"Scuttl ebores?" Denso cried, stamping his feet and | ooking all about him the
color draining fromhis face. The nenory of the scorpion that had shared Mya's
hi di ng place was still vivid in his mnd. "Wait! Wait a mnute!" he shouted
maki ng the Waymaster pause and turn back with a triunmphant grin on his face.
"Come on you two, the Waymaster's right, it's probably best to finish the
journey now rather than hang around here all night."

Denso hurried to where Orun was stooping on the verge of the road, searching
for sonething in the unkenpt undergrowth. The Waynmaster rose with a grunt of
triunmph clutching a gl owbright sphere in both hands. He tapped the |eft-hand
one and as it began to gl ow he passed it across to Denso. "Tread with care,
avert your eyes fromthe synbols of nortality that litter the wayside on the
outer edges of the city, and do not disturb them" he warned, lifting his own
glowbright to illum nate the road as he noved forward.

Harry pressed the palms of his hands against his tenples but nothing seenmed to
relieve the band of tightening pain. "Well, | suppose we had better get this
journey finished," he sighed.

"Wait," Harry said, stopping suddenly and turning his head to catch at the
persistent murmuring sound rising up fromthe darkened city on the night w nd.
"Do you know what that sound reminds me of? It's as though we are hearing the

tick tick tick of mllions of clocks, all marking out their own rhythm of
tinme."

Mya paused beside himand listened. "Yes, that's exactly what it sounds |ike
and . . . and ... in the background, can you hear, the sound of all the tiny

grains of sand trickling through endl ess hour-gl asses? Now that you' ve focused
my attention on it how could I not have heard it before?" After a nonment's
pause she | aughed. "I can just inmagine this Cockmaster we are going to

nmeet —he' Il be constantly running round and round the City of Time, his coat
tails flying, as he tries to keep all those cl ocks wound up!"

Harry started to laugh with her and then stopped, a frown darkening his
forehead. "But why so nmany clocks? What are they all for?"

Mya shrugged: the picture of all those cl ocks seenmed so far-fetched. "I don't
know, perhaps he just hates being late."

Harry was about to answer when Kote stepped in front of them and turned,
hol di ng up his clenched fists. Soft |ight appeared shining out between each
finger as he thrust themtoward them "Light for your road," he said, opening
his hands to reveal a mass of brilliantly gl ow ng creatures.

"What the hell?" Harry excl ai ned, stepping backwards in shock

"They are only gl owworns, they won't hurt you." Mya smiled, taking sonme from
Kote's right hand and cl osing her own hand around them gently.

"Ugh, they feel hot and they | ook |ike enornmous caterpillars.” Harry's face
tightened with revul sion as he watched the gl owworms wiggle outwards across
hi s hands.

"Cl ose your hand around them don't |let them escape, or they w |l netanorphose



into | ethal gl owwasps. This place is full of surprises, isn't it?" Ma
excl ai med.

"No, thanks." Harry answered, quickly passing the gl ow-worns back to Kote.
"I'd rather carry a glowbright if I can find one." He searched the
undergrowth, quickly found one and nmade it glowwith white |ight before he
fell into step with Ma.

They | engthened their stride to catch up with Denso and began the |ong,

wi ndi ng descent to the city. Mya glanced to left and right and kept | ooking
toward the dark overhangi ng trees, straggling bushes and unkenpt undergrowt h.
She frowned. "I don't know if nmy eyes are deceiving ne but | think there are

t he oddest things hanging up around us: they |ook Iike clocks, sundials,

pendul uns—al | sorts of timepieces hanging fromevery twig and branch. There
are others scattered all across the ground and the sound we heard fromthe rim
of the valley is getting |ouder, can you hear it?"

"It's unbelievable," Harry gasped, alnmost stunmbling and falling as he stared
about him He noved to the edge of the road and peered into the undergrow h.

"I don't believe it, just ook at all these clocks and watches! Denso, Denso,
cone here and | ook at what we have found."

"What ? What is it?" Denso hissed in alarmand he stopped and turned toward the
ot her two.

"No! You must not | ook upon the synbols of nortality!"

The Waymaster turned in panic and clutched at Denso's arm "Your fate m ght be
mrrored in any one of their pale faces. Look only ahead. Look to the high
tower silhouetted against the stars. Look toward your journey's end!"

Denso hesitated and pull ed agai nst the Wayrmaster's strong grip, then |aughed
out |l oud as he caught sight of the clock dials, penduluns and other artefacts
of time that adorned the trees and undergrowth around them "But they are only
ti mepi eces. They cannot possibly harmyou." He | aughed.

"You are a fool to | ook upon them Don't you realize that it is death to
glinpse your own reflection?" Orun's voice boiled with fear and anger and his
grip tightened on Denso's arm forcefully pulling himforward.

"Mya, the Waymaster is right. It is nadness to tenpt fate. Please do not | ook
upon the glistening faces," Kote spoke urgently, his voice pleading with her
to nmove on.

Harry hesitated. There was something about the litter of tinepieces beyond the
verge that nade himwant to take a closer |ook. He glanced after the others as
t hey noved away and he heard Kote shout to himto hurry but his voice | acked
any real concern. Harry knew that he was only there by accident and that
neither of the guides really gave a damm for his welfare. "I'mcom ng!" he
shouted after them deliberately turning his back on the road and carefully

pi cking his way between the profusion of artefacts that filled the
under gr ow h.

He stopped abruptly when he cane to a broad area strewn with di scarded
hour gl asses and broken sundials Iying in carel ess heaps. He crouched down,
hel d up the glowbright to cast a better |ight across the junbled scene and
began to examne the sundials. They were covered in a fine layer of white dust
that shrouded the letters and nunmbers carved on the stone dials beneath. Harry
brushed at the flat face of the closest dial with his fingertips and found a
thin, black shadow had been etched deeply into the surface precisely

di ssecting an hour and a minute. Strangely, this dial cast no shadow however
carefully Harry held the light fromthe gl owbright. He | ooked at the rows of
letters and numeral s beneath the etched shadow and realized that they were
witten in ancient Geek, a |anguage he had studied at school. He stared at
the junble of script: it had been years since he had translated any G eek and
the cogs in his mnd were rusted with disuse. He blinked and concentrated and
he traced the letters as he read, "Carperius," followed by the nunerals for
the year 823. Beneath the nane and date there were small letters that were
eroded and badly defaced as though the stonemason had tried to alter them and
he coul dn't deci pher nore than "R*" "H' and "Q"

Harry rose to his feet, |ooking over at the other broken sundials in the pile,



saw t hat each one had a nanme, a date and a place engraved upon it. He cast his
eyes slowy across the carel ess heaps of stone that stretched away into the
darkness and his breath whistled between his teeth. "There nust be thousands,
hundreds of thousands, of them"™ he rmurnured, noving back toward the road.

He paused for a while on the edge of a field of forgotten hourgl asses. Sone
were tall, sone squat and others were beautiful pieces that enconpassed all a
gl assblower's skill. He put the gl owbright on the ground and picked up one of
t he hourgl asses. He discovered that, for sone reason, the sand had never
finished trickling through the slender neck and almbst two thirds of it

remai ned trapped in the top section of the glass. Harry shook it and turned it
over but the sand was petrified and he could not dislodge a single grain. He
cl eaned the dusty glass with his sleeve and found a strange set of

hi er ogl yphi cs that he assuned nmust be a nane and a date etched across the line
of sand. Harry frowned, thoughtfully replaced the glass in exactly the place
he had picked it from and exam ned anot her and another. He found that they
were all slightly different, some with alittle nore and sone a little |less
sand in the top half of the glass, but every one of themhad a nane and a date
engraved across the noment the sand had stopped fl ow ng.

Sonmewhere on the road deeper in the valley Denso was shouting, calling to
Harry to hurry and | ook at something that Mya had just di scovered. He took one
| ast thoughtful glance at the mass of sundials and hourgl asses and picked up
the gl owbright before retracing his footsteps back to the road. Beside a

wi t hered whi p-wood tree he paused for a noment and peered at a broken pendul um
that swung and twisted in the breeze. He caught hold of it and found that it
had "Ebeneezer Doods, 1101" engraved across it. Harry shivered and let it go.
A sudden thought struck him he was standing on the edge of a gigantic
graveyard of tine. Gasping, he hurried to catch up with the others where they
stood ampbngst a suburb of ruined and deserted buil dings on the outskirts of
the City of Tine.

Denso and Mya were waiting in the shadow of a doorway in an enornous stone
buil ding while Orun and Kote were hurrying away fromthemtoward the centre of
the city.

"Harry, come quickly. Come here and see what we've found. W' ve been waiting
for you for ages: where have you been?" Denso's voice was edged with
excitement and he strode into the entrance of the building holding his

gl owbri ght al oft.

"Just | ook at this!"

Harry passed into the darkened entrance. Here he stopped abruptly and al nost
let his glowbright slip forgotten through his fingers as his eyes tried to
take in the sight that |ay before him Everywhere he | ooked there

were mllions and millions of clocks and watches and every other nmechani sm
that could possibly exist to measure tinme. They were stacked and piled
carefully, one on top of another, in soaring, swaying towers and between rows
of fluted stone colums that rose into the shadows overhead and marched away
i n di m nishing perspective into the gloony silent interior

"It's fantastic isn't it?" Denso cried, breaking the eerie silence. "I could
never have imagined this, not in a mllion years," he said, making a note in
hi s pad.

"Do you think this is one of those Halls of Hours that Kote nentioned?" Ma
asked quietly.
Denso noved cl oser, edging his way between two of the tottering towers to take

a closer look. "I don't think it could be," he called back over his shoul der
"Be careful, that swaying nass of nechani sns doesn't | ook too safe. If you
catch your sl eeve on any of those sharp edges you'll bring the |ot crashing

down on top of us," Mya warned.

Denso hesitated and carefully worked his way back out from between the two
mounds. "None of them are working, are they? And I'Il bet there's a name and a
date scratched or painted on every one of them" Harry called, making Denso
stop and | ook nore closely as he retreated.



"You're right," he replied after a noment. "And all the dates are very close
together. They're all between 1423 and 1430. But how did you know t hat ?"
"There were names on the sundial and the hourglass, | guessed these woul d be
the sane."”

"They're nmuch later over here," Mya called, |eaving the safety of the doorway
and novi ng deeper into the building despite her warning to Denso.

Harry watched the soaring towers sway and trenble and called out an urgent
war ni ng as he backed toward the entrance. "Your presence seens to be affecting
the equilibriumof the building. I think both of you had better conme out of
there before the whole [ ot collapses.™

Denso gl anced up, gave a cry of horror and staggered back. The col ossus of

cl ocks that he had been exami ning was swaying so violently that as it noved it
over shadowed him conpletely. He turned and fled with Mya only a footstep
behi nd him Sharp objects began to fall. Minsprings, fragnents of casing,
pendul ums and wei ghted chi nes rained down noisily fromthe darkness of the
roof into the narrow ai sl e where they had been standing only noments before.
"Jesus! That was a |lucky escape!" Denso exclainmed, stunbling as he tried to

gl ance over his shoulder at the clattering din inside the building. He

st opped, regai ned his bal ance, straightened his coat, took out a soiled
handker chi ef and dabbed furiously at his dirty forehead, visibly shaken by his
narrow escape.

"Now | understand why Orun was so agai nst us venturing in there," he nuttered,
frowni ng as he | ooked over to where Orun and Kote had stopped and were waiting
for them As they reappeared the guides hurried on again and di sappeared from
si ght.

"Now we're really lost. We'll never find that tower w thout the Waymaster's
hel p."

"What ? What did you say?" Harry asked, nonentarily distracted fromthe rain of
cl ocks and wat ches gradually filling the aisles.

"Orun and Kote are getting a | ong way ahead of us. Perhaps we should catch
them up." Denso frowned.

The clatter of falling objects was | essening. The eerie breathl ess silence
that they had di sturbed was gradually re-establishing itself throughout the
gl oony bui |l di ng.

"Yes, sure," Harry agreed. "Let's catch up with them the only way we're going
to get any answers about what is going on here is by asking this d ockmaster."
He hunched his shoul ders and thrust his hands deep into his pockets.

Mya swept her hand out over the darkened city that spread across the valley to
the furthest ring of slender spires pencilled against the star-strewn sky. "I
wonder if all those buildings are also crammed full of clocks and watches."
Harry spoke thoughtfully, "I wonder why they are here at all. Wat's their
pur pose?"

Mya paused and | ooked back into the dark entrance. "You're probably going to
think this is silly but going in there made ne feel that | was trespassing,
invading a tonb or ..." She fell silent and threw up her hands. "Ch | don't
know, it's inmpossible to describe. |1've been on hundreds of archaeol ogi ca
digs and |'ve helped to strip back the shrouds on hall owed ground to uncover
t he bare bones of history. Sometines on those digs there is a feeling of awe
at what we have found, or a great sadness or anger that the robbers had got
there first, often centuries earlier. But |'ve never experienced this feeling
before. "

"I think we had better get going or we'll never catch up with Orun," Denso
nut t er ed.

"Yes, yes, we're coming," Harry answered dism ssively, turning his attention
back to Mya.

"Earlier, while | was |ooking at those sundials and hourgl asses higher up in
the valley I had the distinct feeling that | was standing on the edge of a
huge graveyard of time. | felt that each of these clocks or dials is the
measure of a life that once existed. Perhaps that building we entered is a
tomb. Perhaps here, in this reality, we are trespassing."



Mya stared at himfor a noment and | et her gaze focus on the dark buildings
all around them "Do you think that time is stored here? | mean each lifetine
of days, hours and m nutes?" Suddenly her nind rushed ahead of her, her
thoughts in a blur. "That would explain the utter silence inside that
cavernous hall. In there time no |l onger exists. And if that is the case
Harry nodded, followi ng the sane track of thought. "I nust have been right
when | thought that the sound we could hear fromthe rimof the valley was
like the ticking of mllions of clocks all measuring out their own rhythm of
tinme."

"Yes, yes you were," Mya agreed. "But | think that the sound we can hear is
doi ng nore than just neasuring or recording tinme. Listen to the sudden surges
and the relentless rise and fall of the rhythm it's always the sane but never
constant. A clock is a nechanismfor nmeasuring, you wind it and set it to
record the present and reflect the past but that sound isn't nechani cal

Listen to it, really listen to it, it's nore like . " She shrugged

hel pl essly as she strove to find the words. "It's nore like a |iving,

br eat hi ng exi stence. "

Denso's voice, trenbling with breathl ess excitenment, made them both turn
toward him "Perhaps we have al ways ni sunderstood tine. It's as if we have
studied it through the wong end of a telescope. Perhaps it's a gigantic
heartbeat, a life-force, created by all the mllions and mllions of separate
human exi stences here and in Bendran and in our own world. Perhaps the

rel entl essly-changing rhythmis generated by the thousands and thousands of
births and deaths, the unending cycle of life throughout the universe." Ma
and Harry stared at Denso as the enornity of the canvas that he had just

pai nted sunk in.

"But why the clocks, the sundials? Wiy all this?" Harry asked throwi ng his
arms out to encomnpass the shadowy city as they all wal ked slowy forward.
Denso frowned and shrugged. "I don't know all the answers, |'ve only just
started to think about it. Perhaps because our life spans are individually so
short they needed neasuring and storing somewhere when they are over. O
perhaps it's to do with quotas, who knows?"

"The tinepieces we've seen stretch back to the dawn of civilisation," Ma
began.

"Thol ocus will answer all your questions. Now hurry please. W nust reach the
tower before the dawn brightens the sky again. | beg you do not trespass again
beyond the edge of the road: it is forbidden to enter the Halls of Hours."
Orun's voi ce nade them junp.

"Questions, oh yes, there's an endl ess stream of questions that we want to ask
this O ockmaster," Denso observed, but O un was not |istening, having already
strode on, his eyes fixed on the pencil-thin tower that rose above all the

ot hers on the skyline ahead.

Kote nmomentarily fell into step with Mya. His face was drawn and pal e but his
eyes burned with a fierce intensity as he held her gaze. "I feared for your
life when you trespassed inside that Hall of Hours. You nust prom se ne that
you will not do it again. | cannot protect you if you venture fromthe road."

"But it was only a building stuffed with thousands of old cl ocks. Wy, why do
you fear them so nuch?"

Kot e shook his head angrily, pressing his finger to his lips. "You will bring
ill luck to us all and bring Thol ocus' anger down on us if you trespass in the
Hal | s of Hours. Renmenber, it is forbidden." He hesitated and then hurried to
wal k besi de the Waymast er

Mya studied his strong shoul ders as he wal ked away from her and thought
carefully about the fears and irrationalities he had expressed. She noved

closer to Harry and Denso and asked quietly, "I wonder if there's a clock

hi dden away in this place for each one of us."

Harry glanced up at the tall, silent, overshadow ng buildings and let his
breath whistle out between his teeth. "Well, if you find one for me and it's

got a time and a date to show when I'mgoing to step off into eternity please
keep it a secret.”



"Denso, would you want to see yours?" Mya asked

He thought for a monent, then grinned. "Authors are sort of imuortal through
their work, aren't they? But hell no, of course | don't want to know when |'m
going to die. But what nade you ask? \Wat are you getting at?"

"I"'mtrying to fathomout what it is that our guides fear so nmuch about this
pl ace. Kote certainly gives me the feeling that we are the first, probably the
only, people they have ever brought here. And why are they so terrified of

cl ocks? They are both virtually illiterate and they have no concept of
measuring time as we know it, yet the clock-face is an awesone talisman to
themand they walk in nortal terror of seeing one that relates to their fate."
"But that's ridiculous," retorted Denso, his voice edged with laughter. "If

t hey stunbl ed on one that belonged to themthey are hardly likely to recognize
it, are they? They can't even tell the tinme, let alone read their own nanes."
"Perhaps their vision of fate is nore primtive," Harry offered. "Perhaps to
their sinple logic just to see their own reflections superinposed on the gl ass

face of any one of these nmillions of clock-faces would Iink it to them™
"You mean sonething like a tribal belief in synpathetic magi c where they think
you will die if the witch doctor points his magic bone or stick at you?" Ma

mur mur ed t houghtful ly.

"Il bet it's all a ruse, a crock of lies put about by the O ockmaster to
keep themstrictly on the road and stop them wandering into any of these

bui I di ngs. "

"Yes, you're probably right." Mya pursued the idea. "But there nust be a grain
of truth in what they believe. There has to be if the names and dates engraved
and scratched on all those countless clock-faces mean anything at all."

They had been noving rapidly forward as they spoke, travelling deeper into the
heart of the city, the voice of tine getting |ouder and | ouder, reverberating
all around them Harry suddenly | ooked up and stopped themw th a warning
shout. "Look, | ook over there, ahead and to the right: there's a steady stream
of figures hurrying in and out of that huge nmodern buil ding, the one
constructed in spirals and curves. And there's lights on inside it!"

"There's nore activity further up the street!" Denso called out. "What a
racket! It's so loud it's setting ny teeth on edge and maki ng my head pound.
What the hell is it?"

"I't sounds as though sonebody is w nding up thousands and thousands of cl ocks
and setting themin notion." Mya frowned.

A shout came from beyond the |ighted doorway and shadowy gray-robed figures
started hurrying in and out of it. Harry peered forward. He caught sight of
Oun frantically signalling with his glowbright and realized that he was
gesticulating at them trying to make them run past the door and keep as far
away fromit as they possibly could.

"I don't know about you but | don't altogether subscribe to our guides

taboos. | want to take a closer | ook at what goes on inside one of these Halls
of Hours."

"Ch yes, you bet!" Denso replied, his curiosity fired up, but after a nonent's
pause he added, "but | don't want to go blundering in there and have the | ot
cone crashing down on ny head: renmenber what happened last tine."

"You're right," Mya agreed. "It would be safer to stand in the road and watch
fromthere."

Harry sl owed and stopped as they drew | evel with the huge open door. "Jesus
Christ, the light . . . the noise." He blinked and screwed up his eyes before
cl anmpi ng his hands over his ears and staggering back a pace. The light that
spilt through the doorway was blinding and intensified by the nyriad of
reflections fromthe countl ess polished cl ock-faces that magnified its
brilliance. Apart fromthe cl ock-faces there were optical |enses and nilled
nmetal surfaces piled up in neat, well-ordered rows all around this Hall of

Hour s.

Mya shi el ded her eyes and studied the continuous stream of hurrying figures
nmoving in and out of the entrance. They were stooping as if burdened beneath a
great load, their serious age-lined faces set in determnation. They seenmed so



i ntent on whatever it was they were doing that they barely gave Mya and the
two nmen a second gl ance. She threw caution to the winds and shuffled a few
tentative steps closer to the silent procession of gray-robed figures despite
Harry's warni ng whi sper. Each one of themwas carrying sonething in

out stretched hands and she wanted to see what it was they held so reverently.
"C ocks!" she gasped, retreating back to the other two. "Between themthey're
carrying every kind of imaginabl e nodern mechani smfor neasuring tinme. But the
oddest thing is, none of themare working. Listen: they're making | ess noise
than a funeral procession: all the sound we can hear is coming fromw thin the
buil ding. | wonder what's going on in there."

"Well, let's take a closer |ook."

They foll owed Denso closer to the entrance and peered in, shielding their eyes
agai nst the gl are.

"It's fantastic. | would never have been able to inagine this: it's a
brilliant beginning for a story," Denso whispered in awe.

Mya smled, her eyes ghosted with tears. The air inside this Hall of Hours was
alive with whispers. The stooping figures hurried past themthrough the doors
to spread out along the narrow avenues between the piles of clocks until they
reached sone pre-destined place where they stopped and tilted their heads in
statue stillness. Each one seened to be listening for the first whisper of
life before they set time in notion and carefully placed the clock or digita
counter anongst the countless mllions already |lying there.

"Wl come, travellers. You are the first to have witnessed this nystery of the
uni verse, the creation of time itself."

The deep, resonant voice that came out of the darkness behind them nmade al
three of themjunp and spin round in guilt and fear. The voice | aughed softly
and a tall slender figure with shining white hair and a fl ow ng robe of silk
energed fromthe shadows. Hi s face was | ong and angul ar, etched with deep
lines and winkles. H s eyes were azure blue, glittering in the light that
poured out of the open doorway. He held themstill with a piercing gaze that
stripped away all pretence and fal sehood. Suddenly he held out his hands
toward them

"Wl come, Mya Capt horne and Denso Al burton, architects of the future. Wl cone
to the City of Tine. Thol ocus, the O ockmaster, thanks you for com ng so
hastily in his hour of need." He paused and turned curious eyes to Harry. For
a nonent he seened to be puzzled, a smle hovering in his eyes. In a nonent
his smle broadened and he clasped Harry's hands in his. "You are an
unexpect ed guest, Harry Murnmers, but a nost wel come one. Orun has told nme of
you. Come, cone all of you, there is food set ready upon the table: it wll
ward off your hunger, and there are crystal goblets brimmng with nectar to
wash away the dust. Afterwards there are featherbeds in which to dream away
the rigours of your journey and refresh you before the G and Council gathers
to debate the propheci es of catastrophe. Come now, follow ne."

"This is a nost interesting place you have here," Denso exclainmed, falling
into step with the C ocknmaster

Thol ocus smiled and slowy nodded his head. "Yes, it is the birthplace of
eternity. It is the eye of the norning in which the nystery of life unfolds.”
He paused, his smile crunbling into dark shadows that haunted his eyes. "But |
wi Il not speak further of it here: there will be tine enough to dwell on al
facets of eternity when the Grand Council neets."

Mya coughed and cl eared her throat as she gathered up the courage to ask the
guestion that was poised on the tip of her tongue. She sensed that Thol ocus
had wi sdom a thousand tines greater than the professors at her university and
she felt awe at his obvious power. He turned his gaze toward her, his eyebrows
rai sed i n enquiring arches.

"Why did our guides fear those darkened buil dings that we have passed on our
way through the city?"

Thol ocus frowned at her, darkening the haunting shadows in his face. "W had
to plant a fear of what lies within the Halls of Hours to keep the Waynasters
fromstraying fromtheir road and unbal ancing the rhythmof tine. | chose



wisely in calling you to the Council neeting, Mya Capthorne. You nmiss little
in your search for answers. You see the purpose of the Halls of Hours: they
are not there nmerely to record what has passed but to create the present and
the future too. They hold all the triunphs and the catastrophes, the joys and
the tears, the very tapestry of eternity."

"So it was wong of us to trespass?' Mya asked slowy as they passed the | ast
of the huge buildings and noved toward the tallest of the towers.

Thol ocus nodded gravely as gray-robed figures started to come out to greet
them The sky was lightening and the bright rimof the sun was edging its way
above the horizon. Harry yawned, the prom se of rest and food making him
realize just how weary he felt.

The Grand Council of Disaster

MYA shifted unconfortably in her high-backed chair of black ebony inlaid with
gold and silver and fixed her attention on the twentieth Diviner as Thol ocus
called himforward to speak. The Diviner rose fromhis chair to address the
Grand Council and read from an ancient, dusty manuscript lying on the
table-top before him as all the other Diviners had done. He spoke softly, his
words filling the chamber as nusically as wind-bells touched by a gentle
breeze, and enphasi zed the astrol oger Berossus' predictions of catastrophe
with flowi ng gestures of his long, fragile fingers.

Mya strai ghtened her back, lifted her hands fromthe silky-snmooth scal es of
the carved dragon's-head armrests of her chair and | eaned forward, straining
her ears to catch at the inportance of the Diviner's words. She rested her

el bows on the cool, curving marble table-top that swept away on either side of
her in a huge oval to fill the centre of the circular tower where the Counci
had gathered. Her gaze flickered over the other nenbers of the Council, from
the serious faced, gray-robed Diviners to the handful of winkled,

pal e- ski nned wi thereds who had fled fromthe Citadel of Krak in fear of the
Asiri. Her glance took in the two tall, haughty W=zards of Thorn whose
fingertips crackled fire and who spoke repeatedly of the w athwas' breath
burning up the skies in Heaven; and the tiny figures from Chricaun who needed
si x cushions so that they could see above the table-top. She was constantly
aware of the Elder of Gavati who wandered persistently around the huge table
and never kept still. Oddly enough al nost every one of them had, in some way
or another, touched on Paradise in one breath: but each had linked it with a
di fferent phenonenon or unnatural happening that mirrored the ones she had so
| aboriously gathered into the crunpl ed Doonsday nmanuscript that now lay on the
tabl e before her. She could not fathomthe connection but clearly, in this
auspi ci ous Council, she realized that no-one woul d nock her research or deride
her findings. This was where tinme itself was created: here each voice echoed
with deadly earnest as they foretold of a terrible, as yet unknown, fate that
over shadowed Paradi se, and it hadn't taken her |ong before she realized that

t hey nmeant Earth.

For a nonent her gaze rested on Harry and Denso and a smile touched the
corners of her nouth. Harry | ooked as though he was wi tnessing the negotiation
of the contract of a lifetime. H's eyes had narrowed w th shrewdness: although
outwardly inpassive he was attentive and watchful as he listened carefully to
each word and measured what every speaker had to offer. Denso was conpletely
fasci nated by the inpending catastrophe and the | engthening shadow that the
Counci| feared was stretching over Earth. He was absorbing the idea as the
foundati on of a new work, perhaps a climax of achievenent, and he devoured the
wor ds and scribbl ed down everything that was said.

Mya swal | owed nervously. Soon it would be her turn to stand and unfol d her

t hesi s showi ng the signs of an inmpending catastrophe that she had nonitored so
nmeticul ously. She let her eyes wander away fromthe Gand Council and the
Diviner's voice nonentarily faded in her head as she | ooked up across the
mllions and millions of books, manuscripts, scrolls and stone tablets that
lined the wall of the tower and rose in lofty tiers to vani sh sonewhere above



t hem anongst the rafter beams. She felt her skin prickle as if soneone was

wat chi ng her, sensing her lack of attention. She blinked and the Diviner's

voi ce cane back into focus. Looking around the huge table anxiously she saw
Thol ocus smiling at her. Her cheeks flushed as she funbled with the crunpl ed
edges of her manuscript to mask her enbarrassnent. Thol ocus' smile briefly
broadened with warnth and then his eyebrows creased with concern as he
returned his attention to the speaker's soft voice.

Mya smled as she remenbered how Thol ocus had taken her hand and led her into
the tower on that first msty norning as sunlight painted the new day. She had
stood staring in, transfixed by the clinmbing tiers of knowl edge that |ined the
tower walls. Thol ocus had dismissed it all with a sweep of his hand, telling
her that no word or thought that had ever been witten down, no nmatter how
great or how small, had been wasted. Nothing had been casually thrown away,
everything created by mankind fromthose first hunble stone scratchings in the
caves of glass to the splitting of the atomwas recorded in the Towers of Tine
that stood upon the outer rimof the city.

She had paled at the inplication of what she saw and behi nd her she had heard
Denso gasp in awe. Thol ocus had turned toward himwi th |laughter in his azure
eyes as he said, "This is the fountainhead of all know edge where the sharp
grains of truth that lie in the heart of every nyth are formed. This is where
every story has its begi nning."

Harry had stared up at the endless rows of books and scrolls before asking
quietly, "How |l ong have you been gathering all this know edge?"

Thol ocus | ooked at Harry and held his gaze for many silent noments before he
answered. "Let it be enough for you to know that | am Thol ocus, the

O ock-master, the wind-spring of life. | amas old as tine itself and as
enduring as eternity. | amall-seeing and all-knowi ng and yet | am as ignorant
as | amw se for | have touched a nmillion, million fates, yet | passed through

the tenpl es of Baal beck without |eaving a single footprint. Al ny know edge
was but a whisper on the wind to Honer and a single teardrop to Sophocles."
Thol ocus paused and then cl apped his hands together. "But enough of

phi | osophy, the Grand Council will unravel all the answers you need."

Silence spread in w dening ripples around the marbl e tabl e broken only by the
rub of the wind on the crystal wi ndows of the tower and the nurnuring beat of
time that echoed throughout the city. The Diviner had finished speaking and
this last word "catastrophe” still hung in the air as he resunmed his chair.
One by one the Council nenmbers turned their heads toward Mya, their eyes
foll owi ng Thol ocus' beckoni ng hand as he called her name and sunmoned her to
stand and read al oud fromthe Doonsday report that she had conpil ed.

She blinked and felt the col our draining fromher cheeks as she becane aware
that the eyes of the whole Council were upon her as they awaited her thesis.
She pushed back her heavy chair and rose uncertainly to her feet, gathering up
the crunmpl ed manuscript in both hands. Public speaking and debate had al ways
overawed her and she now felt too terrified to open her mouth. At the edge of
her sight Harry noved, catching her attention, and he smiled and gave her an
al nost i nmperceptible wi nk of encouragenent before nudgi ng Denso who gl anced up
fromhis untidy sheaf of notes and quickly renoved his glasses. He polished
them slow y and pulled them back on as he realized that she was about to
speak. "CGood luck, Mya," he whispered, before burrowi ng back into his

not ebook.

She swal l owed and tried to concentrate hard enough to bring the printed words
on the page in front of her back into focus but a noverment through a | ow stone
archway on her right distracted her. She stuttered and | ooked up to see Orun
and Kote crowdi ng the doorway, watching and waiting for her to speak. The
shafts of sunlight that streamed down through the high wi ndows cast deep
shadows across their vividly tattooed faces. Kote smiled at her, his eyes
reveal ing such an intensity of feeling that Mya conpletely forgot what she was
sayi ng.

"Ca ... ca ... catastrophe,"” she blurted out, searching for her place on the
page and brushing at the stray strands of hair that had fallen across her



forehead. She found a noment to think and saw the pl ace where she shoul d
begin. Slowy she pushed away her enbarrassnment and began to force out to the
brink of consciousness all her thoughts of the Journeyman or what the awaiting
Grand Council woul d make of her work, then spoke in a clear, neasured voice
unburdeni ng all her thoughts on the prophecies that were pressed between the
pages of her nmanuscript on environnmental disaster

She tal ked on, barely drawi ng breath. She told of the hordes of white hares,
the ringing bells and plagues of mce. As she spoke the prevailing shadow of
doomthat had spread itself across the Earth becanme al nost tangi ble, and as
she reached the final page she paused and cl osed the manuscript, clutched it
to her breast, and took a deep breath. Her eyes searched the serious silent
faces for the verdict on her findings.

"And... and | think there's something wong with the clocks on Earth," she
added qui ckly as Thol ocus rose to his feet. "lI've noticed that in many of the
| ocal villages across the countryside the old church cl ocks have stopped
wor ki ng al t oget her."

She fell silent abruptly and sat down heavily in her chair.

The C ocknaster stared thoughtfully at her, his azure eyes opaque wth

specul ation. He interlaced his long thin fingers absently before he spoke.
"There are signs witten |arge across the sky. Hundreds, no, thousands of them
foretell of this disaster. Mya has warned us that in Paradi se the shadow of
catastrophe dwells. But.. ." he paused, spinning around and spreading his arms
to encompass the whole of the Gand Council, his robes of silk fanning out
behind him "But what is this disaster? Wat is this doomthat the astrol oger
Berossus, foretold 2,300 years ago woul d over shadow Par adi se? What is this
catastrophe that Heraclitus the Greek illuninated and Nostradanmus echoed when
he wal ked the Earth?"

"There are clear indications of the nature of this disaster in their
writings," one of the Council nenbers ventured, half rising fromhis chair and
struggling to unroll an ancient scroll. "They wote that fire and flood will
consune the | andscape and fromthe sky shall cone a great King of terror."
Anot her chair scraped back and a voice added heatedly, "Yes, yes it is
witten, | renmenber the scroll: it said '"their flesh shall consume away while
they stand upon their feet and their eyes shall consume away in their holes.'
Voi ces had suddenly erupted all around the table.

"Paradise will burn!"

"Fl ood and fam ne will destroy the people!"

"Enough, enough! This is not a nmarket-place where people haggle over the fate
of Paradi se!" Thol ocus' voice rose in anger above the others and at a sharp
clap of his hands the menbers of the Grand Council began to settle back into
their chairs muttering and rmunbli ng anmongst thensel ves.

"How can you link Paradise with the earth we cone fron?" Harry asked in his

Br ookl yn draw . The question made the C ockmaster spin around to face him

A heavy silence envel oped the Council. Harry frowned. He had never expected
his question to have such a startling effect. He gl anced around the circle of
faces and saw the Diviners' features freeze as his gaze passed over them None
of them woul d nmeet his eye.

"You have the advantage over us," he continued slowy. "I don't think Denso or
I, or perhaps even Mya, really understand why we are here or what this tal k of
di saster is all about. One thing that has stuck out as clearly as the Statue
of Liberty is that al nbost every one of your Council menbers has nentioned

' Paradi se' and sone of them have used the word 'Earth,' but you can't be
tal ki ng about the sane place because where we cone from' Paradise' is a
nmyt hi cal place or somewhere that you end up after you are dead dependi ng on
your beliefs, but these guys have tal ked about it as if it were a reality."
Harry paused for breath and fiddled with his jacket buttons in the pressing
silence. "You see," he added hesitantly, "before the Waymaster burst into ny
of fice and dragged us here | would have called this whole thing crazy and if
someone had told ne about it | would have dismissed it as the ravings of a



lunatic! But after our journey and the things we have already seen | would
bel i eve anything can exist. So tell me what connection there is between the
Earth and Paradi se? Wiere is this place that you are afraid is about to go up
in a puff of snoke?"

Thol ocus seened clearly shaken for the first tinme since their arrival. He
paced slowy around the outer circunference of the Council-table lost in

t hought, his lips noving silently as though he westled within hinself for the
words. He paused at each of the tall crystal w ndows and gazed out across the
City of Time before returning to his place at the head of the Council. He
rested his fragile hands upon the marble of the table and | eant on them
wearily before he spoke. "Your world, this place you call Earth: that is

Par adi se. "

Denso' s head snapped up at the C ockmaster's words as though sonebody had
tugged at strings on the back of his neck. His pencil slipped unnoticed
through his fingers as he rose to his feet and sent his chair toppling over
noi sily behind him "Paradi se?" he cried. "You would call Earth a Paradise, a
Garden of Eden? But that's ridiculous: it's little nmore than a cesspit of

vi ol ence, fami ne and di sease. Haven't you noticed the industrial pollution

that is slowy choking it to death? You would do better to call it a living
hell fromthe daily catal ogue of nmurder, poverty and deprivation that goes on
there It's a nmillion nmles away frombeing anything like . . . like . . ." He

threw his hands up in a hel pl ess gesture and then bent down to retrieve his
chair.

Thol ocus' reference to Earth as Utopia hadn't conme as quite the shock to Mya
as it had to Denso. She had sensed throughout the grand debate that they were
viewing Earth's reality very differently from Bendran, Thorn and all the
others, but the way the Diviners flinched as Denso reached the height of his
out bur st disturbed her. The bewi |l dered | ooks in the withereds' eyes as Denso
fell silent set her mind racing: there were secrets here, deep secrets.
"Perhaps the Council would like to elaborate a little on this Paradise for us,
for it doesn't ring true with all we have |l earned on Earth. And rmaybe they
woul d also tell us why we are really here.™

Harry's voice cut the silence in half. He sat slightly back in his chair, the
faintest smle picking at the corners of his mouth but his eyes were narrowed
and glitter-hard as he held the O ockmaster's gaze. Thol ocus frowned and at
first shook his head as he stared back at Harry but gradually his shoul ders
sagged and he si ghed.

"Yes, yes, perhaps we nust |ay bare the bones of the truth about Paradise
before . "

"No, it would be madness!" Several voices interrupted fromaround the table
and a cry of dismay erupted throughout the Council.

"Time woul d be destroyed!" one of the menbers gasped half-rising fromhis
chair.

"The great clock in the sky will collapse if the truth is known. The zodi aca
threat that we have woven so carefully through the universe will snap!"
shouted a man who slamed his fist heavily down upon the table.

"Darkness will snother eternity. O austrophobic silence will cover everything

we have striven so tirelessly to keep in motion!" cried a frightened voi ce.
"We can't even guess at the repercussions if the truth were spoken!" wail ed
one of the Diviners, clutching his head in his hands. "Renenber our vows of

sil encel ™

"Be silent, all of you!" Thol ocus thundered, clapping his hands loudly tw ce
before he was able to restore order to the Hi gh Tower. "I amthe O ockmaster
the divine head of this Council, and | am persuaded that the very perpetuation
of our secret may be what threatens eternity. Those lies and hal f-truths that
we in our wisdomused to seal up the walls of reality nay be at the root of
this inpending catastrophe. And . . ." he added in a softer, nore persuasive,
voi ce, "what we now di vul ge need go no further than the circunference of this
tower. They could swear an oath of silence."

"Ch yes, there nust be a vote. The Council nust have a voice before you enmbark



on such reckl essness," a voice interrupted harshly.
Thol ocus | aughed and wearily nodded his head in agreenment. "You rmay vote unti
the last clock stops if you so desire but half the secret has been told

already. | doubt if Mya will need nmany nonments to piece the rest together."
He swept his hand out toward where she sat as if summoning her to rise or
speak.

Mya rose to her feet, her mnd reeling with thousands of images that the

heat ed arguments of the Council had set |oose. "Earth is totally different. It
is as though it has been kept apart fromthe other worlds we have journeyed
through to get here. But |I don't really understand..."

"There! | said that Mya would touch at the heart of this matter in no tine at
all!'" Thol ocus cried, cutting across her doubts before they revealed to the
Council the shall owness of her understanding. He didn't want the vote of the
Council to silence him Deep down he had al ways sensed a flaw in creating a
Par adi se, a world apart, but the G and Council of Diviners had overruled him
long ago in the dawn of civilisation. Ever since that nonent when they had
sealed the walls of reality the fear that they had sown the seeds of sone
far-off but eventual catastrophe had gnawed away at hi mand he knew that many
ot her menmbers of the Council shared his worries. For tens of thousands of
years it had troubled hi m enough to whisper his fears to the wind so that

phi | osophers and prophets mght riddle out the nystery as they trod the
footsteps of their lives on Earth. They mirrored his fears as each one
foretold that all life would be destroyed and all their cal cul ati ons pointed
to a distant future tine and date that was now draw ng cl oser by the hour.
"I'n the beginning there was fire and light," Thol ocus spoke quickly before a
single voice could oppose him "Violent storns tore at the shadows. The w nd
roared and the rocks cracked. Earthquakes threw up nountains of boiling | ava
and sul phurous ashes rained down for mllennia. It was an age of darkness when
a bitter rain fell and the seas rose to drown the | andscape, when the waters
swal | owed the nolten rocks and the mists of tinme were forned. In the cooling
silence civilisation was born—but not as you know it," he added hastily.
"Manki nd evolved in a thousand different guises. Some swam and |ived beneath
the sea while some could gallop on all fours or fly with the birds and beasts
of the air." Thol ocus paused for breath but before he could continue
pandenoni um erupted. It was as though he had lifted the |lid of a boiling

caul dron and before he coul d speak agai n anot her nmenmber of the Council rose
and cried out, winging his hands.

"It was a violent and unpredictable time that defied the laws of |ogic and
order that we, the Cuardians of Eternity, had so | aboriously conpiled. There
were those within the circle who sought perfection despite all argunent and
they insisted that there nust be a world in harnony, one that did not defile
Nat ure, and Paradi se was created."

"Your |laws of Nature, your harnony, they were unnatural. You excluded the
peopl e who |ived beneath the sea and the wi nged ones!" shouted the angry,
red-faced figure who had spoken earlier of the unrest in the | ands of Bendran
"Not all the Council were for such an unnatural creation nor should any one of
us forget that the debate to seal up the walls of reality raged on for nore
than ten thousand of their years."

"The motion, however, was carried even though the C ocknaster voted agai nst
it!" shouted another gray-robed figure, rising angrily fromhis chair. "And it
is preposterous to think that such a tranquil place of beauty and perfect

har mony coul d spread such a shadow of doom | do not believe that this mal ady
emanat es from Par adi se. "

"Enough! " Thol ocus cried, crashing his fist so firmy down upon the table-top
that the nmarble cracked, fracturing outward from where he stood, zigzagging
crazily in spidery-fine lines. Every nenber of the Council gasped and sat
rock-still as he spoke.

"The dust of countless centuries lies heavily on our decision to create a
separate Paradise and it is |ong beyond anot her word of debate, just as the
repercussions that it caused to ripple throughout the universe are



irreversible. This Council was sumoned to seek a renedy to the shadow of doom
that stretches over us, not to pick at old sores. Mya Capthorne the scientist
and phil osopher, Denso Al burton, the visionary and great thinker, and Harry
the Guardian of the Wse, were brought here to share their know edge of their
world with us in the hope that it would help us to understand the nature of
the disaster that | fear now threatens us all."

Mya stared at the O ockmaster. The brief arguments that had raged across the
huge marbl e table between the Diviners had nonentarily |left her benused. The

i mplications of what they had reveal ed were enornous, throw ng everything she
had ever believed in upside-down and turning every scientific theory of the
uni verse, every thought of religion, of history on its head. Denso was the
first to break the |engthening silence.

"Do you mean that Earth was once a part of all these places that we have just
travel l ed through? Do you nmean that it wasn't, no, isn't, the separate planet
that we believe it to be? That it is not a part of the solar systemrevolving
around the sun, that . . . ?" he hesitated: there were too many terrifying
guestions crowding his mnd. Lost for words, his mouth opened and cl osed
soundl essly.

"What you are inplying is crazy." Harry |l eaned forward and spoke into a void.
"W have had spaceshi ps | eaving Earth's atnosphere: we have been expl oring
space for years and we have never seen any of these worlds. They have never
shown up on the photographs that these satellites have taken." Harry paused
and scratched at his chin as though he doubted his own certainty. "But on the
other hand | have seen the Crystal Swanps and | have wal ked t hrough the

W ndrows of Thorn and | know they are real even though they have never been
seen on Earth before." He shrugged. "None of this is making any sense to ne."
Thol ocus smiled and asked softly, "What exactly is reality, Harry? Is it

somet hing you can only experience with the senses or can it exist in parallel
to then®"

Harry frowned. "I don't know, |'mno philosopher. | have never given it that
much thought. | imagined the world I lived in was real enough, it covered al
the angles | have ever worried about before.”

"What about God and evol uti on? What about the |laws of physics and the
splitting of the atom what about relativity and astronony?" Mya asked slowy.
Thol ocus studi ed her bew | dernment for a noment before he answered. "OF course
our revelations will shake the foundations of your beliefs. The devel opnent of
your civilisation is a rich tapestry of experience and a profusion of gods and
religions were seeded into it to mask the truth.”

"But the universe, the solar system is it real or just an illusion?"

Thol ocus si ghed and spread his hands, his silken sl eeves sweepi ng across the
cracked surface of the table as he strove for the words to explain to her
"The sun, the moon and the stars are real," he began slowy. "They are set
there as a vast cosmic clock, a great revol ving wheel of twelve constellations
that fills the sky and neasures out the rhythmfor all forms of life. It
conpletes its full circle every 25,920 years of tine as you neasure it. Wat
you see, Mya, as you stand and | ook up into a dark, starlit sky at night is no
illusion: it is the very ticking of tine.

"Your world, the place you call Earth, was shrouded, hidden in a vale of
secrets and nurtured and fostered above all the other realities that we watch
over. It became a haven in which civilisation could grow and flourish. But it
t ook many thousands of years before our work was conpleted: too long, we fear
to create and seal up the walls of reality, and during that tinme of flux
peopl es and creatures trespassed across the boundaries. Wandering giants and
dragnma roaned your earth, boughlin and wat hwa beasts flocked in your skies
striking terror wherever they shadowed the sun. These creatures al nost becane
a part of your world but we wanted no place for them and we denied themtheir
exi stence. The dragons were slain, the giants banished, until only their bare
bones were left in your nyths and | egends and with the spread of tinme and our
carefully planted untruths they becane no nore than the fabric of fantasy and
fairy tales."



"OfF course!" Mya suddenly cried. "These other worlds or realities have been
staring me in the face all the tine. Imges and descriptions of themfil

t hose anci ent manuscripts. The nmermai ds and sea nonsters, the centaurs and
unicorns, they weren't just figments of their imaginations, they were peoples
and creatures that actually existed!"

Thol ocus nodded gravely. "Yes, they were as real as the two Waymasters and the
dragnma that brought you here."

"So everything fromfolklore, all the nyths and | egends, they really did
happen?" Denso asked. "Are they as much a part of history as the building of
the pyram ds and the plagues that swept across Europe in the Mddl e Ages?"
"Yes." The O ockmaster frowned, glancing darkly at the huddl e of Diviners on
the far side of the table. Denso had accidentally touched a raw nerve in the
Council. "And many cat astrophes that have bl ackened your history need never
have happened if the walls of reality had been nore stable and had not torn or
fractured. Wars need not have started nor di seases |like the bubonic plague
spread unchecked. The plague was caused by rats from Yakk who brought it with
t hem when they swarnmed t hrough the Doorcracks that suddenly broke apart in
your twelfth century."

"These Doorcracks or tears—an we accidentally pass through themeven if we
don't know where they are? Even if we have no-one to guide us?" Harry asked
suddenly. "I'mthinking about the Bermuda Triangle and such places. It would
explain away a | ot of strange di sappearances.”

"Yes, yes, of course. The walls of reality are very unpredictable, anything is
possi bl e," Thol ocus answered, an air of inpatience creeping into his voice.
He had opened the floodgates of curiosity and now he feared a tide of

guesti ons woul d overwhel m him He gl anced anxiously around the circle of
Diviners but they sat still and inpassive, waiting for himto finish. The

dar keni ng shadows of evening | engthened across their faces. He lifted his
right hand toward the rising tiers of books and scrolls that |lined the tower.
"Al'l you seek to know is stored here, but now | rmnust press you to return your
m nds to the inpending doomthat stretches out to engulf us all."

"One | ast question, please," Mya called before the O ockmaster could start

agai n.
"Why are the Journeynen who brought us here and the peopl es of these other
realities illiterate when you have such a fountai nhead of know edge stored in

the City of Time?"

Thol ocus took a deep breath and Mya could see by the thunderous glare in his
eyes that her question had angered him "This city grew up out of the need to
record and watch over the world we had created. In the beginning there was
only the central tower where we dwell. It was in a vale of trees and soft
nmeadows, a place of peace and eternal silence, not the vast sprawl of

buil dings that now fills the | andscape with the hum of time. Because the
peopl e fromyour civilisation grew and flourished so the Halls of Hours were
built to store the windsprings of each individual life. Gadually the outer
ring of slender spires were also erected to acconmodate the wealth of w sdom
and in our haste ignorance seened the safest way to keep the know edge of

Par adi se a secret. Only a handful of learned men in each world was allowed the
gift of literacy." The C ocknaster paused, the frown that |ined his forehead
deepening as an ancient withered slowy rose fromhis chair and began to speak
in a crackling dry voi ce.

"Jothnar, the Asiri, Lord Mauder of Bendran, searches for Paradise. He cane
secretly upon our reading chanmber in the G tadel of Krak and made us his
prisoners. He tortured us into teaching himto understand the synbols that

bel onged to the illustrations of the nen with wings. W were |ucky to escape
with our lives."

The whol e Council let out a cry of dismy. Gay-robed figures rose, gripping
the table in their anguish, their chairs crashing and toppling behind them
"You fools! It would have been better if you had died dunmb rather than revea
t he know edge that was entrusted to your safe-keeping!" Thol ocus cursed,
advanci ng toward the cowering w thereds. He stabbed a quivering, accusing



finger at them

"But the know edge he stole is of little use to him It is only dead words and
a picture of a place that has vani shed into obscurity long ago. And nuch as we
were forced by torture to divulge it, sone good has cone of our teaching. The
Asiri no | onger nurders for pleasure, nor does he ransack and plunder his
people to swell his power. H's pursuit of a way to Paradi se has brought a
nmeasure of peace to the |ands of Bendran."

The O ockmaster towered over them his fist clenched, his face white with
anger. "It is the hunger that scrap of knowl edge has created that is the
danger!" He paused, al nost incoherent with rage.

"The Asiri's Mauders have been trying to snare a Journeyman in the |ands of
Bendran for an age of days but there are none quick enough to catch us," Kote
cried, taking a step into the chanber fromthe dark stone archway where he and
Orun sheltered, only to hesitate and then hastily w thdraw.

"No, no, enter, cone both of you," Thol ocus called, beckoning Oun and Kote

t hrough the archway. "The tine of secrets is drawing to a close. Forewarned is
forearnmed. "

"I don't get it." Denso frowned. "Were we cone from know edge is considered a
basic requirenent. Wiy is it so awmful for the Asiri to know about us?"

"You have seen and al nost been tranpled by the m ght of the conpany of

Mauders: surely you would fear them overrunni ng your worl d?" Orun ventured
Harry laughed. "Is that all you're worried about? Jesus, you don't know much
about how we have advanced. If this library really contains everything we have
ever achi eved you haven't grasped nodern technol ogy. Those gal | opi ng dragons
and riders wouldn't last five mnutes against a battalion of Sherman tanks or
a squadron of Tornadoes."

The pandenoni um and pani c that had swept around the table at the withered' s
revel ati on stopped abruptly. Heads turned and eyebrows arched in specul ation
as Harry finished. Chairs were righted hastily and one by one the Diviners and
the elders resunmed their places with a whisper of excited anticipation sighing
t hrough them which nelted away to a breathless quiet as Thol ocus raised his
hand for silence.

"We, the Council, are forbidden to dwell or set foot upon your Earth. W are
not allowed to neddle in its affairs: that was the price and forfeit we had to
endure for creating Paradise. W are cursed never to see the triunphs of our

| abours. "

Thol ocus' voice faltered and Mya had the distinct inpression that sonething,
some noi se from beyond the chanber, had distracted him For a nonment she
wondered if he feared a greater power was eavesdroppi ng, but his distraction
deepened. A frown of anxiety winkled his forehead as he turned his gaze
toward the tall crystal w ndows. He pushed his chair back and took two
hesitating strides forward, fingers clutching at the throat of his gown.
Suddenly a huge w nged shape envel oped in snoke and fire soared past the tal

wi ndows and spiraled down to |and. The nmenbers of the Council leapt to their
feet in disarray.

"A wat hwa beast has violated the sanctity of the City of Tine!"

Mya could see Oun and Kote tense, their heads tilted to one side as if
straining to catch at sonme far-off sound

"Dragmas!" Kote hissed. "There is the sound of dragmas on the high ground
above the city, hurrying toward us."

Thol ocus turned sharply toward the Journeyman. "Did anyone foll ow you here?"
"No, master, we were nost careful!" Oun cried. "The Mauders pressed us deep
into the Wndrows of Thorn but Kote's dragma, Lugg, lured themaway into the
sand-m sts of Chehung. No-one wi tnessed our passing through the Verge of
Drasatt."

Mya had half-risen, listening intently while Orun spoke, waiting for the sound
they all feared, beyond the rub of the wi nd against the tower and the
persistent, munbling rhythmof time that hummed throughout the city. A roaring
t hunder shook the tower: books and scrolls began to tunble fromthe coll apsing
shel ves.



One by one the tall crystal w ndows shattered, followed by the crash of
splintering wood and a rush of cruel shouts around the base of the tower.

"Go, Journeyman!" Thol ocus shouted as panic seized him "CGo, Waymaster, and
defend t he doors agai nst whoever has violated our sanctity!" The O ock-naster
strode back to the table in a frenzy, fear etched across his face. He spoke
with urgency directly to Mya, Denso and Harry. "There is still so nmuch to
unravel , centuries of warnings and prophecies that point as straight as an
arrow to the destruction of Paradise, but | fear we are too late to seek a
renedy or avert the catastrophe. You nust escape. You must return to Earth and
use whatever tine is left to prepare against this disaster. W nust erase al
evi dence of Paradise!" He stared wildly around the circunference of the tower
at the tiers of books, scrolls and tablets of stone. H's gaze soared up, up
into the shadowy darkness of the rafters and he opened his nmouth to shout
commands at the Diviners.

"No! It would be a nonunental crime to destroy them" cried Mya, leaping to
her feet.

"We nust! We must!" Thol ocus replied as the thunder of armoured boots drew
closer to the door. He raked his fingers through his hair in desperation

"Only the nmenbers of this Council, the withereds, elders and a handful of the
nost trustworthy Waymasters and Journeymen know of this city. Qur only defense
has been secrecy: there are no guards or armies to defend us. Now that we are
bei ng i nvaded we nust destroy all trace of Paradise. They nust never know of
it!" He slapped his hand against his forehead. "Of course! That is what al

t hese prophecies were pointing toward. They were forewarning us to erase the
know edge of its existence. Only then could it go on forever, hidden by the
walls of reality!"

"No, that is madness!" Mya shouted out, trying to nake hersel f heard agai nst

t he pandenoniumin the chanber and the clatter of arnoured boots and wld
cries rising fromthe stone spiral staircase that led up into the tower.

Sonet hing Harry had said about Earth's technol ogy a few monents ago had set
her thoughts racing.

"Wait!" she cried as Thol ocus began to crackl e sparks between his fingertips
in preparation to light the tinder dry manuscripts on the | owest shel ves.
"Perhaps all of those predictions of catastrophe that | collected in our world
were echoes of those ancient prophecies: highlighting the fact that you

woul dn't be able to keep your paradise a secret forever: that at one

di sastrous nonment in tine it would cone to an abrupt end."

Thol ocus and the whol e Council froze as the awful inplications that lay within
her words engul fed them She had cut straight through to the heart of the
matter and exposed the seed of their own destruction, the canker of the

cat astrophe. They had fashioned it thensel ves as they wove the walls of
reality. They had done it with their own hands. The door of the chanber shook
and burst open, its hinges splintering as a dozen Mauders dressed in the
arnmour of the Asiri swarmed into the chanmber. They dragged Orun and Kote bound
hel pl essly in thick iron chains between them

A dark shadow filled the shattered wi ndow and shrouded the evening sunlight. A
roari ng scream shook the slender tower and cl ouds of steam and sul phurous fire
scorched the outer walls. Mya spun round and | ooked up through the w ndow to
see a hi deous w at hwa beast hovering and beating the air into a gale of
stinking funes beneath its leathery wings as it gradually settled in weaths
of snoke and flames on the ground before the door-arch of the tower. A tall
angul ar figure in arnour of hammered gold alighted froma bl ack saddl e high
upon the beast's back and threw the reins of linked iron to a waiting warrior
before striding toward the doorway.

" "Fromthe sky shall come a great King of terror.' The prophecies are already
comng true: look, it is Jothnar, the Asiri of Krak, and he has taned a

wrat hwa! " cried one of the withereds and all the elders who had managed to
escape fromthe citadel fled to the furthest corner of the chanber and cast
their hands over their heads as their voices rose in a wail of terror and his
arnmour ed footsteps echoed on the stairwell.



As he strode into the chanmber, he seened to fill it with raw power, the |ight
reflecting fromthe thousands of engraved pictures on his arnor telling the
story of his conquests. He stopped, a triunphant smle thinning his |lips, and
I et his eyes sweep over the countless rising shelves of books. He saw Thol ocus
crouching, a flame flickering between his fingers beside a shelf of

manuscri pts; he saw the gray-robed diviners; and a cowering huddl e of

wi thereds on the far side of the room but what held his gaze were the three
strangers whom his Mauders had followed into the Wndrows of Thorn. He took a
nmenaci ng step toward Harry and raised his clenched fist. "You shall give ne
the road to Paradise!"

Harry stunmbl ed backward, putting the table between hinmself and the Asiri. "No,
no, you shall have nothing," he stuttered. "lI... | can't give you anything."
The terror in Harry's voice broke the trance that had bound Thol ocus. "You
shal I have not hing! You have violated the sanctity of the City of Tine!" he
cried, thrusting his flamng fingers toward the piles of manuscripts but

Jot hnar spun round, crossed the chanber in three giant strides and grasped the
O ockmaster's fragile fingers in his arnoured fist. A sneer of pleasure

pi npoi nted the pupils of his eyes as he crushed out the flame and heard the
brittle bones begin to crack

"No-one dares defy the Asiri," he hissed, but a spark escaped from Thol ocus

i ndex finger and fell anmongst the pages at his feet. It spread hungrily,
burrowi ng into and bl ackeni ng the parchnent, |eaping up in sheets of orange
flame to crack the stone tables and nelt the heavy gold and sil ver bindings on
t he books. The sudden roar of flanes and bill ow ng choki ng snoke swal | oned t he
outer walls of the tower and rows of burning books cane crashing down. Scrolls
unwound in ribbons of fire and threw the chanber into chaos.

Jothnar screamed with rage and rent and tore at the bindings of his arnor as
the netal heated and scorched his skin. H s Mauders fought one another to
escape fromthe burning chanber. Thick snoke began to fill the room Ma
scranbl ed backward and collided with Harry and Denso in the snoke as they

| ooked desperately for a way to escape the fires that were now encircling the
chanber.

"We're trapped!" she shouted in anguish

"Foll ow Foll ow "

Mya felt a pluck at her sleeve and glinpsed Thol ocus through the snoke,
beckoning themurgently to foll ow him Figures bunped, barged and pushed

agai nst them as the O ockmaster |led themtoward the solid wall of flame on the
ri ght-hand side of the chanber furthest away fromthe spiral stairway and the
way out. Mya hesitated, choking as she inhal ed the snoke.

"There is another stairway!" Thol ocus shouted agai nst the roar of flanes.
"Kote—&xun, you can't |eave thembehind..." she cried as a wall of flane
seened to rear up and Thol ocus pushed them forcefully through it.

Mya screwed her eyes tightly shut, covering her head with her hands as she
stunbl ed t hrough the searing flames. She heard her hair crackle and felt the
heat blister her skin. She blinked and opened her eyes. Ahead of her there was
an arched doorway and hands were reaching out to grasp at her arms. They
pul | ed her forward down a dark stairwell. She had to fight down the rising
panic and the will to scream It was pitch-black and the air stank of scorched
flesh and hair and the reek of burned cloth. She was being jostled and carried
hel pl essly forward by a crush of unseen bodies. The surge of the crowd bunped
her agai nst a rough stone wall on her left and she tried to reach out and
touch it when she mi ssed her footing and stunbl ed heavily against the figure
in front of her.

"Take care," one of the diviners hissed close to her right el bow "W are
descending the Wndsnith's Stair."

She felt himgrip her armand steady her as she felt cautiously for the next
worn step. Gradually her eyes grew accustoned to the darkness and she could
make out the vague shapes of noving heads ahead of her and the walls of the
narrow arched stairway. She could easily have reached out with both hands and
brushed her fingertips on the rough stonework if it had not been for the press



of people hurrying her forward. She realized, as she alnpbst |ost her bal ance
on the uneven stairs, that the steps must have been hol | owed out of the wall

of the tower as an escape route thousands of years ago.

They coul d not have descended nore than twenty of the uneven steps when from
somewher e above she heard Harry curse as he lost his footing. Tensely Denso
call ed out her nane in the darkness and begged to know if she was safe.

"Yes, don't worry, |I'mdown here ahead of you," she answered, coughing as she
drew in the acrid snoky air.

"But where is the C ocknaster? One nonent he was pushing me through the flanes
and the next he was gone. Did he escape? And what about... ?" She gasped and
gave a startled cry, twisting her head to | ook upward across the sea of noving
heads and shoul ders and heard the sound of splintering tinmber. She saw a dozen
doors that opened into the outer stairway burst open, riven fromtheir hinges.
Bri ght orange tongues of flame licked at the | ow vaulted roof and illum nated
the stairwell, throw ng hideous shadows fromthe arnmoured figures that now
swarnmed after themthrough the broken doors. Jothnar was the first to breach
the stairhead, his screanms and snarls of rage piercing and | oud enough to
splinter stone as he |leapt down the steps. His arnor reflected the flickering
flames, snoke and the stench of scorched flesh issued through every one of his
joints and seans as he rai sed a doubl e-headed mace and swept it in a blazing
arc of sparks at the fleeing cromd. He had torn off his helmet to reveal the
hi deously peeling and burned and bl ackened skin on his face. He was shouting
now, hurling venomat the fleeing diviners. "I amthe Asiri. Fire cannot harm
me. You will not escape. | shall have the road to Paradise if | have to
strangle it out of every one of you!" He shouted, bringing the blazing nace
down to strike the Diviner alnost directly behind Harry.

The man fell, his skull crushed to pulp, and he | anded on the uneven stone
steps, pushed and tranpl ed by the sudden surge of panic that filled the
st ai rway.

Thol ocus' voi ce echoed around them "The Asiri nust not capture Mya Capt horne
or Denso Al burton, nor nust they take the Guardian, Murners. Quickly, let them
pass by and escape."

Strong hands suddenly grasped at Mya's arms and wai st and despite her viol ent
struggl es and cries of protest she was raised above the jostling throng unti
she al nost brushed against the vaulted ceiling. Then she was passed forward,
hand over hand, over the heads of the crowmd. Mya twi sted her head and | ooked
back and saw Harry and Denso being lifted as she had been and shuffl ed
forward. Beyond the curve of the stairs she heard the Asiri bellow with rage
and redouble the ferocity of his attack

"Quickly, quickly, there isn't a nmonent to |ose."

She heard Thol ocus urging his Diviners fromjust ahead of her. She turned her
head back and saw himgesticulating with his arns outstretched to someone in a
narrow doorway before he turned and waited to Iift her down and hurry her

t hr ough.
"Quickly, follow nme, we must hide. Gve nme your coat. The Diviners and the
Journeymen will lay a false trail to lure the Asiri away."

"Kote, Orun, you're safe!" Mya cried as she regai ned her feet. She ran toward
t he doorway where the two nmen were crouching on the threshold, rubbing at the
raw weal s on their wists fromwhere the Mauders had bound themin iron

chai ns.

"The C ockmaster rescued us," Kote muttered quickly.

"Beware the wathwa. Keep to the shadow of the tower and follow nme to the

cl osest of the Halls of Hours. You will find shelter anongst the clocks,"

Thol ocus urged as he broke in between them and the Journeynen.

"But we will disturb the rhythmof tine!" Mya cried.

"There is no other choice," Thol ocus commanded grimy.

The crowd upon the stairway surged frantically forward and they could clearly
hear Jothnar's voice cursing and screaning for their bl ood.

"Al'l of you, follow ne."

He noved soundl essly around the base of the tower using the thickening pall of



snoke to hide themas it billowed out of every door and w ndow and sl i pped
past the waiting wathwa beast and into the thin shadows that stretched away
to touch the nearest of the vast buildings. Harry and Denso, with Oun cl ose
on their heels, followed the others through the doorway and began to skirt the
base of the tower and head toward the Halls of Hours. Behind them the clanor
of pursuit sounded loudly in the entrance. The remants of the Council, those
who had escaped death on the stairway, were fleeing, scattering in every
direction to draw the Mauders off their scent.

"This snoke nmakes it difficult to see which of the halls Thol ocus is | eading
us to," Denso whispered, slow ng and peering through the drifting snoke.

Orun hissed himinto silence. Something noved away to their left, they could
see it through the haze of snobke. There was a roaring snarl and a sudden
clatter of |leathery arnmoured scal es. Then the reek of sul phurous death and
corruption drifted over them Denso stunbled to a halt and stared up at the
towering bul k of the wathwa that was noving toward them through the haze. Its
bl ack | eathery wings were |azily opening and closing, stirring the drifting
snoke into dancing whirl pools of shadow. Its nonstrous reptilian head began to
turn slowy toward themas it hunted for the sound of their whispering voices
and scoured the ground with its hot unblinking eyes.

Harry was staring up so intently at the creature that he alnost collided with
Denso and fell away fromthe shelter of the tower in an effort to avoid him
"Dam!" he cursed, regretting it the nonent he heard hinsel f speak

He scranbl ed backward, searching for cover, but it was too |late, the beast had
seen him It opened its cavernous mouth and bel | owed, sendi ng cl ouds of

scal ding steam down upon themas it advanced with giant strides. The Mauder
holding its iron-linked reins was pulled wildly off-bal ance. He cursed and
fought to keep the wathwa still in the place where Jothnar had commanded hi m
to wait. At that very nonment the Asiri's voice cut through the shouts of the
fleeing Diviners and rose above the wathwa's snarls as he energed fromthe
tower and caught sight of Harry just as the boiling clouds of steam envel oped
him Orun grabbed at Harry's collar, dragged hi mroughly from beneath the

wrat hwa' s huge armoured claws, set himon his feet and pushed himw th Denso
toward the brightly-lit entrance of the closest Hall of Hours.

"Run, run for your lives!" he cried, springing after them

Denso fled, his head flung backwards, his nmouth gul ping lungfuls of air. H's
hands were cl enched into white-knuckled fists of terror and his feet pounded
the ground. Harry overtook himin three strides, head down, arns punping as
fast as steam hammers as he raced toward the |ighted entrance. Thol ocus
appeared in the huge doorway urgi ng themon. The sound of the cl ocks that

noi sily nunbered the mllions of lifetimes within the hall grew | ouder and

| ouder as they drew closer, but always a step behind them and rel entlessly

gai ning was the cl anking scrape of the Asiri's arnmor and the roaring fetid
breath of the wathwa scorching their heels.

Thol ocus snatched at Harry's armas he leapt up the | ast stone step of the
brilliantly-lit portico and propelled himinto the narrow central aisle

bet ween t he soaring, swaying walls of cloaks.

"Keep going until you nmeet Mya and Kote!" he shouted, his voice straining

agai nst the continual throb and echo of tine.

Denso was only a pace behind him gasping and staggering. The raw terror of
Jothnar's arnoured fingers clawing at his back and the huge wathwa's feet
threatening to crush his bones to powder nade himthrow hinself across the
threshold and sprint after Harry and he quickly vanished into the bowels of

t he cavernous buil di ng. Behind himhe heard Orun scream afraid to enter the
buil di ng, and a great shout of triunph rent the air. He heard Thol ocus' voice
ri se against Jothnar's as he urged the Waymaster to cross the threshol d. Denso
stopped and turned as Harry, Mya and Kote cautiously retraced their steps
until they could see the entrance.

Orun crouched on the broad top step | ooking desperately to left and right for
anot her way of escape. He would not enter the Hall of Hours despite their
urgings. The Asiri was inmediately behind him his arnoured hands reachi ng out



for Oun's neck. Fire and steamfromthe wathwa's jaws boil ed across the
entrance, cracking the stone and bl ackening the colums as it singed the
Waymaster's orange hair.

"No, | dare not enter. | cannot | ook upon the faces of nortality!" he shrieked
as Thol ocus risked the wathwa's breath and ran out to grasp his wists and
try to drag himin across the threshol d.

Jot hnar purposefully crossed the | ast footsteps that divided them His burnt
cheeks were hideously disfigured and victory lit his nurderous eyes as he
closed his armoured fingers around Orun's throat. "Now | shall have the road
to Paradi se and everything | desire."

He began to pull and drag the Waymaster away fromthe Hall of Hours, making
the C ocknmaster stagger and lose his fragile grip. Orun fought to break free,
his arms flailing as he tore at the vice-tight grip on his throat.

"Be still," Jothnar snarled, raising his free hand and bringing it down wth
vicious force on the back of Orun's head.

The Waymast er gasped, his eyes bul ged nonentarily, his backbone arched and his
vivid, tattooed cheeks bl ackened as the fist crushed the back of his skull and
he sl unped forward Iinply. Jothnar paused to release his murderous grip on the
Waymaster's throat and let himslip through his fingers to slunp to the ground
between his feet.

"None of you will escape!" he snarled, stepping over the unconsci ous body and
reaching out an arnoured hand to snatch at Thol ocus' wi st.

But his hand snapped shut on enpty air. The wathwa roared and sent out a

cl oud of sul phurous fire and steam and a bl aze of hot sparks crackled between
Jothnar's fingers as they nmet. He cursed as the elusive figure, who had twice
now dared to thwart him nelted away at his touch only to reappear further
back upon the portico, silhouetted in the |lighted doorway of the vast echoing
hal I .

"I will kill you all,"™ Jothnar hissed as he unsheathed a scimtar that hung
fromhis belt and strode forward.
"You cannot enter the Halls of Hours. |, Thol ocus,

O ockmaster of Eternity, forbid it." Thol ocus stood defiantly, arns raised to
bl ock the way.

"You'll never stop him he'll kill you!" Mya cried.

Jothnar heard her and a blistered sneer split his face. "No-one can stop ne. |
amthe Asiri, | take what | desire.”

He brought the curved bl ade down with a brutal scything stroke to decapitate
the C ockmaster but as the blade touched his skin it shattered into a blinding
rain of sparkling splinters |eaving Thol ocus conpletely unharned. The hilt of
the scimtar glowed white-hot and forged itself into Jothnar's clenched fist.
The Asiri screamed and staggered backward, falling to his knees and cl aw ng
desperately at the gauntlet with his other hand until he managed to tear it
of f. Tears of uncontrollable rage streaked his bl ackened cheeks and his teeth
ground together as he clinbed back to his feet and again advanced toward the
door way.

"You must not enter. You cannot conceive of the harmyou will do to the rhythm
of time!" Thol ocus cried again even nore urgently from where he had retreated
a dozen paces inside the hall

"Ti me?" Jothnar sneered, letting his narrowi ng gaze sweep over the swaying,
towering aisles of the mllions of clocks and tinmepieces that were piled and
stacked one on top of the other until they vani shed into the gl oom anongst the
rafters or dimnished away in receding rows and all eyways into the heart of
the building. "This place has nothing to do with time," he | aughed harshly.
"The sun and the nmoon, daylight and darkness, the changi ng seasons—they are
time, not this echoing chanmber of noise, this vault of trinkets!" He took a
huge stride over the threshold into the hall.

"You tanper with things you know nothing of. | order you to keep out!"

Thol ocus shouted as the tiers of clocks that flanked the doorway began to
trenble and sway nore violently.

The rhythm of time suddenly changed. It grew in vol une, becom ng frantic and



uneven. Lenses began to crack and shatter, hands began to nelt and w ther and
cl ock-faces began to fracture. A single clock crashed to the ground, its
conpl ex springs and cogs exploding into fragnents. Another, then another
crashed down beside it at the Asiri's feet. In nmonments whole tiers were
collapsing in a roaring crash of splintering glass, wood and netal as hundreds
and then thousands of clocks cascaded down to fill the narrow all eyways cl ose
to the entrance

Jothnar cried out and stunbled as the deluge struck and rebounded off his
arnor. He threw hinself out of the hall over the threshold. Bruised and

vi si bly shaken he crouched on the portico, hands over his ears, as the roar of
destruction reached a crescendo. The strings of lanps that lit the first part
of the vast hall began to flicker and one by one they went out.

He rose to his feet as the rhythmof time resuned and shook his fists at the
dar keni ng entrance, shouting, "You won't escape from ne by bl ocking the
entrance with a magi ¢ aval anche of broken trinkets! I'lIl order ny wathwa to
tranple this and every other hovel within your city into ruins. I'll order him
to breathe fire over the broken stones and roast you alive . "

To prove his words Jothnar turned, raised his scorched hand and shouted to the
creature, summning it forward in its weaths of boiling steamand fire.
"We've got to get out of here fast before we're crushed to death!" Denso
cried, retreating along the narrow, swaying alleyway and seeking desperately
for a way to escape.

"There nust be a door or sonething at the back

But hadn't we better wait for the O ockmaster?" Mya answered quietly. She was
huddl ed cl ose to Kote who crouched trenmbling with terror, his head buried in
his hands. It had taken every ounce of his courage to venture through the

door way.
"Stay still and conpletely silent, all of you. Do not disrupt the rhythm of
time." Thol ocus' voice cane to them a whisper out of the mountainous ruins

t hat bl ocked the darkened entrance. He gathered up the hens of his robes,
scranbl ed up and over the mounds of broken clocks and burst out onto the
portico. "No!" he cried out. "Watever destruction your anger causes here it
will bring untold devastation to the Paradi se that you seek."

The urgency in Thol ocus' voice nmade Jothnar hesitate and spin round, shocked
to find the C ockmaster standing close to his el bow

"So there is truth in what | seek. Paradise really does exist?" he asked.

Thol ocus stared at himthen nodded reluctantly and although Jothnar's eyes
narrowed into suspicious slits slowy he | owered his beckoning hand and t he
wr at hwa sunk back to its haunches in clouds of hissing steam

"Now tell nme, what does this vast hall of hidden echoes have to do with the

pl ace that | seek to find?" he denmanded

Thol ocus lifted his frail hand and gestured back to the piles of ruined

cl ocks, springs, cogs and wheels that had spilled out through the doorway
behind him "By invading this Cty of Tine, by trespassing into this Hall of
Hours, you have disrupted the rhythm of thousands, perhaps mllions, of lives
on Earth. Your carel ess actions have brought about their deaths. Those cl ocks,
or trinkets as you called themin your ignorance, those tinepieces that your
presence in this hall caused to shatter and conme tunbling down were the

wi ndsprings for the people who dwell in Paradi se. They nmeasured the years,
days, hours and minutes of their lives. But nowthey lie in ruins, prematurely
destroyed, and who knows what mayhem what di sasters you have caused to sweep
across the surface of the Paradi se you seek. \Wat plagues or floods, what

fam nes or earthquakes now stain its tranquillity?"

Jot hnar stared past the C ockmaster in awe at the mass of broken nechani sns
that spilled out of the doorway. He stirred the closest with the toe of his
armour ed boot and watched closely as the bright nmetal cogs rolled away from
him He hadn't understood the inplications of the O ockmaster's words, nor did
he care. Paradise, or Earth as the withered old man had called it, really did
exi st and he knew that here within this secret city he would find the

know edge of the road that would lead himto it. He kicked out savagely at the



br oken springs and cl ock-faces, revelling in the power over life and death he
had unwittingly di scovered by trespassing within this vast buil ding. Laughing
softly, he turned and with an echoi ng shout sumoned his Mauders to bring the
captured Diviners and withereds so that they could bear witness to his fina
tri unph.

As he turned back, a sneer of triunph it his eyes. He could never have

i magi ned that when he glinpsed those two travel ers crossing the Crystal Swanps
or followed the riderless dragma to the gates of this city that they would

|l ead himso easily to what he had sought for so |ong.

"I amthe Asiri, the Lord Mauder of Bendran and all the |ands that touch each

hori zon. | hold the power of life and death over all ny peoples and others.
Now gi ve me the know edge of the road to Paradise."
"No, | cannot. There are no clear ways through the walls of reality. Earth is

a secret place, a world set apart fromall others. Gve up this passion of
yours before you cause untold damage. Go before . . ."

"Silence, fool! | knowthat mllions may die so that | may achi eve what |
desire. That is the price of conquest!" Jothnar screamed in rage, froths of
white spittle clogging the corners of his nouth.
"I would rather die than reveal anything to you,'

Thol ocus answered defiantly.

"You will deny ne nothing," the Asiri hissed, taking a threatening step toward
the C ockmaster. But as he reached out to strike himhe renmenbered how easily
the frail, withered figure had evaded hi m before and hesitated. Then he

st abbed a quivering finger back to where the wathwa crouched on its haunches
br eat hi ng sul phurous cl ouds of snoke and steam "No-one in all your |egends or
tales of long ago has ever dared to harness such a savage beast of fire and
tame its wildness, yet | nane it Graksha and ride upon its back. I, the Asiri,
the greatest to have lived, have done this to aid my search anongst the
clouds. But | grow inpatient: such feats of bravery are not enough. | hunger
to conquer this |land where nen have w ngs fashioned from feathers of eagles
and soar above an azure sea. Tell nme of the road now or | wll sunmon G aksha
and he will pour snoke and fire through this doorway."

"I speak the truth," Thol ocus cried, his determination turning to angui sh as
the great beast began to rise and clinb the broad stone steps. The Asiri was
so blindly obsessed that he cared nothing for the destructi on he woul d cause.
"Bring out those travelers you are hiding within the hall!" Jothnar snapped
suddenly. "They must know of the way. They nust know better than anyone el se.
Bring themto ne before G aksha burns themto cinders.”

"They know not hing. There are no clear roads, you nust believe ne!" Thol ocus
cried in vain as the shadow of the nonstrous w athwa spread across him "The
wal s of reality were seal ed up thousands of years ago. But there have al ways
been cracks and tears within their fabric. Dark, dangerous, unpredictable
Door - cracks that may open up or fold shut at any nmonent." Thol ocus sucked in a
shal  ow breath and carried on recklessly in an effort to halt the advancing
wr at hwa and extinguish the plune of flames that was issuing fromits cavernous
nout h.

"Door cracks! Dark dangerous roads that few would dare to travel ?" Jot hnar

hi ssed, gl ancing down at the Waymaster's body, his eyes narrowi ng to cunning,
calculating slits. He stilled his beast with a shout and for a single nonment
hel d the O ockmaster's gaze.

"There is a clear path to follow Paradise will be mnel" He | aughed, the

gl oating words splitting the monent's silence. He stepped back over Orun's
unconsci ous body, reached down and hooked the fingers of his gloved hand into
his collar. Wth his other hand he tore open the Waymaster's jerkin and began
to study the nmass of tattooes that covered his chest and arms. Frowning and
nmuttering he turned himover and held himup by a handful of orange hair.
Suddenly he gave a cry of triunmph and hurled the linp body high into the air.
He turned to give the C ocknaster one last threatening gesture as the old man
tried to rescue his faithful servant and then he shouted to the gathering of
Mauders who stood on the steps below him "Drive the C ock-master and his
friends back into the hall, nake sure none escape and then erect a skinning



frame on this portico."

"What the hell is going on out there?" Denso asked as Thol ocus clinbed back
over the pile of clocks winging his hands in anguish and hurried back into
the hall.

"The Asiri has realized that Orun's journey-lines nust lead himto a

Door crack." And he wal ked back into the hall with his head bowed.

Al most inmmedi ately they could all hear the rattle of hammrers and the rasp of
bow saws. Kote | ooked up from where he crouched in the shadows next to Mya.
H s face was deadly pale beneath its covering of tattooes and his lips
trenbl ed as he spoke.

"The Asiri has commanded his Mauders to skin Oun alive. It is the only way he
can preserve the journey-lines that are tattooed onto his skin."

"Jesus, that's barbaric! W have to do something!" Harry cried.

"Ch, my God, we have to try to save him" Ma gasped, jumping to her feet as
she felt the bile rising in her throat.

"It is inmpossible. The Mauders have already encircled this building. W wll
never get out of here or even get close enough to cut his throat," Kote
answer ed, shaking his head in despair.

"Good God, you call slitting his throat hel ping hin? You' re no better than

t hose barbarians out there!" Denso cried in horror. The thought of what Kote
was suggesting rmade himforget the headache that had been eating away at the
i nside of his skull ever since they had plunged through the Doorcrack above
the Crystal Swanps. It also nade himforget to keep his voice to a whisper

"Quiet! Your voices will disturb the rhythmof time," Thol ocus hissed as he
turned sharply toward Denso.
"Real life and death, the values and norals of existence, are totally

different here. To slit Oun's throat would give hima high, noble traveller’s
death. It would also deny the Asiri all know edge of the journey-lines
tattooed upon his body."

"Do you mean that those nonsters will literally skin himalive?" Ma
stuttered, shuddering in revul sion and gripping tightly to Kote's arm

"Ch yes, they must," Thol ocus answered in a hushed whi sper. "They nust renove
the skin carefully to ensure that the thousands of veins that feed it are

unharned. They will tease and stretch the veins w thout breaking them | eaving
the skin joined to his body only where the jugular runs closest to the surface
in his neck. The skin will then be stretched out beside himupon the frane and

oiled constantly with essences of nyrrh and sap fromthe bl ackthorn tree, thus
rendering it transparent and hei ghtening the colours of the journey-lines that
l[ive within it. But " Thol ocus paused and gl anced anxi ously at the nounds
of rui ned nmechani sns that clogged the doorway. Beyond it he caught the sound
of the scrape and crunch of the Mauders' arnoured boots and their shouts as

t hey worked upon the skinning frane that they were building on the portico. He
drew the others closer to himwith a whisper. "But to sever the flow of a
Waymaster's life blood will nmake his skin wither and die and the tattooes wl|l
fade away to nothing. You see, these travelers that | sent out to search for a
way through the walls of reality and bring you all here to the Grand Counci
are not ordinary nortals. They are wayfarers who spring from an ancient

| i neage that keeps alive the know edge of thousands of far-flung places. They
have the arts of elusive-ness, stealth and speed and their skins are
enchanted, their blood enriched, to record in vivid detail living
illustrations of every journey they undertake. Only in a violent and bl oody
death are those menories erased forever. The Asiri must keep Oun alive for
his skin is the only nmap of the road through the walls of reality that exists
apart fromthe one Kote carries tattooed upon his body."

"But why nust they skin hin? Wiy can't the Asiri just tie himonto the frane?
Why do they need to do anything so horrible and brutal ?* Mya cried, clutching
even tighter to Kote's arm

Thol ocus hunched his shoul ders, brushed his hand t hrough his head of fl ow ng,
white hair and crouched even closer to themso that they could hear the dry
breath rattling in his ancient chest. "What you can see tattooed upon the



outer surface of the Waymaster's skin is only one view of the journeys that he
has undertaken. Once stretched and oiled into a transparent menbrane those
journey-lines becone a three-dinensional map, revealing every |landmark the
travel er has glinpsed as he passed upon his journey."

"We've got to do sonething, and quickly,"” Harry muttered, frowning and turning
his head toward the entrance as he realized that the hamering and saw ng
out si de had stopped. Now nothing broke the silence but the persistent rhythm
of time. "But what can we do?" he added, pressing his hands agai nst his
tenmples. "l suppose rushing those Mauders is out of the question?" he
nut t er ed.

"I npossible. They are trained warriors."

"If Kote can becone alnost invisible like Oun did in New York why can't he
slip between the Mauders and use that dagger that hangs from his belt?" Denso
asked.

"Ch no," hissed Mya in alarm The words were out of her nmouth al nost before
she realized it

"No, | forbid it!" Thol ocus hissed, gripping Kote's dagger-hand firmy. "He
woul d see you the nmonment you | eave the shadow of the doorway. If the Asiri
catches you he will have the only other journey-line that can lead himto the
wal s of reality. No, it would be nmadness to risk such a venture."

A scream of agony tore through the rhythmof time, quickly followed by the
Asiri's triunmphant |aughter as he called the O ockmaster to cone out and

wi tness his victory.

"I't has begun. There is nothing we can do," Thol ocus cried as he turned and
scranbled to the top of the nound of broken clocks with the others at his

heel s.

Denso stopped abruptly as he reached the top, his knees and hands sinking into
the pile of broken nmechanisms and retched, his stomach heaving in violent
contractions at the sight that lay before him Ma sobbed uncontrollably, her
head buried in her hands, her fingers pressed in her ears to shut out the
Waymaster's screans. Harry felt hot tears of rage wet the corners of his eyes
and he ground his teeth in bitter hel pl essness and cl enched his fists so
tightly that his nails cut into the palns of his hands and the bl ood trickled
out between his fingers.

"You'll pay for this, you bastard!" he shouted, raising a bleeding fist at the
Asiri

Jothnar merely | aughed at the idle threats and beckoned himto cone forward.
"Come on, Earthian, come and break bread at ny table and unfold the secrets of
Par adi se while ny Mauders unravel the road we shall take."

Jour ney-1ines

"GOD, what |1'd give for a Smith and Wesson automatic with a bagful of

ammuni tion clips right now," Harry nmuttered bitterly as he let his clenched
fist fall uselessly to his side. He stared across the portico over the heads
of the guards who barred the doorway.

The area had been set with a ring of flickering rush-lanmps that clearly
illuminated the pitiful sight of the Waynaster strung up upon the skinning
frame. He had been stripped naked and the mass of tattoos that covered his
body were vividly reflected in the Ianplight. He had fought with every ounce
of his nmassive strength but he couldn't stop his arnms and | egs from being
brutally stretched apart into a star shape and tied with black, fibrous ropes
t hat had been knotted around his wists and ankles. He had been fixed securely
to the ring-heads of long, thick iron bolts threaded through the main
structure of the frame. Four swarthy Mauders were tightening the bolts with
long iron keys, cursing at himand shouting for himto be still as he tried
desperately to escape. He was twi sting and turning, making the tightening
ropes burn and damage his skin. H's head was being pull ed upwards by dozens of
thin cords that had been knotted into his orange hair which then fanned out up
and over the top and upper edges of the frame through oiled grooves. Three



muscul ar warriors, stripped to the waist, were throwi ng their weight upon

t hose cords, laughing and cursing at Orun as their brutal strength stretched
hi s neck, making his veins show up as clearly as gnarled tree-trunks. The
pressure distorted his face, twisting and flattening his nose, nmouth and
cheeks into a hideous agonising |leer. H s bones creaked and groaned as the
keys turned. Hi s nmuscles bunched and convul sed and sweat oozed out of every
tortured pore naking the tattooes seemto ripple and nmelt together

The keys turned and he screaned again, a wailing, choking scream of

hel pl essness and despair that burst out of his throat and echoed across the
city touching each of the vast Halls of Hours as it stretched away into the
dar kness.

Jothnar's cruel laughter cut through the Waymaster's scream as he raised a
razor-sharp curved, skinning-knife and made the first incision into the skin
in the hollow of Orun's arnpit. "Now | will find the journey-line that |eads
to the Doorcrack. It shall signal the beginning of a new age of conquest when
| shall rule Paradise!"

The curved bl ade pierced Orun's skin and the tension of the wires and ropes
that held himtaut upon the frame caused his skin to split along the soft
underside of his armrevealing raw glistening flesh and darker bundl es of
sinews and nuscles. His el bow burst through as the split wi dened and travel ed
down his forearm

"Al'l my dreans, everything | desire, will soon be mne!" Jothnar shouted,
puncturing Orun's other arnpit and notioning to the figures holding the keys
to tighten the ropes again.

Then he stopped to allow the six waiting Mauders, their skinning-knives ready,
to close in on either side of the Waymaster and begin with skillful paring
cuts to peel back his skin. They carefully dissected out the forest of
arteries that fed it, cursing as their knives slipped and they pricked and
punctured tiny vessels causing droplets of blood to splatter onto their arms
and faces while mnute portions of the tattoos faded.

"Take care, you fools," Jothnar hissed, "I want to see every footstep that he
has ever taken. | want his skin."

Orun's body contracted into violent spasnms as their knives stripped away at
his nerves and one wailing shriek of pain tore through his Iips and foll owed
the first screaminto the darkness.

"You are wong, Asiri!" Tholocus cried angrily, suddenly leaping to his feet
and scranbling down across the nound of broken clocks. "You cannot begin to
grasp at the catastrophes your conquest will unleash.”

Jothnar hesitated and for a nonent his eyes clouded with doubt as he watched
the C ocknmaster try to reach the skinning-frame and deny hi mthe know edge of
the road to Paradise. He shouted to his guards who crowded forward and barred
t he way, forcing Thol ocus back at spear point. The desire to conquer Earth
overwhel med the Asiri. "Stay back, you old fool, or I will sumon G aksha and
render you all to ashes," he sneered. "What you are witnessing is the birth of
a new age."

Thol ocus hesitated and retreated, thwarted, back to the entrance of the hall.
In triunmph Jothnar turned his back on the d ockmaster and snapped his fingers
at the bl oody warriors gathered around the skinning-frane, urging themto cut
and tear faster.

"I can't stand anot her noment of just kneeling here and watching this

but chery!" Mya shouted, tears of anger and di sgust coursing down her cheeks.
She grabbed a handful of the sharp cl ock-wheels from where she kneel ed and
hurled themwi th all her might across the portico. The ring of guards ducked
in surprise as the whirring metal discs flew over their heads and before their
war ni ng shouts could alert the butchers at the frame one of the serrated
wheels skimed in a curving arc toward them and struck the bare shoul der of

t he Mauder carefully paring the skin away fromthe right side of Orun's chest.
H s bl ood-sticky hand and razor-sharp knife were three inches inside the |oose
fold of hanging skin around the nipple, dissecting out the intercostal
arteries. The mass of tattoos wobbl ed and noved as the bl ade worked its way



al ong the underside of each rib toward the sternum and stripped away the
arteries and nerves that lay in the chest wall. The Mauder cried out as the
cog hit himand his knife jerked downwards, its needl e-point puncturing a

hi dden artery. A fountain of bright bl ood gushed hotly over his hand and
spurted through the torn nipple to splash onto his face. It spread in a dark
wi deni ng stain across the |oose folds of hanging skin.

Jot hnar spun round at the Mauder's cry and saw the tattoos within the
spreading stain fade, the details becom ng blurred and nergi ng together. He
screamed with rage and snatched the warrior away. Wth his armured hand he
crushed the larynx with one violent contraction of his fingers and threw him
carel essly aside. He plunged his other hand into the bl eeding mass of flesh
and nuscles, found the pulsating artery beneath the skin and brutally pinched
the wound to stemthe flow of bl ood.

"I't worked. Look, those tattoos on his chest have al ready vani shed!" Denso
shout ed, grabbing handful s of clock-wheels, springs and pendul uns and hurling
t hem t hrough the portico.

Jothnar snarled with anger and shouted at his guards to bring forward one of
the iron-linked nets they used to snare wild dragnas and stretch it across the
doorway. Orun raised his bl oodshot eyes and stared at himthrough a veil of
pai n and agony. The Asiri's face slowy swaminto focus.

"You shall have nothing . " he tried to say. The cords knotted into his
hair were pulled so tight that he could do no nore than gargle, but the Iook
of defiance was clear for Jothnar to see. Orun raised his eyes a fraction nore
and through a filmof blood and searing pain he saw Denso hurl dozens of
shining metal discs at the raised net and then advance on the solid wall of
guards wi elding a long netal pendulumin both hands.

He whi spered Denso's nane before the agony overwhel ned himand he sank into a
bl ack pit of unconsciousness. Mercifully he felt nothing of the |ast nonents
of his torture as the layers of tattoos were stripped fromhis back and

shoul ders and the left side of his chest before being stretched out flat upon
the frame beside him At a signal fromthe Asiri a waiting Mauder, bal anci ng
on a rickety scaffold of bleached dragma bones behind Orun's head, carefully
pi erced the skin above his jugular and cut a precise incision along the angle
of his jaw and up around each ear. He drew his blade up along the back of his
neck, through his thick orange hair and over the crown of his head, stopping
only when the bl ade reached the vivid tattoos upon his forehead.

The two bl oody butchers at the front of the frame reached around Orun's head
and with careful cuts stripped free the tenporal artery before probing with
their sticky fingers into the wi dening gash and tearing his scalp free,
pulling it brutally over the top of his head. The thin cords that had been
knotted into his hair to hold his head rigid were sl ackened off and before his
head could slunmp forwards in a sensel ess stupor his hair and skin were ripped
free and dragged down over his forehead, tearing away fromthe bridge of his
nose and cheeks, taking his eyelids and Iips off in one vicious tug.

The outline of his face coll apsed and forned a hideously distorted mask in the
hands of the two Mauders as they stretched it, kneading the skin between their
bl oody fingers, teasing out the torture lines before they hung it up upon a
single black iron hook at the top of the frane.

The Mauders stepped back, the skinning conplete. Orun's body now hung in
unconsci ous wetchedness. H s raw, glistening nakedness of trembling flesh,
sinews and nuscl es was exposed to the cold night air. A forest of arteries and
m nute veins that the Mauders had neticul ously dissected out criss-crossed the
narrow gap still linking himto his skin, feeding and nourishing the thousands
of vivid illustrations portrayed there.

Jot hnar | aughed, a cruel pitiless sound of triunphant delight. He signaled to
t he Mauders who held the iron keys to tighten themgently and stretch the skin
wi t hout distorting the journey-lines. Two anointers di pped soft
boughl i n-feat her brushes into deep silver vessels of oil of nmyrrh and sap from
t he bl ackthorn that hung on either side of the frame and began to wet the skin



wi th sweeping strokes. It quickly becane translucent and the tattoos gl owed
with an intense richness. Jothnar inpatiently pushed the anointers aside and
began to pore over the thousands of intricate pictures, nuttering and munbling
to hinmself as he briefly traced the Iine of a journey only to disregard it and
pur sue anot her.

"More oil. Be quick," he hissed, stepping back to watch the anointers' soft
brushes send a rippling curtain of oils over the skin.

"W have conpletely failed," Mya sobbed as she saw Orun's head nove as the
vei | s of unconsci ousness began to lift. She heard a wailing screamissue from
t he bl oody hol e where his mouth and cheeks shoul d have been

"I will find a way to put an end . " Kote began when a shout fromthe Asiri
made hi m stop speaking and rise to his feet. He noved forward to the nound of
cl ocks that bl ocked the doorway and peered out. Jothnar had noved back to
exam ne the skin and was pointing excitedly to an area on the left shoul der
"The Crystal Swanmps! | knew the road woul d be sonmewhere in those shi mering
wastes. Look! Look!"

The Mauders crowded round, craning their necks to follow the Asiri's pointing
finger.

"Look at those forests of towers: there must be mllions of |lanps," a voice
gasped.

"But it's a place of strange monsters with blazing lights set in their heads!"
cried another fearfully.

"Those soaring towers nust be the citadels in Paradise," Jothnar whispered,
ignoring the timd voices. He turned inpatiently to where G aksha crouched
bel ow the first step of the portico and sumoned it to ascend the steps. As
the nonstrous w athwa towered over the translucent skin and followed the
Asiri's novements with its red-hot eyes, Jothnar tried to trace the secret
road that Orun had travelled through the Crystal Swanps.

"It's there somewhere. It has to be there!" he shouted inpatiently. He | eapt
into the wathwa's saddl e and urged it forward. Suddenly he halted and issued

a string of orders to the nmlling Mauders.
"Bi nd the skinning-frame securely between the anointers on the two strongest
dragnmas. Keep that Waymaster alive and ride toward the Crystal Swanps. | will

study those journey-lines and di scover where the Doorcrack lies long before we
reach journey's end."

H s eyes travelled over the rings of guards to pause for a nonment on the nound
of ruined clocks and the group of figures in the doorway of the vast echoing

hall. He spurred Graksha a pace toward them and his bl ackened face split into
a victorious |eer.
"Soon | will have the know edge of the road that | seek; nothing can prevent

me from di scovering it. The Waymaster's journey-lines are m ne now, do you
hear ne old fool ? Your threats and denials are enpty husks of hot air."

He | aughed and raked his spurs across the wathwa's arnoured fl anks and
wheel ed the great beast away fromthe entrance. In one giant |eap they
descended fromthe portico scattering and tranmpling on the crowd of watching
Di viners, crushing the slowest into the dust as G aksha spread his w ngs,
beating the air into a gale of stinking funes as he rose above the Hall of
Hour s.

"Lord Asiri," the Captain of the Mauders cried as he ran to the edge of the
portico. "What shall we do with the Diviners? What shall we do with the

wi t hereds and the Earthians who are hiding in the hall? Shall we bind themin
chains and bring themw th us?"

Jot hnar | eaned forward, gripping the high ponmel of his saddl e and | ooked

down, his eyes narrowing into nmurderous slits. "Kill themall for daring to
defy me. Kill every one of themand reduce this . . . this . . . this city of
hi dden echoes into a wastel and of silence. And be quick, for once | have

di scovered the Doorcrack I will not wait long for you upon the threshold of
Par adi se. "

He | aughed cruelly and turned the nonstrous wathwa toward the Crystal Swanps,
prom sing that he would be lord of the skies in Paradise, and then flew | ow



across the city.

The renmai nder of the Mauders, full of fear that they were to be left behind,
rushed to the edge of the portico and | eapt upon their dragmas. They streaned
out of the city after the Asiri, leaving only a dozen guards to take heed of
Jothnar's | ast conmand. These drew their curved swords in preparation to

sl aughter the remains of the Grand Council. Screans and shouts of terror rang
out across the portico as the Mauders' swords rose and fell.

"Quickly, get back into the hall!" Thol ocus cried as the guards let the | ast
of the withereds fall lifeless to the ground and began to advance toward them
Harry stared at the carnage and shouted toward the Asiri as he vanished into
the Iifting dawn, "You're going to pay for all this you soulless, nurdering
bastard!"

"Come on Harry, for Christ's sake," Denso hissed, grabbing at his sleeve and
physi cal |y draggi ng himback into the hall as the cl osest Mauder |unged at
hi m

Running at the O ockmaster's heels they foll owed himthrough a maze of twists
and turns into the cavernous buil di ng.

"How the hell are we going to escape now?" Denso gasped, hearing the scrape
and clatter of pursuit that filled the entrance behind them

Thol ocus stopped and held up his hand to halt and silence the others. "The
rhythmof time in this hall is your time on Earth, that is why your presence
does not affect it but the Mauders dare not trespass too far in here. Listen
their presence is already affecting the rhythmof tinme. If they try to venture
any further in the clocks will start to tunble down."

At that noment the Mauders stopped and their voices rose in heated argumnent.
Thol ocus smiled grimMy as he listened to them then he turned to the others
and whi spered, "They fear the rhythmtoo nmuch to pursue us any further, and
the lure of Paradise is far too strong."

The Mauders' voi ces faded through the doorway. There was a sudden rush of
arnmoured boots across the entrance, whistles and shouts as the Mauders
sumoned their dragmas and then the sounds of galloping claws receded into the
di stance. Thol ocus waited until nothing but the stunbling rhythm of the clocks
was to be heard before beckoning the others to follow himas he slowy
retraced his steps back through the doorway and onto the w de portico.

Harry hesitated for a nonent, glancing darkly at the nmountai nous rows of

cl ocks. "Somewhere there's one ticking for each one of us here,” he whispered.
Denso shivered and hunched his shoulders. "I don't want to see mine," he
answered as he hurried after the C ockmaster

Thol ocus stood on the portico perfectly still, the dawn breeze ruffling his

hair and spreadi ng out his silken robes as he surveyed the carnage. "W were
wrong. The catastrophe—the dark shadow that we feared threatened Paradise
foretold our own doom—+t was of our own making. We sowed its seeds with our
own hands in the dawn of tinme. W . " Hs voice crackled and faltered and
he woul d have fallen, bowed down with despair, had not Harry been cl ose enough
behind to catch and hold him

Anger rose as thick as bile to choke Harry's throat when he saw the sensel ess
destruction, the brutal butchery that they had been powerless to stop. He

hel ped the C ockmaster across the portico, guiding himthrough the litter of
bodi es that |ay where the Mauders had cut them down and were now surrounded by
wi deni ng pools of blood. Gently he | owered Tholocus to sit upon the top step,
his head bowed forwards in his hands, his frail body trenbling, as he repeated
hi nsel f over and over. "Tine is at an end. The shadow of death is spreading
beneath the wathwa's wings as he flies across Paradise."

Mya listened to his munblings for a nmonent and then kneel ed down beside him
and cl asped his hands tightly, drawing them away from his face. "Thol ocus,

what is going to happen now? What will happen now that the Diviners are dead
and your tower is burnt to ashes? Howw Il tinme cone to an end?"

Thol ocus' shoul ders stopped trenbling as her voice penetrated his

consci ousness. The tragedy had briefly overwhel ned him He | ooked up past her
to the black pall of snobke drifting in the dawn breeze above his gutted tower.



"He hasn't found that Doorcrack yet, perhaps he never will," Harry offered.

Thol ocus shook his head. "The Asiri is no fool, he will find it and | ay waste
the Earth. The wathwa's fire will scorch Paradise to a cinder!" he cried.
"Soon the rhythmof time will be silent and the eternal darkness of death will

cover these halls."

"But what if that doesn't happen?" Denso asked.

"What if the wathwa and the butcher riding on his back are shot out of the
sky?"

"But you don't understand . Thol ocus cried in anguish. "Nothing can stand
against the wathwa's breath and it isn't only one beast that your people wll
have to destroy. The Mauders who w tnessed the skinning will carry the word of
Par adi se throughout all the |ands of Bendran, Thorn, Chricaun and the Crystal
Swanps. Hordes of creatures, large and small, and wild ruthless peoples wll
try to overrun your world. Once they hear word of your Earth they will assault
the walls of reality where they are weakest. The walls will crunble and soon
there will be a thousand pathways to invade Earth. You will not be able to
stop themno matter what weapons you have."

"And once we are all dead tinme will stop conmpletely?" Harry frowned.

"I ... 1... don't really know," Thol ocus hesitated. "Yesterday ny answer woul d
have been 'yes,' it would have fulfilled the prophecies. But today they have
cone true in the nost unexpected way. The i mortals have been destroyed and
eternity has cone to an end for the Diviners." Thol ocus stopped and stared
wildly at the bodies that lay all around him

"Yes, but you haven't answered ny question. What if we destroy the Asiri with
our nodern technol ogy? Wuld this tower of tinme still go on creating life

wi thout the Diviners to watch over it?"

Thol ocus frowned and for a moment he listened to the persistent echo of the
mllions and mllions of clocks. The rhythm had changed radically when the
Asiri violated the sanctity of the city and tore Orun's skin fromhis body. It
had becone nore frantic, nore uneven, but it hadn't altered again with the
death of the Diviners.

"Perhaps it will continue, yes, | can hear it now," he cried leaping to his
feet. "Perhaps the disaster the prophets foretold was the ending of the
Diviners' inmortality, not the fall of Paradise. We m sread the warnings.

Qui ckly, you must return to your Earth and warn your people to prepare against
the Asiri's conquest. Perhaps you can avert it."

"I'f we could end Orun's torture, kill himbefore the Mauders reach the Crystal
Swanps, we would deny his journey-lines to the Asiri and then he woul d never
find that Doorcrack no matter how hard he | ooks." The determ nation in Kote's
voi ce made themall turn toward him

Thol ocus | ooked up sharply and nodded his head. "Yes, we nust do everything to
delay the Asiri but his Mauders have at |east an hour's start and | fear you
woul d never catch them You must realize yours are the only other
journey-lines that show a clear way through the walls of reality. It would be
madness to risk themfalling into the Mauders' hands. The runor of Paradise
wi || draw thousands of creatures who will be swarmning through the Crystal
Swanps. No, it would be far too dangerous.”

"I'f we could only catch up with those nurdering bastards before they reach the
Crystal Swanps you wouldn't need to |l et Kote get anywhere near them+ woul d
put Orun out of his misery nyself,” Harry interrupted hotly.

"Then we shall do it together!" Kote cried, gripping Harry's hand. "And we
shal I overhaul them before they reach the Wasand Fi el ds where you shall make
t he dagger thrust." This said he put his two little fingers to his lips and
whi stl ed twi ce before adding, "I think | glinpsed Lugg through the w ndow of
the tower before the Asiri attacked but | feared to call himbecause they
woul d have killed himif he had tried to rescue us."

The sound of the dragma's claws broke through the rhythmof tine and then Lugg
appeared out of the norning shadows. There was bl ood on his flanks, his
arnmoured scal es were burnt and shriveled fromthe wathwa's breath, the saddle
was scorched bl ack and gouged with savage cuts and spear-thrusts and one of



his wings |lay broken at his side, the leathery feathers torn away.

"Lugg, oh, Lugg!'" Mya cried, rushing down the steps as the wounded dragna cane
to a halt and | owered his head for her to caress his scaly neck

"Fear not, Mya, Lugg will heal quickly," Tholocus called out softly to her

"I want to come with you." She turned to Kote, her eyes flashing with anger
"No, it is far too dangerous," Kote replied, adding quickly to appease her
anger, "too many of us would burden Lugg and we woul d never be able to

over haul the Mauders."

Denso noved cl oser to Harry and whi spered, "You nust be off your head, Harry.
Why do you want to go chasing after those Mauders? Look what they've done to
this dragma. Jesus! Wat sort of chance do you think you' d stand? Anyway you'd

never get close enough to kill Orun: those guys are warriors, they're really
sharp. "

"I know," Harry muttered testily, looking around him "Wat | really need is a
hi gh powered hunting rifle. O . . ." he fell silent, nmoved back to the nound

of broken mechani sms and began to sift through it as an idea began to formin
his mnd

"What is it you seek?" Thol ocus asked, follow ng himback to the entrance of
the hall.

Harry shrugged. "I don't really know. | was | ooking for something to nmake a
weapon, nmaybe a bow or a spear, but there's nothing here that's any good."
"A bow?" Thol ocus nmurmured thoughtfully. "Ah yes, | have seen draw ngs of such

a weapon in the tower. The lifesmths who nake the w ndspring of each life
within the Towers of Tinme could forge you such a device." He turned toward the
burnt-out tower, his shoulders sagging. "But | forgot, all know edge of such a
weapon has been destroyed. | couldn't show them what you want."

"But | could draw it for you," Denso offered, feeling in his pocket for his
pencil before realizing that he nust have lost it when they fled fromthe
burning tower. "If you could find nme a pencil and paper."”

Thol ocus vanished in a rustle of silk and reappeared, breathless fromhis
haste, with a scroll of ivory parchment, quill pens and ink that he had found
somewhere inside the hall. Mya and Harry kneel ed and held the scroll unfurled
and flat upon the ground while Denso carefully sketched a | ong bow and an
arrow shaft with a barbed bl ade.

"Come quickly, follow me, but do not try to venture too close to the Towers of
Time," Thol ocus instructed themas he rolled up the scroll and hurried into
the heart of the city toward a squat, round tower veiled in clouds of steam
As they drew closer the beat of time grew louder until it filled their heads
and al nmost burst their eardruns. The ground beneath their feet trenbled and
shook, the force of it making them stagger. It was as if they were hurrying
toward the heart of a nonstrous living beast. The throb of it overwhel ned them
and nade them stop |long before they reached the tower where the air grew
darker and the ground around it was strewn with thousands of different sized
cl ocks. Thol ocus threw his hands up in despair. "What are we to do with al

t hese wi ndsprings now that the Diviners are all dead?"

Then he hurried ahead of themand |l eft them standing am dst the debris.

"The noise is going to split my head in two!" Denso shouted, turning to Harry
and cl appi ng his hands over his ears.

"Look inside the tower: Thol ocus has opened a door!" Mya shouted, taking a
pace forward

Denso stared over her shoul der at the open doorway. He saw furnaces of nolten
fire sending up fountains of white-hot sparks. The walls thenselves seened to
pulse with life. He glinpsed cogs, wheels, clock-springs and hands, chains and
huge cruci bl es anobngst the vats of nmolten fire, and everywhere giant shadowy
figures nmoved to and fro. The door swung shut and the vision was gone. He

bl i nked and for a nonment allowed his mnd to re-capture the creation of life.
He had seen human shapes being noul ded in the flames, thousands of tiny infant
faces. The giant, shadowy figures seenmed to be hanmering out the nechani sns
that would control the span of their lives, they were w nding the mainsprings
and setting the hands. He had heard the wail and screamof new life echo



anongst the thunderous roar of this Tower of Tine as each new clock was set in
noti on.

The door opened and Thol ocus energed with a bow and six arrows in his right
hand, but now the figures within the tower were shrouded in darkness as if a

great cloud of doubt hung over all inside. The O ockmaster hurried toward
them He seened thinner, his skin alnbst transparent, as though he had been
purged by the cauldrons of fire. H s eyes shone with a brilliant intensity.

Harry took a step toward himand the ground shook violently; plumes of boiling
steam i ssuing fromhidden vents in the side of the tower threatened to envel op
themall.

"Keep back!" Thol ocus shouted, gathering themto him and hurried them back
through the city to where Kote and the dragma waited. He drew in a shall ow
breath and spoke urgently. "You nust hurry and do all you can to stop the
Asiri frominvading Paradi se. The lifesmiths in the tower fear a whol esal e

destruction will sweep your Earth." He paused to hand the bow and the six
arrows across to Harry.

The heat of the furnaces still lingered on its polished surface but it felt
light and fitted well into his hand. Fromthe tension on the bowstring it
felt immensely powerful.

"They must have strung this for one of those giants to use. | don't think I'lI

even be able to draw the string back, let alone | oose an arrow," he nurnured
in di smay, passing the bow to Denso.

"Perhaps you had better try to use it before you go chasing after those

but chers."” Denso frowned, quickly handing it back

"Yes, sure." Harry nodded, choosing one of the arrows and nocking it onto the
bow.

He hooked his first two fingers onto the string, one on either side of the
feathered flight and began to draw it back. The bow creaked and bent as the
flight touched his cheek

"Aimat the keystone of the door-arch on that far tower, the one on the right.
Thi nk of nothing el se but where you want the arrow to fly," Thol ocus
instructed him

"But that's over five hundred yards away. He'll never be able to hit that!"
Denso cri ed.

"Aim" Thol ocus insisted as Harry brought the bow up and steadied it.

He held his breath. Hi s eyes narrowed as he concentrated on the target. The
tiny key-stone swaminto focus and he | oosed the arrow. It rose in a
shrieking, spinning arc across the city and struck the center of the stone,
sendi ng up a shower of chippings and burying itself deep in the top of the

ar chway.

"I woul d never have believed that was possible!" Denso excl ai ned.

"Now you nust ride with the speed of the wind if you are going to catch up

wi th the conpany of Mauders," Thol ocus urged.

Mya gripped Kote's hand as he prepared to clanmber up into Lugg' s saddle. "Take
care," she whispered, feeling the color rising to her cheeks.

Kote sniled as he held her gaze and tightened his fingers around hers. "I

prom se you this, Mya, we will return with tomorrow s dawn."
He | et go of her hand without a backward gl ance and sprang up into the saddl e.
"You be careful now, 1'd hate anything to happen to you," Denso nuttered,

trying to suppress his enmotion as Harry clinbed up and slipped into the
dragma' s saddl e behi nd Kot e.

"Sure thing." Harry | aughed, waving the bow above his head and clinging onto
Kote's wai st with his other hand as Lugg surged forwards to follow the clear
trail that the Mauders had left.

Mya and Denso stood silently watching themclinb up the side of the valley,
growi ng smaller and smaller until they were nere specks in the distance. Then
t hey vani shed from si ght.

* * %

Harry thrust the bow over his shoulder and clung desperately to Kote's wai st
as Lugg stretched out his neck and began to gather speed. The dragma ran with



a swaying, rolling gait, covering the ground with huge, |eaping strides and it
felt as precarious and unstable as trying to sit astride a giant ostrich at
full gallop. Soon the city lay spread out below themin the floor of the
val l ey, its beautiful roofs and spires bathed in a hazy nmorning sunlight. Lugg
foll owed the Mauders' trail along the high rimof the valley and Harry sought
a glinmpse of the Wndrows of Thorn, the soaring spires of rock and the dense
spreadi ng crowns of the dark forest that guarded the City of Tinme from curious
eyes.

"There were shrouds of mist hiding this place before but now they're gone.

can see the Crystal Swanps shimering on the horizon," Harry shouted agai nst
the wind as Lugg suddenly slowed and turned, |leaving the trail he was
fol | ow ng.

They began to descend a dark, narrow, tw sting gorge that surrounded themwth
echoes and the sound of rushing water.

"The Asiri's presence nmust have torn the secret shrouds apart. Hold tightly,
this path is dangerously narrow " Kote shouted back as the sheer, overhanging
wal I's of the gorge drew in on either side of themand shut out the daylight.
The descent becane a bl ur of shadows and roaring sound as ice-cold msts and
stinging sheets of rain swept over them Lugg's claws slipped and ski dded over
nossy rocks and they splashed through deep pools of black shadows. Wite water
cascaded down the glistening rock-face, filling the narrow gorge with boiling
cl ouds of spray. Harry gritted his teeth and clung on so hard that his fingers
burned as the spray becane a roaring deluge that threatened to sweep hi m out
of the saddle. Lugg had to scrabble to keep his bal ance agai nst the force of
the water in the darkness.

Harry opened his eyes and thought he could see a glimrer of |ight some way
ahead t hrough the thunderous curtain of water. The gully was wai st-deep in
swirling foam but Lugg regained his footing and surged forward, taking them

t hrough the waterfall and out onto a | edge of rock. Kote touched Harry's hand
where it gripped himand shouted against the roar to tell himthat they were
safe. Suddenly he pointed to sonething above and behind them Harry blinked,
shook the water out of his eyes and narrowed them against the m sty shafts of
rai nbow col ours that seened to fill the air all around them He turned his
head and gasped. They were standing on a narrow | edge only yards away from a
great white waterfall that boiled and thundered down behind them He felt his
stomach tighten and his head spin.

"CGet me out of here before | black out!" he cried, screwing his eyes tightly
shut .

Kot e | aughed. "You have nothing to fear. Lugg will not slip nor will | let you
fall. We have nerely taken a quicker, though nore dangerous, road through the
eye of the waterfall. It is shorter than the one we used on our journey into
the city."

Harry hal f-opened his eyes, |ooked up through the shimering rai nbows in the
waterfall's spray and saw the narrow arch of rock that spanned the falls
hundreds of feet above them "I think I'mgoing to be sick," he gasped as

di zzi ness swept over him

Kot e | aughed again and spurred Lugg forward along the | edge to where it opened
out onto a well-defined rock-path that fell away steeply toward the edge of a
forest. Lugg quickened his stride as they descended through the trees. The
scent of resin, oak and sycanore filled Harry's nose and he opened his eyes
and let out a breath of relief to see that they were on solid ground once
agai n, surrounded by the | eafy darkness of the Verge of Drasatt. The trees
grew threateningly close on either side of the track and nothing noved or
broke the stifling silence. Harry shivered and a gnaw ng doubt began to eat
away at his heart as he wondered if he would be able to conplete the task that
| ay ahead. He glinpsed shadowy figures, bowren and archers anongst the trees.
He felt a compulsion to call out and the words rose to his lips.

"Keep silent," Kote hissed suddenly. "The Forest of Drasatt is enchanted and
shows the weakness and doubts that fills nmen's hearts in order to lure them
fromtheir path. Look ahead and to the left and you will see that even the



Mauders were not immune to its power."

Harry turned his head to the left and stifled a cry of horror. Three Mauders
wer e hangi ng by their necks anongst a lattice-work of strangling branches.
Thei r bl ackened, crow pecked faces and frantic bul ging eyes stared back at
him The Mauders' armoured fingers were frozen onto the tightening tw gs as
they had fought for that |ast choking gasp before their purple, swollen
tongues had choked themto death. Harry shuddered and buried his face between
Kot e' s shoul der bl ades.

"Fill your mind with only the purpose of our journey. Leave no room for doubt.
Your thoughts will protect you."

They rode on in silence, each one focusing on the task ahead. The trees
gradual |y began to thin out, the air grew lighter and there was birdsong in
the branches. Wld flowers splashed vivid colours in the branbl es beside the
track. Lugg broke free of the edge of the dark forest and as they left the

| ast of the rocky ground he began to |l engthen his stride to cross the rolling
ochre grasslands and follow the clear path that the Mauders' dragmas had
tranpl ed. Kote watched the ground ahead and tw ce pulled Lugg to a sudden
halt, |eaping down to exam ne the tranpled grasses.

"There they are: | can see their dustcloud in the Wndrows of Thorn!" Kote
cried.

The second tinme he stopped beside a nuddy water-hole and | ooked up bl eakly,
hol di ng up his hand, glistening with blood and oil. "Orun is still alive. The

conpany stopped here so that the anointers could wet his skin with nore of
their filthy oils."

"How far ahead do you think they are?" Harry asked, fingering the arrows

t hrust through his belt.

Kote offered hima drink froma |eather flask as Lugg drank fromthe waterhole
and sl owly unbuckl ed a pouch fromthe pomrmel of the saddle to retrieve a hunk
of bl ackened waybread. He shrugged before answering. "They are not far." He

gl anced up at the noonday sun. "We m ght overtake them before they reach the
Crystal Swanps but. . ." he hesitated, strode away fromthe waterhol e and
shaded his eyes against the glare before studying the barren Wndrows that |ay
bef ore them

"The runour of Paradise has travelled faster than fire through a thicket of
dead oakweeds. There are bands of travelling warriors and hordes of beasts
everywhere. They are hurrying toward the Wasand Fields. And | ook, the Asiri
is flying backward and forward on his wathwa scouring the swanps for the
Doorcrack. It will be inpossible for us to travel that way."

Harry shiel ded his eyes and saw the movi ng specks convergi ng on the swanps.
"What the hell are we going to do now?" he cried angrily, his thoughts junmping
around a thunderi ng headache that was threatening to burst out of his skull
"We can't just turn back and | eave Orun strung up in agony on that hideous
skinning frame."

Kot e watched the wathwa for a nonment and then turned to gaze back

t houghtfully toward the dark line of hills. "If the Asiri continues to search
toward the centre of the swanps there is a way we can reach the far side

bef ore the Mauders," he answered, slowy opening his jerkin to reveal the nass
of vivid journey-lines that covered his chest.

He singled out a line of tattoos that showed a w nding tortuous road that
skirted the swanps and ran through dark valleys and over narrow, barren
ridges. It traversed the hills that surrounded the horizon and di sappeared
into the wilder |ands beyond. Harry examined the tiny illustrations and the

cl oser he | ooked into themthe nore details that seened to cone alive. He

bl i nked and rubbed his eyes before | ooking up past the Journeyman to the |line
of distant hills and saw that the tattoos were a perfect mrror-imge.

"But it must be miles out of our way to go around the swanps." He frowned.
"And how can you be sure we'll get ahead of them Iet alone knowif we wll
ever find those Mauders again once we |leave their trail ?"

"We nust try, it is our only chance. Now, can you renenber where that
Doorcrack through the walls of reality brought you into the Crystal Swanps?"



Kot e asked.

"No, | don't knowat all. No . . . wait . . ." Harry nuttered. He closed his
eyes and pressed his fingers against his tenples. The throbbing headache made
it difficult to concentrate on anything. "Yes!" he called as a hazy picture
began to formin his nmind s eye. "There was a | edge with thousands of caves

t hat pocknmarked the steep hillside above it, and . . . and . . . away to the
left | remenber a break in the hills. There was a sort of bare saddl eback
ridge without any trees growing on it."

Kot e exam ned the journey-line on his chest for some nmoments before asking,
"I's this what it |ooked |ike?" as he pointed to a dip in the line of hills.
Harry bent so close to Kote that he could snell the sweat on his body and

al nrost hear his heartbeat. "Yes, |'msure that the doorway was just there." He
indicated a minute tangled |ine of oakweeds and a nass of pinpricks of dark
colour that represented the caves in the hill.

"Are you sure?" Kote asked.

Harry | ooked agai n and nodded: there was no m st ake.

Kote wet a finger and held it up. "The east wind blows in our favour. The
Mauders are bad boatmen and it will take themall day to cross the swanps. W
can reach that saddl eback in the hills before the Asiri's nen step out of
their straw crafts.” He gathered up Lugg's reins, clanbered up into the saddle
and reached a hand down to Harry. "Now we ride without stopping," he muttered
grimy.

Harry made sure that the bow was slung securely across his shoul der and cl ung
on tightly to Kote's waist as Lugg surged forward. They foll owed the Mauders
clear trail to where the rolling ochre grasslands net the Wndrows of Thorn
Here Kote turned the dragma toward the line of hills and all day Lugg ran at a
tireless, bone-jarring pace that nade Harry's teeth rattle and his headache
hamrer nercilessly inside his skull. But gradually the hills drew cl oser and
what had | ooked |i ke dark, indistinct snmudges on their steep sl opes becane

cl unmps of branbl eheads and bl ackt horn bushes or dense wooded areas of ebony
and oakweed. Patches of wild flowers, ferns and orange grass splashed bri ght
col ours anongst the sonbre woodl ands whil e sheer craggy ravines and broken
spires of rock edged the skyline and in places fell away into secret shadowy
val | eys.

They left the barren rock and sparse soil of Thorn behind as the sun was

si nki ng toward eveni ng and began to clinb, skirting the Crystal Swanps and
followi ng a narrow stony track up across the wooded sl opes.

"Look, there are the Mauders!" Kote shouted back to Harry, gesturing down
toward the swanps as they passed out of a dark, airless copse of ebonies.
Harry foll owed the Journeyman's pointing hand and caught a glinpse of a line
of straw boats nonents before a squall of crystal rain drifted across and
obliterated them from sight.

"W were right to cone this way: we're ahead of themnow " Harry shouted back
as they entered a grove of oakweeds.

"Yes, and we woul d never have managed to cross the swanps on our own, the
swanps are alive with creatures follow ng the Mauders to Paradi se!" Kote
shout ed back.

Harry | ooked down again as they galloped clear of the oakweeds and he saw t hat
the shimrering surface of the swanps was everywhere broken by nonstrous
hunpbacked ani mal s of every shape and size, all following in the wake of the
straw boats; and behind them he could see all manner of strange craft

over| oaded with hundreds, perhaps thousands of different peoples. The air was
thick with winged beasts all follow ng the runor of Paradise. This was nerely
t he beginning, the first trickles of the flood that would surely follow and
fear of the imm nent invasion gripped Harry's heart with ice-cold fingers.
What if Earth's nodern technol ogy couldn't cope with such an aval anche, such a
del uge of the absurd?

Lugg's rolling gait altered suddenly as he slowed and Kote's urgent voice cut
t hrough Harry's ni ghtmare specul ation

"The Mauders' straw boats are drawing close to the shoreline. W nust set our



anbush qui ckly. Do you recogni ze anything yet? Are we drawi ng close to the
Door cr ack?"

Harry blinked, |ooked up the steep, sloping hillside and shook his head.
Eveni ng was drawi ng | ong m sty shadows fromrock and branch and not hi ng | ooked
famliar.

"No," he nmuttered anxiously, turning his head and | ooki ng down across the
swanps.

The setting sun had Iit their surface with shimering waves of crinmson and
indigo fire and he caught sight of the line of straw boats as they sailed in
beneat h the overhanging trees at the edge of the swanps. "Christ, we're going
to be too late!" he cried, looking wildly up across the darkening hillside for
t he gapi ng black entrances to the caves.

"There is the saddl eback ridge that breaks the line of the hills,"” Kote hissed
as Lugg took themround a bare pronontory of rock and the track rose steeply
toward a dense grove of oakweeds.

"And there are the caves ahead of us—and the ledge belowit!" Harry cried with
relief.

The sound of the Mauders' dragnas crushing and tranpling their way through the
undergrowth, their curses and shouts and the crack of the iron-tail ed whips as
they drove their beasts forward floated up to them on the evening breeze which
rose gently fromthe shinmering swanps. Kote whispered Lugg to a halt in the
copse of oakweeds, quickly dismunted and crawl ed through to the edge of the
thicket. Harry followed and frowned as he | ooked through the parted branches.
"Jesus, it nmust be well over five hundred yards to the centre of the |edge.
It's going to be too dark for ne even to see that skinning frane. |I'll never
hit it fromthis distance anyway. It's inpossible."

Harry fell silent and drew back as the first of the Mauders' dragmas reached
the | edge and crashed through the thin Iine of oakweeds and branbl eheads that
grew along its edge. The air suddenly darkened overhead. The first evening
stars were blotted out and a gale of stinking fumes and the rattle and clatter
of wathwas' w ngs bl ew across the steep hillside. The oakweeds' branches bent
and swirling eddies of dust billowed up across the | edge as G aksha settled in
a cloud of reeking snoke and fire. Jothnar's voice, harsh and demandi ng, cut

t hrough the gathering darkness as he di snmounted fromthe wathwa's back and
strode toward the arriving warriors.

"Bring that wetched Waymaster's skin before ne," he demanded inpatiently.
"I"ve scoured these foul swanps all day to no avail. That Doorcrack is hidden
somewhere in this line of hills, it has to be. Hurry, your Asiri awaits!" he
snarl ed, turning savagely on the cl osest warrior and cracking his iron-tailed
whi p across his face, cutting a bl oody weal deep into his cheek

"Qur Mauders are widening the path up through the undergrowth, Lord Asiri,

| est the overhangi ng branches snag or tear the Waynaster's skin. The anointers
are insistent upon it," the warrior cried, staggering backward, the blood from
t he gash oozing between his fingers.

Jothnar turned, cursing inpatiently under his breath, and stared up at the

t housands of bl ack, gaping entrances to the caves that speckled the hill side.
He had expl ored hundreds of themduring his fruitless search but there had not
been enough time to search themall. The sound of the anointers' dragnas as
they breasted the rimof the | edge and tranpled through the screen of

brambl eheads nade hi mturn back. The Mauders swarmed around them as they
stopped and untied the skinning frame, carefully lowering and setting it

upri ght upon the ground.

"You're setting it down too far away, you bastards!" Harry muttered to hinself
as torches were lit and set about it in a tight flickering circle.

The anointers liberally washed their oils over the transparent skin, cleaning
it of the thousands of tiny insects that clung to it and making the tattoos
glowwith rich colours. Harry felt his stomach retch as the |anplight
illuminated Orun's shivering body.

"Ch ny God, he's conscious,"” he hissed to Kote in horror

The Journeyman shook his head sadly. "No, his flesh is craming with insects.



They are eating himalive."

Jot hnar strode across to the skinning frane, a flamng torch in his right
hand. He exami ned Orun |l ong and hard. "The Doorcrack nust be anobngst these
cave entrances."

Suddenly he shouted at his warriors and pointed to an illustration of a dark
tunnel that led toward a forest of glittering towers beyond. A sneer of
triunph thinned his lips but it quickly dissolved into a shadow of doubt. "But
whi ch of these caves is the Doorcrack?" he cried in desperation

"Now Loose the arrow now" Kote hissed, holding back the thin curtain of
branches to give Harry a clear view.

Harry blinked at the trickle of sweat that was stinging the corners of his
eyes and blurring his focus. He knew that he would only get one shot and that
he had to pierce Orun's heart to end his torture. At this range, in flickering
| anplight, it would be al nost inpossible.

Jot hnar straightened his back and turned to stare up at the nass of gaping,

bl ack holes in the hillside. He was lifting his armand pointing. It was now
or never. Harry blinked again and concentrated his whole mnd as Thol ocus had
instructed him He thought of the left side of Orun's chest and it swam
sharply into focus, so sharply that he could see the swarns of insects feeding
and burrowing into Orun's raw fl esh. Rage at what the Asiri had done stilled
his trenbling fingers as they tightened on the bowstring. He drew it back
until the feathered flight lightly touched his cheek, then sucked in a shall ow
breath and held it before sending the arrow spinning out of the cover of the
oakweeds and across the darkened | edge.

Jot hnar heard the shriek of the arrow and spun round and | eapt toward the
frame, but the arrow struck Orun's chest a finger's span to the left of his
sternum tearing through nuscle and flesh, splintering bone before piercing
his heart. The Waynaster's head jerked up and for an instant he regai ned
consci ousness, his eyes opened and held the Asiri's gaze as their |ight faded
and a bright fountain of blood gushed out, splattering across the anointers
faces. Jothnar tore at the arrow shaft, hurling it aside before thrusting his
hand deep into the wound in an attenpt to stemthe flow of blood, but it was

too late. One by one the brilliantly-coloured tattoos began to fade and vani sh
as they nelted away to not hing.
The Mauders were nilling in confusion. Jothnar's voice rose in a terrible

scream of rage. Graksha snarled and roared as he beat his wings in response to
t he uproar and extinguished the ring of torches. Harry had begun to reach back
for another arrow when Kote grabbed his armand pulled himback to where Lugg
waited. He threw Harry up into Lugg's saddle and | eapt after him spurring the
dragma away into the covering darkness.

The sounds of uproar rose fromthe | edge behind them as Lugg broke cover from
t he grove of oakweeds and fled. He ran along the track for about a hundred
yards before Kote headed hi mup through dense bl ackthorn thickets and rode him
into a narrow rock-strewn gully. Lugg turned awkwardly around and pressed

hi nsel f into the shadows of the overhanging rocks while Kote delved into a
pouch which hung fromhis belt and found a stick of draweasy. Wth rapid
strokes he drew | eaves and branbl e branches across the entrance and over the
top of their hiding place.

"Not a novenment. Not a sound," he whispered bringing his mddle finger to his
lips.

Bel ow them and to their |left beyond the thicket of trees lights sprang up as
the [ anps were quickly rekindl ed and enraged Mauders, already nmounted on their
dragnmas, snatched them up and streamed out through the oakweeds. They began
thrashing at the undergrowth, criss-crossing one another's tracks, in their
search. Graksha roared and sent out a plune of fire and, wi th Jothnar again on
his back, rose into the air and swept |ow across the hillside, backward and
forward, his scorching breath igniting a trail of destruction as he tried to
flush out the Waymaster's assassin.

Harry crouched | ow, his hands clasped over his head, as the wathwa's searing
tongue of fire burned up the clunmp of bushes only yards in front of their



hi di ng place. He heard Jothnar scream and curse with raw fury at having the
Waymaster's journey-lines destroyed a foot in front of himand feared that the
next time the wathwa passed over themthey would be burnt to death. The beast
was hovering above them darkening the stars; suddenly they heard the Asiri
gi ve a shouted command as he called the Mauders back to begin searching for
the cave entrance. In a |loud voice he shouted across the swanps to them "W
have no further need of the Waymaster. Hi s journey-lines have already shown ne
that the Doorcrack is hidden sonewhere on this hillside. Now we will search
until we find it."

G aksha stooped down at his command, flew across the | edge and hooked his
arnmoured talons around the top of the skinning frane where Orun still hung,
his body torn to ribbons. H s transparent skin was as white and as enpty as it
was before he took his first step. The wathwa lifted it up and fl ew out
across the swanps where he let it fall and vanish forever with a dull splash.
It di sappeared in a widening circle of sluggish, incandescent ripples. A
Mauder hi gh above the | edge gave a shout of discovery and Graksha turned in a
slow arc, following the voice, and flew toward the dark hillside. He hovered
for a noment above the gesticul ati ng Mauder and then descended into the
echoi ng entrance. Jothnar turned in the saddle to shout to his Muders,
conmandi ng themto follow. Then the beast folded back his wings with a

| eathery clatter and extingui shed the plunmes of fire until they becane a
single flickering flame which |licked around his lips and lit their way in the
darkness. In a noment G aksha and Jot hnar di sappeared through the walls of
reality in a cloud of steam

Kote and Harry crept silently out of the narrow gully and wat ched the conpany
of Mauders reassenble on the | edge and begin the steep clinb up to the gaping
bl ack entrance which would |l ead themto Paradi se. For

a nonent they milled around uncertainly, worried about crossing the dark

t hreshol d, but Jothnar's voice, shouting with excitenent, telling of all the
wonders that he had found, came back to them a nuffled, luring echo floating
out of the darkness. The warriors heard his cry and poured after himin a

swel ling roar of eager shouts and the thundering of their dragmas' claws.
Harry opened his nmouth to speak and let out a cry of fear as prinmaeval
creatures of every shape and size began to swarm up over the perineter of the
| edge, snarling and growling, tranpling the branbl eheads and oak weeds as they
passed through the ring of guttering torches. They cast nobnstrous shadows
across the ground as they clanbered up the steep rocky hillside and vani shed

t hrough the Doorcrack. Angry shouts, whinnies and what sounded |ike the

nei ghi ng of horses rose fromthe swanps. Mnents later, a herd of centaurs,

uni corns and wi nged horses appeared upon the | edge, rearing, plunging and
fighting one another as they galloped forwards, each one striving to be the
first across the dark threshold. Behind themother swarthy figures, some with
two heads or a crest of horns, began to rush for the | edge.

"We have failed, utterly failed!" Harry cursed in despair as he watched a huge
si x-handed gi ant barge his way through the crowds of creatures, crushing their
heads with three clubs the size of tree trunks.

The gi ant reached the Doorcrack, stopped and then ami dst the sound of
splintering rock and angry curses forced his way through the walls of reality.
"No, we did all we could," Kote answered fiercely. "There were too many

whi spers, too many runors of a Paradise for one arrow strike to deny its

exi stence or halt the exodus of creatures that would swarminto it once it had
been di scovered. Your arrow gave Orun an honorabl e Waymaster's death and
erased all the secrets that his journey-lines showed. You ended his
suffering.”

"Yes, but if only we had killed himbefore they reached ..
"No," Kote hissed, stabbing a finger at the huge gapi ng Doorcrack on the
hillside and cutting himshort. "The shrouds of secrecy that hid your world
are tearing apart. Look, another is already opening up beside it."

Harry heard the boom of thunder as a new Door-crack tore open. He put his



hands over his ears, his headache was turning into a tightening band of pain

that was crushing at his tenmples. "It's hopeless,” he cried. "Every freak of
nature will soon be able to swarmthrough. We might just as well nail up a
si gnpost . "

Kot e shook his head. "All three of you nmust return to your Earth and warn your
peopl e. You rmust go now. there is no time to |ose."

He scranbl ed up onto Lugg's back and reached down for Harry's hand. Harry
slipped into the saddl e behind himand pointed down at a new wave of beasts
who were already swarm ng across the |l edge. "W'll never get back through that
Door crack. Those creatures will devour us, tear us limb fromlinmb if we try.
It's all hopeless: we are never going to be able to return to our world."
"There is another doorway that | know of," Kote whispered, spurring Lugg away
into the darkness toward the City of Time. "There is a Doorcrack where the

W at hendal | Spires touch the sky."

Harry yawned and clung tightly to Kote's waist. Waves of tiredness swept over
himas the dragma's rolling gait ate up the leagues. Dimy he felt Kote tie
his wist to his belt to prevent himfromfalling as he drifted into sleep. He
awoke once or twice during the long night's journey and saw t he shi mreri ng
Crystal Swanps in the moonlight and the rush of dark, overhangi ng branches
above his head. Once, he saw the broad sweep of enpty downl and and then he was
awoken by voices to find that they had stopped in a small village of reed huts
where figures in a tight circle stared up at himin the flickering torchlight.
The people's faces were a mass of tattoos just |ike the Journeyman's. Kote
spoke quickly in a soft, nusical |anguage that Harry coul dn't understand and
the circle of figures pressed closer, their voices rising in whispers of
curiosity. One by one they reached up and gently touched the material of his
trousers and the | eat her uppers and soles of his shoes. Kote felt Harry stir
as he woke up and shrank away in alarm Quickly he released Harry's wists,
turned to himand whispered. "Do not fear them These are my people, they wll
not harmyou. They are all Journeynmen by birth and are curious to know the
feel of someone fromsuch a distant |and as yours. W have stopped here so
that | may ask to borrow Gyma, Lugg's sister. She will carry you and Denso to
the Wathendall Spires."

As Kote spoke the circle broke apart and an elder, dressed in pale satin
robes, strode forward | eading a huge dragma that was al ready saddl ed and
bridled in exactly the same way as Lugg. The el der stopped and bowed to Harry
as he offered himthe silver-braided reins.

"Well thank you, thank you very much." Harry smiled awkwardly down at the

el der, not quite sure what he should do next. He | ooked to Kote with raised
eyebrows asking for help.

"Di snount, " Kote whispered. "Bow to ny father and say 'kendus'—+t is the word
for thank you in our |anguage—and then clinmb up into Gyma's saddle. Ride

besi de ne. Be quick: dawn will soon herald the new day."

"I"ll never be able to ride that beast on ny own," Harry excl ai ned, |ooking up
at Kote in dismay.

Kot e | aughed softly and spoke rapidly to the circle of villagers who then
smled broadly at Harry and nurnured anongst thensel ves.

"Gyma will not let you fall." Kote |laughed as Harry clinbed cautiously into

t he saddl e. "Now gather up your reins and foll ow ne."

Kote shouted a farewell to the villagers and spun Lugg round, spurring him
forward. Gyma | eapt after himand Harry only managed to stay where he was by
hanging on grimy to the saddle. Behind themthe villagers shouted parting

wi shes and their nickering circle of torches rapidly dwindled to a single
point of light in the vast darkened | andscape.

Ri ding Gyma was easier than Harry had inmagined as long as he held on to the
ponmrel of the saddle tightly and he quickly drew level with Kote. "Wat did
you say back there that made everyone | augh?" he asked.

"I said that your courage greatly outmatches your skill as a rider!"
"I"mdoing the best |I can, dammit!" Harry answered crossly.

"Yes." Kote smled against the rush of wind that their speed had stirred up



"And my people and all the Waymasters and Journeymen across the I ength and
breadth of Bendran, Thorn and the Crystal Swanps will honor the nanme of

Murners, the Guardi an, whenever they gather. They will renmenber you for your
great feat of marksmanship with the bow of Thol ocus and they will tell the
story of how you ended Orun's tornent and weave it into every fireside

| egend. "

"Jesus!" Harry nuttered under his breath. "It was just a lucky shot. If |
hadn't been so angry at what the Asiri had done, if . . ." and then he fel

silent as they rode up onto the higher ground toward the |ightening dawn.
Par adi se

MYA was busy working in a Diviner's tower when she heard the faint clatter of
dragmas' claws descending fromthe rimof the valley toward the city. She

| ooked up fromthe nountai nous piles of books and manuscripts that she was
trying to catal ogue into some sort of order for Thol ocus and pi cked her way
through the litter of forgotten know edge to | ook out of the tall, curved,
crystal w ndow. She caught sight of Lugg cantering down the side of the valley
and a snmle of relief tugged at the corners of her lips. But the snile

di ssolved into a frown as she saw the second dragma travelling a pace behi nd
him She ran to the doorway and descended the narrow spiral stone stairs two
steps at a time. She shouted a warning to Thol ocus and Denso, telling them
that Kote and Lugg had returned with a strange dragma on their heels.

Denso appeared at a run when he heard her warning shout, his arms | oaded down
wi th cl ocks and watches of every shape and size. He stopped in the centre of
the main broad avenue as Kote reined Lugg to a halt in a cloud of dust in
front of them

"Who the hell is that follow ng you?" Denso asked, his eyes searching for
Harry who shoul d have been seated behi nd Kote.

Harry reined Gyma to a haphazard halt in front of him

"Harry! You're safe, thank God, but what happened?" Denso cried, staggering
backward and staring up at the dragma's | abouring sweating flanks. Harry
stretched and patted Gyma's scaly neck before clinbing stiffly out of the
saddl e and sliding slowy to the ground.

"We failed to stop the Asiri from di scovering the Doorcrack," he said grimy
before telling them everything about Orun's death and the hideous rush of
creatures that had fled through the walls of reality.

Harry paused and | ooked quizzically at the arnful of noisy clocks that Denso
was clutching to his chest.

"We' ve been hel ping Tholocus. He's in a conplete nmuddle: this place is chaos
now that the Diviners are all dead. You should see the mounds of clocks piling
up around that Tower of Tine. We are trying to nove as many of themas we can
while Mya is beginning to catalog all copies of the know edge stored in the

towers. | can assure you that running about with arnfuls of clocks is doing
not hi ng for the headache that is hamrering away inside ny head but | wonder
what the hell is happening back home now that all those creatures are swarm ng

through the walls of reality,"” Denso nmuttered. He stooped down to lay his
burden of ticking clocks in a neat row upon the ground.

"Where is the O ockmaster? W ought to tell himwhat happened." Harry frowned.
At that noment Thol ocus appeared froma tower away to the right, a bundle of
papers tucked untidily beneath his arm "Yes, | know, the Asiri has broken
through the walls of reality. There is no tine to | ose, you nust return to
your Earth," he called out breathlessly. As soon as he reached them he thrust
the papers into their hands.

"There was nothing we could do to stop him" Harry nmuttered, taking one of the
pi eces of paper and snoothing it out.

He narrowed his eyes and tried to focus on the tiny lines of print and small
phot ographs that were printed on it. At first glance he thought it was the
front page of a newspaper but on cl oser exam nation he realized that it was
the whole of the Daily Mail condensed down to one page. He scanned the date



and the headli nes—February 21st 1993. "lnvasion from Quter Space"
"Fairy-tales Cone to Life" witten in bold banner headlines. He read on

t hrough the | eader article and | earned of the trail of chaos and destruction
that Graksha had left in its wake as it had flown over southern England. He
read the varying eye-witness reports that ranged from peopl e who believed that
they had seen a spaceship to others who insisted it was a flying dragon that
breat hed snoke and fire. The paper was full of reports of sightings of
centaurs and flying horses and stories of sea nonsters causing havoc to
shipping in the Atlantic.

" '"New York has been invaded by Fairies' —hey, where did you get this
newspaper ?" Denso cried

Thol ocus waved a hand vaguely toward the circle of spires. "Over there is
[I1lundus' tower. There is a lens in his high chanber that can record
everything that is witten on Earth."

"I'f the Asiri went through that Doorcrack above the Crystal Swanps close to
where we cane t hrough he shoul d have conme out in Manhattan, not Engl and,

shoul dn't he?"

Thol ocus frowned and put his hands together thoughtfully. "Yes, you are right,
Denso, " he answered in tinme. "But the fabric in the walls of reality was not
woven to follow | ogic but to mask and shroud distance and time. A thousand

| eagues or a hair's breadth can lie side by side, a stride apart, for those
who pass through them"

"So those nonsters coul d appear anywhere?" Harry excl ained, "and as fast as we
try to stop themthey' |l sinply burst through sonme place else. Jesus, this is
hopel ess, we'll never be able to stop them"

Thol ocus took his tinme, then answered slowy, "Normally the tears or

Door cracks have occurred where the seans of the walls overlap. It took a | ot
of collective thought fromthe Diviners in the Council to create a Doorcrack
anongst the Gty of Towers for Orun to travel through.™

Mya suddenly renmenbered the | ocation of the doorway that Kote had taken her

t hrough and asked, "These seans in the walls of reality, could they correspond
to the ancient ley-lines that exist in our world?"

"Yes, yes, it is possible that we left sonme trace of our labors in the dawn of
time," Thol ocus agreed.

"Ley-lines?" Denso interrupted. "I've read sonmewhere that they are supposed to
be the sites of supernatural occurrences but I don't see howit's going to
hel p us stop those creatures from breaki ng through.”

"Wait, let me think," Mya answered, holding her fingers against her tenples to
ease her poundi ng headache as she tried to renmenber the fragnments of articles
that she had read and recall the |l ectures she had attended that had touched on
t he subject of ley-lines.

"Yes, | borrowed sonme maps and charts froma retired school teacher called
Jenkins," she spoke slowy, teasing the menories out. "l attended a lecture he
gave—Footprints of Antiquity.' He said that people have recorded specific
surges of energy, fluctuations of magnetism that |ink up ancient nonunents,
prehistoric routes, the sites of pagan tenples and things like that. H s talk
was fascinating and afterwards he lent nme the maps he had compil ed. They show
t he whol e network of ley-lines crossing each other. | found them very useful
when | was gathering material for ny research, only | didn't grasp the
significance of it all then."

Harry qui ckly caught the thread of Mya's idea. "So you think where these
ley-lines cross are where the walls of reality are likely to tear apart?"

"I can't say for sure," she answered uncertainly, "but if they do I think we
coul d pinpoint exact |ocations where the invasions are nost |likely to occur.”
"And what good do you think that will do?" Denso asked hotly, thrusting a
coupl e of the broadsheets he had been reading toward the others and stabbing a
finger at the various articles that highlighted what was happeni ng.

"They' re breaking through everywhere. Those nonstrous flying dragons, the
Mauders, giants, they're causing chaos, |aying waste to towns and cities

ever ywhere."



"Well at |least we can warn the governments. W can tell them what's happening
and where these things, these beasts are conming fromand where they're |ikely
to appear next," Ma answered defensively.

Denso | aughed harshly, screwi ng up the newspapers he was holding into a tight
ball which he threwinto the air. "Do you really think that anyone is going to
beli eve us, Mya? What do you think they'll say when we try to tell them about
what we have seen? Do you think they'lIl listen when we describe Thol ocus, the
agel ess O ockmaster and his Council of Diviners who, thousands of years ago,
devised '"walls of reality' to shroud the Earth fromthe other worlds that lie
in parallel to it? Jesus! They'll think we're stark staring crazy!

They' || probably tell us to join the queue of doom freaks who are already
trying to report what they can see is happening." Denso paused for breath,

t hen snatched the newspaper that Harry was holding and thrust it toward her
"I'f you don't believe me read through those reports again and you'll see that
every paragraph is |loaded wi th skepticismand denial. Creatures from outer
space they say, fairy-tales conme to life!"

"It is our fault," Tholocus cried, winging his hands together. "Fromthe dawn
of civilisation we have buried truth, we have not allowed you to see that

ot her worlds exist. OF course no-one is going to believe what is happening."
"But we have to do sonething."

The determination in Mya's voice nade the others turn toward her. "W can't
just stand around here |anmenting our fate and letting them overrun our world.
W shoul d be back on Earth where those ley-lines intersect, we should be
organi sing some sort of resistance against the creatures who are even now
swar mi ng through."

"Yes, yes of course, you must try to do everything possible to stop this

i nvasi on of your earth," Thol ocus cri ed.

"Let's get going right now," Harry urged, turning toward Gyma and scranbling
up into the dragma's saddl e before reaching down with his right hand to help
Denso clinb up behind him

Mya hurried to where Lugg stood and reached up to grasp Kote's hand. He swung
her up into the saddl e behind him

"What do you think will happen to our world?" she asked, |ooking down at the
O ockmaster. "What will happen if the people and creatures of those other
wor | ds do manage to overrun us despite our nodern weapons?"

Thol ocus bowed his head and was | ost in thought for a noment; but when he

| ooked up again his face had |ightened and bani shed the shadows that had
haunted his eyes. "Once | would have feared that your civilisation was too
fragile to exist side by side with the tyrants who would roam Earth shoul d
they breach the walls of reality, but now | know you have the spirit to

survive whatever happens. My only fears are that your Earth will be laid to
waste in the struggle for victory."
"We' || beat the bastards |long before that!" Denso nuttered with determ nation

Harry waved his hand to salute Thol ocus and dug his heels into Gyma's fl anks,
wheel i ng t he beast around.

"WIl you cone with us? W could use your know edge,"” Mya called out to the
O ockmaster as Lugg surged forward.

Thol ocus shook his head and spread his hands out to enconpass the city. "
dare not |eave this place nowthat all the Diviners are dead. If there is to

be a future the burden of time will weigh heavily on ny shoulders. There w |l
be so much here for me to do, so many lives to watch over. Now, ride on the
edge of the wind to the Wathendall Spires: | shall wait in the tower of

[I'lundus for news of the fate of Paradise."

Mya clung to Kote's waist as Lugg gathered speed and felt tears trickle down
her cheeks as she | ooked back at the dimnishing figure standing in the center
of the broad enpty avenue.

"How the hell are we going to get word back to the O ockmaster if we do find a
way to stop the Asiri's invasion and conquest? The newspapers will just deny
there ever was such a thing," Denso called out to Harry, but the rush of w nd
tugged his words away.



Thol ocus' voice could al nost be heard answering himbut it was nmingled with

t he thunder of the dragmas' claws. "You, Denso Al burton, shall weave all you
have wi tnessed into one great enduring tapestry. It will be the crowning
triunph of all your works, a masterpiece of the truth."

"For CGod's sake don't lose your grip and fall," Denso hissed in terror through
clenched teeth as he screwed his eyes tightly shut against the bottonl ess drop
that |ay bel ow t hem

He | ocked his hands together around Harry's waist and buried his face between
hi s shoul der bl ades as Gyma snarl ed and scrabbled for purchase, her long tai
thrashing at the rocks and her claws skidding as she slipped on the
treacherous surface of the crunbling granite chimey that rose sheer above
themto the top of the Wathendall Spires.

"Keep still, Denso!" Harry cursed. "Every tine you shift your weight Gyna

| oses her clawhold."

Harry shuddered and fought down the wave of dizziness that was drenching him
inice-cold sweat. He hated heights and this sheer ascent of the Wathendal
Spires was churning his stomach into a jelly. He was clutching so hard at the
ponmrel of the saddle that his fingers burned and to make it worse he was sure
that one of the thick |eather straps that Kote had bound around their |egs and
t hen buckl ed onto the dragma's girth to stop themtoppling out of the saddle
and plunging to their deaths was working | oose, but he couldn't sunmon up the
courage to take his hands off the pormel to check it.

Gyma | urched sideways, her claws tearing at the crunmbling rocks, dislodging a
cascade of |oose shal e before she found new purchase and began to clinb,

zi g- zaggi ng upwards. She swept her tail against broken stormruts and narrow
gullies to gain extra balance and her |aboured breaths bill owed out across the
glistening slippery rocks in clouds of vaporous steam Above themand to the
right Harry could hear the clatter of falling stones and could just see the
outline of Lugg's shoul ders against a dark chimey of rock with Kote hunched
forward, gripping the pormel of his saddle with Mya hanging on to his back
like a linpet. He was about to call out and ask how rmuch further it was to the
top when he heard Kote's warning echo down to them across the weathered rocks
and gul lies.

"Keep quiet, there are w at hwas soaring above the spires."

The two dragmas continued their traversing in silence, zig-zagging over the
sheer rock-face, keeping in the shadows of the towering chi meys as best they
could as they clinbed toward the ultramarine sky. Ni ght was gathering shrouds
of darkness across the Wathendall Spires and glistening sheets of ice were
form ng on the rocks. A cold wind began to how and npan in the ravines,
maki ng Mya shiver as its icy fingers sought every crease and fold in her coat
and tugged and ruffled at her hair. She clung nore tightly to Kote and

whi spered, "Tholocus told me that the wathwa beasts are ol der than tine
itself. Are all life-spans so | ong here?"

Kote half-turned his head and smiled. "I'mnot sure. | have never thought to
measure nmy own |life before. For the Journeynmen of Bendran life is a time of
journeys and all the days of it are tattooed upon our skin. It is only

conpl ete when there is no roomfor another journey."

Lugg suddenly froze and pressed hinself into the shadows of a gully. Kote fel
silent and tensed as he gl anced up anxiously at the shadow of a w at hwa
gliding silently across the rock-face only yards above them Ma |ooked up and
felt her blood run to ice as she smelled the sul phurous stench of decay and
saw the creature's bilious yell ow underbelly and arnmoured cl ans descendi ng
rapidly toward them Its outstretched | eathery wi ngs bl ocked out the |ast of
the failing daylight.

"Keep still!" commanded Kote as the nonstrous dragon began to beat its w ngs,
stirring up a gale of acrid snoke and boiling steamas it slowed its descent
and hovered, hunting the stormruns and deep crevices twenty feet above them
Suddenly with a clatter of its wings and a snarling fountain of flame fromits
open jaws, the beast scorched the rock-face, envel oping themin a downdraught
of choking fumes as it swooped past and then gathered speed before rising in a



wi deni ng, soaring arc toward the top of the spires. Kote drew his eyebrows
into a frown as he watched the wathwa spiral upward to beconme a tiny speck in
t he darkeni ng evening sky. He couldn't understand why it hadn't attacked. Wy
had it hunted only the gullies and broken chi nmeys, behaving nore |ike a

gl ow-wasp hovering in search of the entrance to its nest?

Mya broke his troubled silence with a sigh of relief as she whispered, "W
were |ucky that nonster didn't spot us."

Kot e al nost shook his head in di sagreenent and was about to explain that the
wrat hwa coul d see a grassland hare fromtwenty | eagues and snell it from even
further, but he hesitated: they were so close to the top and the Doorcrack
back into her world and he didn't want to frighten her

"Yes," he murmured. "Very lucky," and he urged Lugg to begin clinbing again.

d anci ng down he picked out the shape of Gyma energing froma dark crevice
just bel ow them and called out softly to warn Harry and Denso of the w athwa
and to tell themto nove with extrenme caution

At last Gyma drew level with them "W have al nost reached the roof of the
world," Kote breathed with relief.

Bot h dragmas scrabbled up the near-vertical rock-face, scraping gouges in it
with their front claws and pulling thenselves up over the crunbling rimof the
W at hendal | Spires. At last they slithered forward onto the sunmt of jagged,
snow cover ed rocks.

"Wait. Be still,"” Kote hissed, pulling savagely on the reins. Everything had
changed: the deep w ndbl own snowdrifts were bl ackened and tranpled wth

countl ess wrathwa cl awscrapes. The towering ice scul ptures that had once
crowded the white | andscape had been nelted by the beasts' breath and had then
refrozen into hideous liquid pools and strata of purple, |uteous ice.

"The wrathwas have tranpled the snow but | don't understand why ..." He began
to call out to the others when a snarling roar and a clatter of wathwa w ngs
drowned out his voice. He | ooked around wildly to see that the beast that had
hovered above them while they clinbed the spires was swoopi ng down toward them
and this time it was going to attack. It was approaching in a w de, sweeping
arc that would bring it across the sumrit of the spires directly to where they
stood. "Get down, Gyma!" Kote shouted desperately as he drove his right spur
hard into Lugg's flank. Both dragmas threw t hensel ves sideways into the deep
ri dges of tranpled snow only nonments before the creature overflew the rim of
the spires.

Mya cried out as a huge arnmoured claw ripped through the fabric of her sleeve.
She was dragged hel pl essly upward but the |eg-straps bound around her thighs
held, biting painfully into her legs as the claw tore free and she fell back
into the saddle. She had a brief terrifying glinpse of the beast's cavernous
nouth as the claw held her. She had seen a white-hot cauldron of fire and the
nmonstrous bl ack sil houette of its body that blotted out the evening sky as it
passed over them Then it vani shed suddenly by diving into the snow, its roar
becomi ng a muffling echo as it |left behind nothing but a thickening ribbon of
snoke and crackling sparks.

"Up! Up!" Kote cried, |ooking around desperately to see fromwhich direction

t he beast would attack next, and al so searching for sonewhere for themto hide
as Lugg and Gyma thrashed their tails, creating a cloud of snowflakes. He knew
they woul dn't be able to escape the wathwa's second pass if they stayed where
t hey were.

"Where the hell did that creature go?" Harry gasped

"Over there: it flew straight into the ground,” Mya whi spered, visibly shaken
by the attack. Her lips were trenbling fromthe shock as she gingerly probed
her fingers into the long tear in her sleeve.

"It did what?" Kote asked as he stilled Lugg with a touch on the reins and
turned to stare at her for a startled nonent before foll ow ng her pointing
hand toward an area ahead of them where bare spires and gullies of rock showed
as a wi de bl ackened patch against the tranpled snow. A pool of yellow ng snoke
hung in the air above it.

"The Doorcrack! O course, that explains why the beast didn't bother to attack



us earlier. It was searching for a way through the walls of reality."

"But that's crazy, you're the only one who knew about this entrance. How coul d
that nonstrous creature have found out about it?" Denso frowned.

Kot e shrugged and | ooked at the thousands of claw scrapes that marred the

wi | derness of ice and snow for as far as the eye could see. Wth chilling
clarity he remenbered the wathwa that had followed himthrough the Doorcrack
when he had first discovered it. Bleakly he lifted his head, spurred Lugg
closer to the bare, black rocks and listened to the bitter wind that was
rising in nournful eddies through the Doorcrack. He could hear the hidden
echoes of the world that |ay beyond the walls. He rode cl oser and caught the
choki ng stench of the huge beast in the air but beyond its gaggi ng odor he
snelled a waft of Paradise in the breeze and he knew it nust be luring the

wr at hwas through. He turned in the saddle, his face drawn and pal e beneath its
vivid layers of tattoos, and whispered to the others, telling themwhat he
feared had happened.

"You mean those nonstrous, fire-breathing creatures are going to keep pouring
t hrough that Door-crack?" Denso gasped as he | ooked up fromthe dark hole in
the rock to the star-strewn sky for nore of the w nged creatures.

"I don't understand how those huge beasts can squeeze through," Harry
excl ai med peering toward the dark entrance in the rock. "Each one of themis
| arger than a warehouse."

"They can distort and stretch their bodies to hunt the stormrills and rock
chi meys for food, forcing their way through the narrowest of gaps. They are
not herd creatures but they have the scent of one of their kind, the one that
foll owed ne through when | entered your world. That and the rich, heady scent
of Paradise will draw every wathwa that lives to the top of the Wathendal
Spires in search of the Doorcrack."

Denso expl oded, "Now we're really stuck! We can't get hone this way because at
any noment one of these wathwa beasts will be slithering and clawing its way
t hrough the Doorcrack with us, and we can't go back because the other way is
swarnmng with . " he threw up his hands hel pl essly.

"When do you think the next beast will appear?" Mya asked, anxiously scanning
t he ni ght sky.
Kote | ooked up at the nmillions of stars strewn across the void and said,

"W at hwas do not usually fly at night unless they are disturbed in their

roosts." He paused and stared thoughtfully at the black entrance before
adding, "I think it would be safe to use the Door-crack now under the cover of
dar kness. "

"You must be crazy!" Denso cried. "That wathwa has only just flown into that
bl ack hole: |ook, you can still see the snoke trail it left drifting across
the entrance. Anyway, how do you know it won't return?"

Anger flashed in Kote's eyes. "I do not: no-one can predict what these
creatures will do, but |I can prom se you that nore wathwas will fly across
the roof of the world when sunlight brings the new dawn. They will be hunting
for the entrance. What will you do then? Were will you hide when they begin

to scour the snowwith their fiery breath and turn this white wilderness into
pool s of boiling slush and cause the rocks that |ie hidden beneath it to turn
red and crack with the heat?"

"Kote's right, we nmust try to get through now" Mya urged inpatiently.

"Ch no, I'mnot risking nmeeting that nonster head on. |1'd rather go back to
the City of Tine and find another way," Denso insisted, twi sting around in the
saddl e and | eani ng back as far as the |leg straps would all ow.

He could just see over the rimof the spires and down into the sheer, dark
bottom ess drop and his head began to swim "Harry, Harry, what do you think
we should do?" he gasped, pulling himself upright and trying to shut out the
terrifying drop that lay a yard behi nd t hem

Kot e knew they nust break through the walls of reality while darkness covered
the roof of the world and he had edged Lugg closer to Gyma during Denso's show
of resistance. They could not go back: he had prom sed Thol ocus to return them
and he waited, watching Harry's eyes for the nonent when he would turn to



answer Denso.

"I don't know . Harry gl anced back toward the sheer drop, but Kote
suddenly snatched Gyma's reins out of his hands and spurred Lugg forward into
t he doorway.

"There is no other choice!" he shouted as he rode Lugg reckl essly over the
bare, burned rocks, dragging Gyma with himthrough the yawni ng bl ack entrance.
"No, no, no!" Denso wailed, struggling hel plessly as the darkness swal | owed

t hem up.

The ground vani shed abruptly and both dragmas snarled and thrashed their tails
as they tunbl ed over and over. Gyma's reins snapped through Kote's fingers and
they drifted apart only to collide roughly before spinning away from each

ot her, rubbing and brushi ng against a nyriad of indistinct shapes. The stench
of the wrathwas and the snell of burning wood and bracken envel oped t hem
maki ng them choke and causing their eyes to snart and streamin the darkness.
The sound of rushing wind grew | ouder, sucking painfully at their eardruns.
They were tunbling faster and faster, their plunging descent knotting their
stomachs wi th convul si ons, waves of nauseous bl ackness sweepi ng over them
Suddenly they |l anded with a bunp and slid sideways down a steep, wet slope

t hrough a tangl e of charred branches and burned undergrowth. Mya blinked and
regai ned consci ousness as Lugg scranmbled to his feet. It was pitch-dark and
raining hard. She could feel the cold raindrops stinging her face and she
snel l ed the burnt wetness of the undergrowth. She knew they were back on
Earth. Beyond the dense circle of blackened trees she could see long trails of
fire burning unchecked.

"Kote, we've made it," she called out softly, touching his shoul der

He stirred and suddenly put his hands up to his tenples and groaned. "Kote,
are you all right?" she asked, her voice | oaded with concern

"Yes, but ny head burns with pain. Wat about the others, have they survived?"
he munbl ed, reaching down to rel ease the | eg-straps.

Mya searched the undergrowt h and picked out the shape of Gyna agai nst the
skyline. "Harry, Denso, we're back on Earth. Are you two all right?"

"Yes, | think so," Harry grunbl ed, unbuckling his |eg-straps as Denso slowy
regai ned consci ousness behind him

Suddenly he sat up and gave a startled cry. "Jesus, these wathwa beasts are
maki ng one hell of a ness if they started all those fires!"

Bef ore anot her nonment passed the ground shook violently, and with a grinding
thud the Doorcrack that they had just passed through squeezed shut. The way
through the walls of reality had cl osed. Kote cried out in dismy and urged
Lugg down through the burnt tree-stunmps and charred branches. He searched in
vain for the void of noving shadows and |istened hard for the shriek of wi nd
bei ng sucked al ong the dark road back to the sumit of the Wathendall Spires,
but he could only hear the driving rain beating on the undergrowh. He stopped
besi de Gyma in despair.

"Ch, my CGod," Mya gasped, forgetting the Door-crack as she | ooked out across

t he broad expanse of countryside bel ow t hem

Single clunps of trees and acres of forest, vast tracts of wild undergrowth
and heat hl and were ablaze. Mles and niles of ancient hedgerow were alight,
sendi ng up ribbons of crackling sparks and billow ng clouds of thick, choking
snoke into the darkness. Isolated houses and villages for as far as the eye
could see stood out as bright as fire-beacons.

"It's the end of the world," Mya whispered, blinking at the rain on her

eyel ashes. She cried out as a lorry about half a mle away exploded with a
dull thud. It was etched briefly against the dark skyline as a sheet of flane
engul fed it.

"Dante's Inferno," Harry comrented bl eakly.

"It isn't only the wathwas that have created all this destruction," Kote
spoke slowy, shielding his eyes against the driving rain as he surveyed the
burni ng | andscape. "There are many beasts and peoples from beyond the walls of
reality. There are Mauders and nonsters sil houetted against the flames. | can
see manditaurs . " he paused, rubbing his eyes quickly. "My vision blurs. |



cannot see themclearly."

"Hush, listen," Harry hissed, holding his hand up as a different sound began
to make itself heard anpbngst the distant crackle and roar of the thousand
fires. He turned in his saddle, followi ng the sound as it grew | ouder.
"Choppers!" he cried, recognising the humof their rotor-blades only nonents
before four Lynx helicopters thundered overhead, their downdraught scattering
t he undergrowth and sending the charred twi gs and branches up in a blizzard of
debris all around them The dragmas snarled and reared in alarmas the gale of
wet air tore at their wi ngs and al nost caused themto stanpede.

In seconds the helicopters had swept over themin a tight battle formation
their searchlights mssing them by yards as they scanned the burning
countryside. Shifting beans of white Iight slid over the burnt-out shell of an
i sol ated farmhouse, briefly illum nating the glistening green scales of at

| east three huge hunpbacked creatures that were swarm ng through the ruins.
The note fromthe helicopters changed as they swung back, their searchlights
fixed onto the creatures and sporadic bursts of tracer preceded the flash of
rockets. The beasts reared up, clawi ng and snarling, disturbed by the lights,
before they scattered in all directions, howing and scream ng as a hail of
bullets tore into their hides.

Most of the rockets expl oded harm essly anpbngst the ruins but the last found
its target. It pierced the arnoured flank of a fleeing creature, bowing it
over and over. They heard the dull explosion and watched in awe as the
nmonster's arnmoured scales swelled in brilliance and changed col or through
porraceous greens to sapphire hues until it becane white-hot before expl odi ng
into a gushing fountain of livid sparks that rose hundreds of feet into the
dark ni ght sky.

"That will teach those nurdering bastards a | esson!" Harry shouted, thrusting
a clenched fist triunphantly into the air above his head as the crackling
sparks of color began to die away.

"Wat hwa! " Kote suddenly cried, stabbing a warning finger up toward a faint,
flickering, orange light traveling at trenendous speed in a tightening arc

t hrough the I ow clouds toward the formation of helicopters.

"Look up! Look up for Chrissake!" Denso cried helplessly at the helicopter
pil ot against the |lashing rain as the huge creature, weathed in snoke and
fire, broke through the cloud base directly above the central helicopter and
enveloped it in a roaring orange bl oworch of death.

The stricken machine lurched violently sideways, its rotors screaning in a
desperate bid to escape, but the wathwa closed its jaws, crushing and
trapping its tail-fin. The body of the helicopter glowed white-hot, its

wi ndows cracked and nelted as its rotors smashed thensel ves to pi eces agai nst
the wathwa's teeth. Frantic figures trapped in the cockpit fought to junp
free, their clothes bursting into flames as they plunged |ike burning candl es
to earth. Monents later the machine exploded into a fireball, the blazing
fragnents spinning away into the rainy darkness.

"Ch ny God, what a horrible death," Mya gasped, clutching Kote's sleeve as

t hey watched the aerial battle unfold.

The three remaining helicopters dived | ow, keeping close to the ground. They
veered away in different directions and began firing at the wathwa as it rose
in a slow, spiraling circle above them and vani shed back into the clouds.

"It just seens hopel ess," Harry groaned.

Denso nuttered as the roar of the rotors faded into the night. "The bullets
and rockets just seemto expl ode harm essly against their arnmoured hide:
they' Il need to attack themw th proper mssiles."

"Well they'd better get on with it pretty quickly!" Harry grow ed through

cl enched teeth.

Resting her left hand on Lugg's wi ng, Mya | eaned forwards and shi el ded her
eyes against the rain as she | ooked out across the desol ate, burning
countryside toward a distant blur of light on the horizon. "W could at | east
tell the authorities the exact spots where these creatures are breaking

t hrough," she said quietly, naking the three nmen | ook toward her



"I know it's not nuch, but do you renenber that newspaper cutting we saw from
the Daily Mail, reporting that the creatures were w eaking havoc in a broad
band across the eastern part of England. Perhaps . . ." She broke off,

snat chi ng her hand away from Lugg's wing. Hs scaly skin and feathers had
grown so hot that it had scorched her left hand and fingers badly.

Kote twisted around in the saddle at her cry, his face lined with concern as
he saw her nursing her hand. He nuttered harshly at the dragma in a | anguage
that Mya coul dn't understand and Lugg shuffled forwards a pace and fol ded his
wi ngs down tightly against his flanks.

"I"'mall right, it's not Lugg's fault," she nuttered, gingerly rubbing at her
sore fingertips. She was nore worried that the dragma's body tenperature
appeared to have rocketed up the nmoment they had journeyed back through the
wal s of reality. His scales had been ice-cold to touch the other side of the
Doorcrack. Lightly she touched his flank, then quickly drew her fingers away,
her concern deepening. If he grew any hotter, if...

Harry's voi ce broke sharply through the shadows of dread that were gathering
on the edge of her consciousness. "You nean you really want to tell your
government and your armny about your ley-line theory?"

Mya shook the rain fromher eyes and blinked.

"Yes, that's right. It would at |east give the pilots some idea where they're
breaki ng through and where their next attack is likely to be coming from" she
replied, firmy ignoring the hint of derision in Harry's voice. "lI'mpretty
sure that there is a nmass of ley-lines crossing the countryside around here.

If | can get to that set of detailed maps in ny roons in Cathedral C ose,

can check the co-ordinates first and see if they do match with the fires we
can see. | know for sure that the Beechwell Stone Circle and the G ants’
Chairs are in that direction, over there where the fires are brightest. If |I'm
right then | amgoing to informthe governnent and try to get soneone to
listen to ne."

Harry shook his head, scattering raindrops away froma disbelieving scom. Ma
saw hi s expression and added, "Well at least it's got to be better than doing
not hing. Better than sitting here getting soaked to the skin and bei ng passive
spectators to the end of the world."

Denso shivered and pulled his coat collar up tighter to try to stop the rain
fromtrickling down the back of his neck. "She's got a point, Harry," he said
in a flat expressionless voice. "W ought to give every angle a try, no natter
how f anci ful —anl ess you' ve got any better ideas.”

Harry gl anced round angrily at Denso and was about to open his mouth in

di sagreement but he hesitated, swallowing his words with a shrug. "Is this

Cat hedral Close far?" he muttered wi thout |ooking at her

"No, it's only a fewmles, in that direction." Mya swept her hand out across
t he burning countryside toward a belt of trees on higher ground beyond which a
brighter glow lit the sky.

Kot e was hunched forward over Lugg's neck pressing the pal ns of his hands

agai nst his tenples.

"Kote, is there sonething wong? Wiat's the matter?" she called, anxiously
gripping his arm

He stirred and straightened his back and slowy turned toward her stifling a
groan. "My head is full of the sound of thunder and feels as if it is on
fire. "

She reached up and pl aced her hand on his forehead, brushing away the tangle
of orange hair. His skin was so hot it was as if he was burning with a raging
fever. "W have to get you to a doctor!"”

"No," Kote stuttered, drawi ng back fromher. "It is the sane pain that
suffered when | broke through the wall of reality to search for you. It wll
pass." He dug his spurs into Lugg's flanks and the dragma surged forward
through the last of the burned trees. Kote |let himhave his head as they
crossed the sodden pl oughed fields and wi de ditches. The dragmas' claws sank
deep into the heavy clay making them grunt and snarl as they | aboured over the
rising ground toward a dark line of trees.



Al'l around themthe | ow scudding clouds reflected a dull orange gl ow

Expl osi ons sporadically rocked the ground and brilliant flashes of light lit
up the sky.

"I't looks as though there is one hell of a blaze getting going beyond those
trees,"” Denso nuttered, then raised his voice to shout into Harry's ear. "It

| ooks like we might be too late to get to those maps!"

Harry was about to turn his head to shout an answer when they reached the dark
line of trees and passed under its eaves. "Jesus, |look out!" he cried,
flinging his armup to protect his face as Gyma pl oughed rel entl essly through
t he dense undergrow h, snapping off stout branches and rushing themthrough a
tangl e of sharp, scratching twi gs, cutting a straight path through the wood
"Ch ny God, the Cathedral ... the University!"

Mya cried as Lugg halted just inside the trees on the far side of the wood
above the main road.

She stared down at the burning town, trying to pick out the famliar |andmarks
t hat she knew ought to be there through the leaping flanes and the drifting
pal | of thick snoke. The roof of the great hall of the University had
collapsed, St. Swithin's church and the public house that stood beside it lay
in ruins and the surrounding streets | eading toward the Cathedral had vani shed
beneat h nounds of rubbl e, broken beans and fallen masonry. She could see
figures illunmnated by the flanes running for their lives, driven by panic,
fleeing heedlessly in all directions, unable to conprehend the disaster that
had befallen them Fire tenders, police cars and anbul ances were trying to
force a passage through the chaos and, directly bel ow the wood, tanks and
arnmoured vehicles were runmbling slowmy along the road with units of
heavi |l y-arned troops interspersed anongst them They were heading toward the
nort hwest corner of the town.

"What a mess. It | ooks as though the whole town has been tranpled by those
beasts and then set alight." Denso fell silent as his gaze swept over the
desol ati on bel ow.

"Those savage beasts did not do all of this!" Kote cried. "Look, |ook over
there where the flanmes are still burning at their brightest. | can see the
Asiri and his Mauders through the snoke."

The others crowded forward and tried to see where he was pointing.

"There, over there," Kote repeated, following themwth his eyes. H s voice
faltered as he hunted for breath and raised his arm his hand trenbling with
effort as he pointed out across the glistening, rain-swept roof-tops.

The thick pall of snoke seemed to move and split apart, torn by a changing
wind and the rising currents of hot air fromthe countless fires. The icy
rain-squalls hit themw th renewed force making themretreat beneath the

over hangi ng branches.

"Yes, yes, | can see them " Denso called out, "Were that line of long, |ow
roofs are on fire—+o the right."

The others followed his directions and saw t he huge w nged shape of G aksha

wi th Jothnar sil houetted agai nst the | eaping flanes. The wrathwa was slowy
circling across the roof-tops and leaving a spiraling trail of smoke and fire
inits wake. Drifting colums of snoke began to obliterate the desol ate scene
but as it di sappeared they caught a glinpse of the Mauders swarm ng anongst
the ruins.

"I think Graksha is seeking a place to roost,"
hands agai nst his tenples.

"I"'d like to get ny hands on that nurdering bastard's throat," Harry grow ed
t hr ough cl enched teeth.

"Not a chance," Denso answered himin despair. "You'd never get within a mle
of himwhile he is surrounded by all those Mauders."

Mya continued to stare down at the drifting snoke for a long noment after it
had shrouded the scene before she spoke. "I wouldn't be so sure, Denso," she
muttered slowy. "I think there is sonething wong with the Mauders' dragmas."
"What ?" cried Harry turning sharply toward her. "What do you think is wong
wi th t henP"

Kote nuttered, pressing his



"I don't know for sure," she added hesitantly. "It's difficult to see much,
but they seemto be nmoving with faltering steps. They | ook listless, and sick
not at all like they did when they overran the City of Tine."

Kot e suddenly swayed and clutched dizzily to her arm "G aksha will rise up
with the dawn to fly again. You nust find those maps quickly and warn your
people." H's breath came in shortening gasps. "Help nme, help ne Mya, | cannot
br eat he. "

"Ch ny God!" she cried, putting her armaround himand gently | owering himso
that his back rested against the gnarled oak tree.

"Mya," he whispered through tightening lips, his eyes wild with panic as they
i mpl ored her to help.

She gripped his hands in hers. "Breathe slowy," she whispered, "I'Il get

hel p."

She untangl ed her fingers fromhis and pulled open the collar of his jerkin to
hear his breaths come a little easier before she rose to her feet. His panic
dissolved into a smile. "Lie still, rest," she said with concern before
turning and quietly drawing away to foll ow the other two.

"What is the matter with Kote?" Denso asked in a worried voice as soon as they
were out of his hearing.

"I don't know," Mya replied, glancing back at him "But ever since we energed
into our reality his physical condition has been deteriorating. It's as if he
has a raging fever, his throat's constricted and he's so dizzy he can barely
stand. "

"Perhaps it's something he caught while we were pursuing the Asiri around the

Crystal Swanps. | saw some horrific insects while we were there," Harry
of f er ed.
"But you haven't caught it. You don't feel ill in any way do you?"

"Well, no," Harry answered thoughtfully. "In fact, quite the opposite. | felt
as though | was running a fever nmost of the tinme we were on the other side but
t he nonent we got back I felt fine."

"My headache's gone too," Denso agreed

Mya bit her lip and frowned. "W had better get soneone to |ook at himpretty
quickly. We'll try to find a doctor when we get these maps."

"Are you crazy? There are savage beasts running around down there. There's
probably nothing left to salvage in those ruins anyway and | shoul d think
there is little chance we can find anyone who can hel p Kote. Renmenber, he is
not fromour world."

The bare truth in Denso's words cut deep. Mya gl anced back to where Kote sat
huddl ed and shivering in the shadows of the gnarled oak and bright teardrops
ghosted the corners of her eyes as the awful realisation that he m ght not be
able to survive here on Earth struck hone.

"I know," she whispered bleakly turning to | ook down to where the ruined walls
of the Cathedral showed through the drifting snmoke |like so many bl ackened and
br oken teeth.

Two huge hunpbacked creatures were nmoving through the ruins, bellow ng and
snarling as they went. She blinked away her tears and lifted her chin, know ng
that if she couldn't find anyone to hel p hi m sonehow she woul d have to get
Kote back into his own world. She brushed fiercely at the stray strands of wet
hair that clung to her forehead as she remenbered the maps. |If her theory was
right those ley-lines would reveal dozens, perhaps hundreds, of openings.

"I must find those maps. It is nore inportant now than anything else," she

whi spered urgently to Harry and Denso, hurrying back to where Kote sat. She
crouched down beside him "Stay hidden until | get back." She pressed her lips
agai nst his cheek and, gripping his hand tightly in hers before she rose, she
left the cover of the trees and ran down the steep slope of bracken and
humrocks of wet grass toward the town.

"You can't go down there on your own. Those ruins are crawing with beasts!"
cried Harry, sprinting after her. "Wait, wait a damm m nute!"

The convoy of mlitary vehicles had noved into the distance and the road was
deserted except for the litter of burnt-out cars and lorries. They crossed



qui ckly and nade their way through the outskirts of the town, scranbling over
mounds of rubbl e, ducking down and hiding in dark, broken doorways as huge
mandi t aurs and | urkbeasts |unmbered ainm essly past them Tw ce they nmet patrols
of sol diers who shouted to themand told themto get out of town and head for
one of the civilian reception centers that had been set up on Hadout Heath,

but the patrols were too busy shadowi ng the manditaurs and | unbering

| urkbeasts that were roaning through the town to bother to escort them As
they worked their way toward the Cathedral they found that the streets were
littered with the bl oody carcasses of fallen creatures.

Harry paused to exam ne sonme of them frowning as he straightened up. "It's
very strange. A lot of these beasts seemto have just collapsed and died | ong
before the arny started shooting at them™

Mya stopped beside himand stared down at the rigid body of a centaur lying in
the gutter. She shuddered and fought to disperse the horror that was crowding
at the edges of her mnd. Perhaps it was Earth's atnosphere that was killing

t hese beasts from beyond the walls of reality. Perhaps tine was running out
for Kote. "We nust hurry!" she cried, splashing heedlessly on through the
puddl es.

Mya eventual ly found the ruined entrance to Cathedral C ose and they crouched
behind a pile of debris to survey the vast expanse of |awns and buil di ngs t hat
surrounded it.

At the far end the Cathedral had been reduced to a gigantic mound of rubble.
Here and there the remants of the stone wi ndowfranmes rose twenty feet into
the air, fragments of the stained glass still clinging to them The spire had
col | apsed, toppling across the lawn as if some giant's hand had pushed it

over. Its huge bl ocks of stone |ooked like the ribbed bones of a mammmot h,
stark white against the backdrop of billow ng snoke and | eaping flanmes. The
shapes of huge beasts noved backward and forward through the fires.

Mya scanned the | ow buildings that flanked the |awns. "CGod, what a ness!" She
si ghed, eventually picking out the house she lived in. Its roof and a part of
the top floor had collapsed and nost of its wi ndows were shattered but it
didn't look as if it had been set alight.

"Come on," she whispered, rising to her feet and cautiously skirting the

enor nous bl ocks of masonry strewn across the | awn. Keeping a wary eye on the
creatures prowing in the rubble, she led the other two to her roons.

She felt her way along the corridor until she found her doorway. It was stil

| ocked and it took Harry several attenpts to kick it open. It snelled of danp
and the light-switch didn't work.

"Wait," she whispered, feeling her way to a cupboard beneath the sink where
she kept matches and a box of candl es.

Wth a lighted candl e she surveyed her study. Rain had blown in through the

br oken wi ndow soaki ng the carpet, there were boxes and papers scattered
everywhere: otherwise it |ooked much as she had left it. Mya searched through
the bottom drawer of her desk where she knew she had | eft the maps.

"Thank God," she sighed as she found and lifted out the heavy bundle, safe in
its blue plastic wallet. She cleaned the desk-top with a determ ned sweep of
her hand and wi thdrew the map of the town and surroundi ng countryside. It
showed the land as far as the Beechingwell stone circle and the G ants’

Chairs. She spread it out and bent over to examine the |ey-lines.

"Keep an eye on those beasts," Harry whi spered to Denso, nodding his head
toward the wi ndow before peering down over Mya's shoulder in the soft, dancing
pool of candlelight to | ook at the mass of intersecting coloured |lines drawn
on the map.

"I't looks a conplete junble. What do all those col ours nmean?"

"They represent different historical and archaeol ogi cal periods,"” Ma answered
wi t hout | ooking up. "The earliest are red, then blue . " She paused and
slowy traced her finger along one of the red lines that crossed the town
until it merged with a dozen others causing a small red blob to obliterate the
synmbol of the Cathedral

"OfF course," she nmurnured, pulling open the top drawer and sifting through the



untidy contents for her magnifying gl ass. Wen she had found it she bent over
the map agai n and brought the Cathedral sharply into focus. "It nust mean that
my theory's right. And it does explain the utter devastati on of the Cathedra
doesn't it, if one of those doorways opened up right in the mddle of the

pl ace?"

Denso | aughed grimy fromthe wi ndow. "Jesus, | would have hated to have been
in there saying ny prayers when it happened. I'll bet the archbi shop thought
the Devil hinmself had come to claimhimwhen all those nonsters suddenly
appeared. "

Mya nmoved the magni fying glass slowy back and forth across the town.

"The red lines seemto cross wherever there is a church or one of those
synmbol s for an ancient site,"

Harry observed | ooki ng down across her shoul der at the map.

"Yes, at a glance | can see at |east another ten sites where the walls of
reality could have opened within the town and dozens nore stretching out
across the countryside toward the Beechingwell stone circle and the G ants'
Chairs. That would certainly explain all "

The runble of two Chall enger tanks entering the C ose drowned out her voice as
they grow ed across the rubble. They cane to a halt and searchlights nmounted
on their turrets sprang on, illum nating the buildings. The beans slowy swept
across the ruins of the Cathedral, throwing it into stark relief and finding
and freezing the huge shape of a manditaur. Mya and Harry ran to the w ndow
and watched as the tanks fired in rapid succession. The ear-splitting

expl osions made the buildings in the Close trenble. Mya saw the beast rear up
and surge forward and then a wave of acrid cordite snoke obliterated the
scene. Wen it had drifted away the manditaur had vani shed. The tank-engi nes
roared and then they began to turn slowmy toward the entrance of the C ose.
"Wait! Wait!" Mya suddenly shouted, rushing across the room and grabbi ng the
map from her desk, sending the guttering candle toppling to the floor as she
headed out of the room and along the corridor toward the |awn and the
departing tanks.

Harry and Denso sprinted after her, the full force of the torrential rainstorm
hitting themin the face as they caught up. Harry grasped her arm and stopped
her from running under the tracks of the second tank

"What the hell do you think you' re doing?" he shouted at her over the thunder
of the tanks' engines.

"The gunfire must have driven that creature in the ruins back through the

doorway!" she answered breathlessly. "If | can only get one of these tank
conmanders to see the doorway through the walls of reality and show himhow it
corresponds to the ley-lines he will have to believe us. He woul d have to,

woul dn't he?"

She waved the map in the air, broke free fromHarry's grip and ran out in
front of the tank. The huge machi ne swerved violently to avoid her and cane to
a grinding slithering halt. The hatch on the top of the turret swing open and
an angry face appeared, but before the officer could speak Mya shouted to him
frantically waving the map and stabbing her finger at it. "W know where these
creatures are coming from There's a doorway to another reality in the
Cathedral! There's at |east a dozen smaller ones in the town."

"You're in a restricted area. You'll get yourself killed if you carry on like
that. Now get out of here before | radio for a patrol to take you away!" the
tank conmander shouted back

"I"msure there are bigger Doorcracks out at the Beechingwell stone circle,
and perhaps some at the Gants' Chairs,"” Mya carried on, ignoring his warning
"The map's getting ruined in the rain and he's not listening to you," Harry
said fromjust behind her, reaching up and taking the map out of her hand.
Quietly he folded it up and pushed it into his coat pocket. "Wat have you got
to lose by taking a ook in the ruins? You'll see that the creatures have

di sappeared! " Harry shout ed.

The figure in the turret | ooked down at him H's anger dissolved into a weary
scow and he raised a hand to his head and pushed back his headset. "Look



mster, 1've heard a thousand theories of where these creatures cone from
I've had it fromscientists, doonsday fanatics, Seventh-Day adventists and
even my conmmandi ng of ficer; and on top of that the airwaves are full of
reported sightings around the world. Gims' Fairy Tales and every myth and

| egend you have ever heard of has come to life—fromnmermaids in the Serpentine
to wi nged horses flying over Tokyo—but all | care about right nowis that the
bastard things keep dying or disappearing when we attack."

"But listen to what I'mtrying to tell you. Fromthe ley-lines drawn on this
map you will know exactly where these creatures are going to appear. Don't you
see the significance in that?" Mya cried in frustration. "Don't you understand
that with this information you will be ready and waiting in a position to
drive these creatures back into their own reality the nmoment the Doorcracks
open?"

The tank commander stiffened and cl osed his nind against Mya's protest as he
reached up to pull the headset back down over his ears.

"You woul d be a conplete fool to ignore Dr. Capthorne's advice, Major. How can
you so qui ckly push aside what years of research here at the University have
reveal ed?" Harry called up to the officer in his nost persuasive voice. "It
won't take you nore than a minute to take a | ook for yourself in the ruins of
the Cathedral, will it?"

The conmmander hesitated and | ooked down nore closely at the bedraggl ed wonan.
"What sort of research do you do?" he asked guardedly.

Envi ronmental research. | nonitor and collect information on external agents
that influence our existence—pollutants, acid rain, that sort of thing," she
answer ed qui ckly.

The officer thought over her answer for a monent, then spoke briefly as he

i ssued a string of rapid orders into the nmouthpi ece of his headset. "Al

right, I'll take one quick | ook inside the ruins of that Cathedral, but that's
all!'" he called down to them pulling off his headset and passing it to

anot her menber of his crew. He gathered up a powerful flashlight and slung a
Sterling sub-machi ne gun across his shoul der before scrambling to the ground.
"OK mss, | nean Doctor, if you'll lead the way."

Mya took the wallet of maps fromHarry, extracted the one she wanted and
folded it to show the Cathedral as she wal ked beside the soldier across the

| awn. She pointed out to himwhere the ley-lines crossed at the nave and
expl ai ned their significance. She al so showed himhow they nmet at the

Beechi ngwel | stone circle and the G ants' Chairs, explaining that fromthe
mass of lines they mght be |onger Doorcracks. As they reached the outer wall
she fol ded away her maps and qui ckly asked, "Wen you have seen the doorway,
the opening into another reality, for yourself you will report it to your
conmandi ng of ficer won't you?"

The tank commander nodded brusquely. "Yes, if it's there I'lIl report it. Now
be quiet, please, in case any of those creatures are lying in wait."

Silently they worked their way along the main outer wall, picking a path

bet ween the corpses of fallen beasts and over the piles of slippery,

rai n-soaked rubble, until they reached a massive breach where nounds of
granite bl ocks had been hurled out across the lawns. One by one they clanbered
t hrough the breach and stopped to stare in awe at the devastation that |ay
before them Hundreds of splintered rafter beans, pews and col |l apsed galleries
protruded |i ke bl ackened, broken bones fromthe nountains of rubble that
choked the interior of the Cathedral. The soldier switched on his flashlight
bringing the litter of carcasses and destruction into stark relief as he swept
the Iight slowy across the debris.

"My God, what a nmess, what an .. ." Denso began when Mya hissed at him

"Stop, |ook over there!" She gripped the soldier's armso abruptly that it
made the beam of |ight waver wildly and chase the shadows up across the
shattered remmants of a stained-glass w ndow, making the glass glow wi th al
the col ours of the rai nbow

"What did you see?" Harry whispered urgently as the soldier steadied the
l'ight.



"I think | saw the doorway over to your right, close to that solitary standing

stone colum. There was a bl ack shape, a hole in the darkness. But. . ." Ma
hesitated. "But I'mnot really sure, it's so difficult to see anything
clearly."

The tank commander brought the beam of |ight down, follow ng her directions
and swept it obliquely across the petrified chaos. Suddenly he froze and each
gave a cry of alarmas the beamreveal ed the huge, menaci ng shape of a

mandi taur rising out of the ruins less than ten yards from where they stood.
In one swift novenment the soldier had swng the machi ne gun from his shoul der
flicked the safety catch and cocked it ready to fire.

"Wait!" Harry called, peering forward. "lIt's lying half on its side. | think
it might be dead already like the rest of themin the ruins. Here, give ne the
light for a noment and |I'Il take a cl ose look."

Wth the flashlight in his hand he picked his way cautiously forward,
shuddering as he clinbed over the slippery scales of the dead beast until he
reached its head. He played the beamof |ight across the creature's huge
flanks and underbelly and along its serrated tail. He illum nated the |ayers
of glistening iridescent scales and rows of razor-spines covering the hunps
and winkles of the beast's |eathery hide.

"It's dead!" he called out flatly, noving the light so that they could see the
massi ve prehistoric head thrown tortuously backward, the savage jaws gapi ng
open in a last snarling roar. The opaque, red eyes stared blindly into the

m ddl e di stance and its huge forelegs and cl aws were stretched out, |ocked in
rigor nortis.

"There are hundreds of them half-buried in this gigantic wall of rubble!"
Harry cried, sweeping the flashlight up across the bodies before he scranbl ed
up and over the piles of splintered pews and beans and broken stone archways

to get a closer look. "Yes, | was right," he called out, shining the light to
reveal a mass of hind legs and tails sticking out from anongst the bl ocks of
granite.

"The doorway must have been where that wall of rubble cuts the Cathedral in
two," Mya added, unfolding and pointing to the map as she hurried forward. "It

nmust have cl osed, trapping those creatures and
"No!" the soldier interrupted firmy, his nmouth tightening with anger. "There
are no doorways to anywhere except in your inagination: you' ve been wasting ny
time. Those nonsters probably brought the lantern of the tower and the vaulted
roof crashing down whilst trying to escape fromour guns. You'd better get out
of here before ny patience snaps and | have you arrested.” He turned away from
t hem and began to hurry back toward the breach in the wall.

"But the roof had already coll apsed before you fired on those creatures.

You' ve got to believe us!" Mya cried out in desperation. "You' ve got to

under stand. These Doorcracks exi st and thousands nore of these beasts will
swar m t hrough the Beechi ngwell stone circle and the Gants' Chairs."

"Cet out of here now, and fast, that's an order!" the soldier shouted, his
eyes narrowi ng as he raised the machi ne gun menacingly at them

"Come on, we had better do as he says," Denso urged, tugging at Mya's sl eeve.
"This guy's not going to believe another word we say."

The tank commander escorted them through the ruins and across the lawn to the
entrance of the Close, maintaining a rigid silence. He watched themuntil they
had vani shed in the drifting smoke toward the civilian reception centre at
Hadout Heath. For a nmonent he stared back at the ruined Cathedral. Sighing, he
reached for his headset and wearily pulled it on to report to GHQ Mya's crazy
theories of a doorway into other worlds.

Once they were out of sight of the C ose they doubled back, ducking down and
hi di ng from passing patrols as they worked their way slowy through the
outskirts of the town toward the edge of the wood where Kote was waiting for

t hem

"There's no point in trying to get any nedical help for Kote: that tank
conmander probably reported our presence in the Close and if we stop any of
the patrols they' Il arrest us." Mya's voice was worried. She wal ked on in



silence for a while before speaking again. "There was a doorway in that

Cat hedral : the damage to the building, the beasts, everything that happened,
even the map pointed to it. |I know it was there. But because the bloody thing
had cl osed and trapped those creatures we couldn't showit to that soldier

Now nobody is ever going to take us seriously again, not once he has filed his
report. That neans this orgy of destruction will go on and on."

"W'll find a way to convince someone, |I'msure of it," Denso offered, but his
voi ce sounded tired and | acked any real conviction. He hunched his shoul ders
agai nst the rain.

Harry nmerely shrugged and trudged al ong a pace behind them splashing through
t he puddl es and picking his way around the fallen beasts and over the piles of
rubble that littered the pavenents. H s face was drawn into a frown as he
tried to get a hold on the dozen or so |loose ends to this affair. Mya was
right: there had been a way through the walls of reality in that Cathedral and
it must have closed only nonments before the tanks had stopped firing because
the bl ocks of fallen masonry that formed the centre of that gigantic wall of
rubble were hardly wet fromthe pouring rain. Mdst of the creatures he had
scranbl ed over inside the Cathedral had been dead | ong enough to grow
stone-col d before the tanks arrived. He was sure something else was killing
themfaster than the mlitary, but what? He al so remenbered what a sorry sight
Jothnar and his Mauders had | ooked when they spotted themearlier through the
snoke and Kote's sudden sickness: it made hi mwonder if this invasion of

Par adi se was turning out to be everything that the Asiri and his Mauders had
expected it to be.

Dawn was beginning to gray the sky as they reached the main road. Low cl ouds
wer e brushing across the roof-tops and drenching the fires. They paused to
check for passing patrols before Harry broke his silence.

"Perhaps it doesn't matter if they know where the doorways are going to open
or close. Perhaps this invasion will peter out all by itself if it's given the
tinme."

"What do you mean?" Mya frowned, his words began to crystallise ideas that
were already form ng on the edge of her mind, ideas that she would rather have
di sm ssed and thrown aside. She gripped his wet sleeve and searched his face
as he strove to find the right words to expl ain.

"I ... 1 don't know for sure. | just have this gut-feeling after seeing al

t hose dead creatures in the cathedral that they were trying to get back to
where they canme from rather than invade us, when the doorway cl osed agai nst
them and trapped themthere. | think our atnmosphere killed them"

Harry was about to explain how he came to that concl usion when he felt Ma's
grip on his sleeve tighten and saw the col our bl eed out of her face in the
faint dawn |ight.

"Kote!" she whispered, her lips trenbling. "W have to get himback, if it's
not already too late."

She fled across the road and up the hill toward the woods calling out his
nane.

"Well you did that pretty tactlessly didn't you?" Denso snapped at Harry as

t hey chased after her.

Mya reached the gnarl ed oak ahead of the others and found the spot where she
had made himsit and wait. It was enpty. She searched frantically along the

gl oony trees, tears scouring her cheeks as she called his nane. A sudden
nmoverrent frominside the wood, a faint snarling sound, brought her to a halt.
"Lugg, Gyma!" she shouted renenbering the two dragnas as she ran anong the
trees.

She found Kote hal f-kneeling, his hand stretched up and clinging to Lugg's
stirrup as if he was trying to nount.

"Kote, Kote, thank God you are still alive!" she cried, scranbling through the
dense undergrowt h of bracken and branbles that separated them

She threw her arms around himto support himand cradled his head in her arns.
She blinked back tears as he slowy | ooked up into her eyes. The skin on his
face was stretched taut with the pain he was suffering and it was paper-white



beneath the mass of vivid tattoos. Hi s eyes had becone deep pools of shadows,
reflecting his inner agonies. Thin trickles of blood seeped out of his ears
and ran down his neck to spread in a wi dening stain across his collar. He
shivered and snmiled weakly as he gathered his breath to speak

“I... I... | cannot share the beauty of your world, Ma," he whispered,
linking his fingers with hers.

"W nust get you back to Bendran as fast as we can," she whi spered back
fighting down the new tears that had welled up in her eyes.

The other two broke through the undergrowh and ran to help her as Kote slowy
shook his head. "The way is closed. | cannot go back: | must die here."

"The maps!" Denso cried, linking his arns around Kote to support him "Get out
the maps and use those ley-lines to find the cl osest doorway. There nust be
hundreds around here."

Kote frowned and slowy | ooked up into Denso's eyes. "The maps? You found

t hen®?"

Denso grinned and nodded. "Yes, hang on there, Kote, we'll have you hone in no
tinme."

"No," the Journeyman whispered, trying to nove. "You must warn your people. M
life is nothing . "

"I"'ve tried to warn them already and they wouldn't listen, so now they can
wait," Mya interrupted, trying to keep the enotion out of her voice w thout

| ooking up fromthe map that she had opened beside him

Harry bent forward and peered over her shoul der, doing his best to shield the
map fromthe driving rain that was blurring the coloured |ines, feathering
their edges into soft rainbows. "You nentioned the Beechi ngwell stones and the
G ants' Chairs earlier: perhaps we should go for themif they are where the
majority of the ley-lines intersect,"” he suggested, pointing to the

Beechi ngwel | stone circle.

Mya nodded. "Yes, | think you' re right. The two ancient sites are next to one
another. I"'msure there are nore likely to be major pathways there even if we
can't guarantee that they will remain open. But . . ." she hesitated, quickly

calcul ating the distance. "The stone circle is alnost six mles away as the
crow flies." She | ooked up at the two bedraggl ed dragmas and caught her breath
as she saw how nuch their condition had deteriorated since they had energed
through the walls of reality. Their heads hung I ow as they stood with dil at ed
nostrils and gaping jaws, sucking in shallow, |aboured, rattling breaths. They
were swayi ng, staggering slightly fromside to side, constantly shuffling
their splayed claws to keep their balance as they stared down at her with dul
and cl oudy eyes.

"Lugg and Gyma will never be able to cover that distance. I'll have to find
somewhere cl oser," she admtted, returning her attention to the map.

"Well you had better find that 'sonewhere' quickly. Kote's getting weaker,"
Denso warned as the Journeyman sunk | ower in his arns.

"There isn't anywhere else with as many ley-lines crossing it!" she cried

bl eakly, looking up fromthe map. "It's got to be the Gants' Chairs at

W ckl ewood: but at least it's straight across country to the north-east. If we
follow the line of electricity pylons running parallel to this wood they will
lead us right to it. Now let us hope that we don't neet any patrols on the way
and that the doorway is still open when we get there." She rose to her feet,
folded the map into a sodden triangle and thrust it into her pocket. "I'll
mount first, then you can pass Kote up to ne."

At that noment the crash and snap of branches and a bell owing shout fromthe
edge of the wood made her spin round. A huge giant and a herd of frantic

uni corns burst through the undergrowth and bl undered past them Follow ng them
and clinbing the hill toward the woods they could hear the roar of powerful

di esel engines. Harry took a hesitant step toward the edge of the wood and saw
nore of the creatures scranbling through the trees. Behind them silhouetted
agai nst the dawn sky, the drab, bul ky shapes of tanks and personnel carriers

| oomed into view

"Jesus! We've got to get out of here right now" he shouted to the others.



Mya caught a glinpse of the advancing tanks and gathered Lugg's reins into her
| eft hand as she scranbled up into the saddle. "Lugg," she whispered urgently
as she reached down for Kote's hand, "those bastards will kill us if they
catch up. You rmust run faster than the wind if you are to reach the G ants'
Chairs and the Doorcrack ahead of them™

Lugg roared, his voice growi ng stronger, and he staggered forward, arching his
neck as Harry and Denso lifted Kote up across the saddle and laid himin Ma's
ar ns.

"Now run! Run for your life and keep well inside these trees until we reach
the north-east corner of the wood. After that we nust follow the pylons!" she
cried as Lugg surged forward, his rolling gait veering wildly fromside to
side as they cut a haphazard path through the nmass of fleeing creatures that
now filled the undergrowth in the edge of the wood. Harry and Denso scranbl ed
up into Gyma's saddl e and qui ckly foll owed.

Behind them the roar of the tank engi nes changed and becane softer and then
they faded conpletely. There seemed to be a nonent's silence broken only by
Lugg's | aboured breaths and the wet, crackling humof static fromthe |ine of
pyl ons. Then the world expl oded all around them as the tanks fired through the
trees: creatures screaned and how ed as the shrapnel tore into their bodies.
"Run! Run for your lifel" Mya shouted, driving her heels into Lugg's flanks as
a huge elmtree crashed to the ground beside them

The firing stopped as suddenly as it had begun as the tank engines roared into

life. "I think they're going to nove round to the outside of the wood and try
to cut us off!" Harry shouted as Gyma drew | evel
"We'll never outrun them W haven't got a hope," Denso shouted in despair.

"We nust. We must!" Mya shouted back, urging Lugg toward the edge of the wood.
Lugg burst out of the trees and into the rough, unploughed fields twenty yards
fromwhere the pyl on-heads were lost in |low cloud. They turned away fromthe
wood and marched strai ght across the broad, bleak and enpty | andscape of burnt
fields and hedgerows, deep dykes and ditches that stretched away to the

nort h-east.

Harry | ooked back. "The tanks haven't reached the corner of the wood yet:

we' ve got a chance of staying ahead of them"

Kote stirred in Mya's arns and reached slowy for her hand, entw ning his
fingers with hers as he tried to whi sper something to her but his head sank
agai nst her breast as he passed out of consciousness. Fresh tears of despair
bl urred her sight, running down her cheeks as she tightened her grip on his
hand.

The sudden roar of jet engi nes behind them made Mya pause and tw st her head
to scan the dark line of trees that crowned the hill. "Lugg, for God' s sake
run! Run!" she cried, snatching her hand free and desperately digging her
heel s hard into his flanks as she saw a |ine of Tornado fighters appear above
t he wood.

The roar of their engines becane a rush of thunder that deafened her and shook
the ground, scattering the hordes of fleeing creatures that were stream ng out
of the trees behind them There was a brief flicker of bright orange flane
around t he nose-cone of each of the planes and then she heard the sharp
clatter of machine guns before the expl oding cannon shells tore up the rough
unpl oughed ground all around them A centaur screanmed as its body expl oded
into a mass of splintered bone and bl oody flesh. Manditaurs and | urkbeasts
reared up, howling and bell owi ng, as the cannon shells tore into their
arnmoured hides as easily as sharpened pencils tear through tissue paper. The
beasts clawed hel plessly at the air and then sprawl ed forward, their

i ncandescent scales splitting and tearing apart as they collapsed in bl oody
heaps.

Gyma staggered and al nost fell as a shower of wet, black earth was thrown up
by the nurderous hail of cannon fire and hit her side. Harry clung on grimy
as the roar of engines faded and he watched the formati on of Tornadoes shrink
into the distance until they becanme bl ack, nenacing dots against the horizon
He et out a gasp of relief but swallowed it when he saw the fighters clinb



and bank sharply as they began to turn back toward them for a second attack
"They're comi ng back! The bastards are com ng back! They'll cut us to pieces
if we don't find sonme cover!" Denso cried, |ooking at the carcass-strewn
ground on either side of them

Mya | ooked ahead before shouting back, "I think there's a dyke behind that
burnt-out hedge at the bottomof this field!™
"Jesus, it's too far, we'll never nake it!" Denso hissed through cl enched

teeth as Gyma surged forward.

The formati on of Tornadoes had | evelled out. They were conming in fast and | ow,
huggi ng the terrain, the thunder of their engines getting | ouder and | ouder
Harry saw the bright orange flashes of their guns as they opened fire. They
were sitting targets and there wasn't a damm thing they could do about it.
Mya's lips trenbl ed as she shouted desperately to Lugg. "Gallop, Lugg. Go
faster!"

The ground around them erupted in snoke and fire. She had wanted to save
Kote's life but instead, it seenmed, she had led himinto a death trap. Lugg
ran on, his reptilian head weaving fromside to side w th exhaustion

Toget her, the two dragnmas burst through the burned hedgerow and threw

t hensel ves down into the deep, water-filled dyke.

Denso gave a wailing shout as they slithered down the steep earth bank and

pl unged into the stagnant, murky water. They sank in a swirling nass of green
bubbl es. The roar of the attack abruptly vani shed as the dark water closed
over their heads, the shock of it driving the breath fromtheir [ungs. The
dragmas felt their claws sinking into the soft oozing rmud at the bottom of the
dyke and frantically beat their wings as they scrabbled up for air. Gasping
and choki ng they reached the surface as the formation of Tornadoes thundered
over head, white-hot flanes pouring out of their afterburners.

Harry spat out a mouthful of brackish slinme and shouted at the others. "Keep
your heads down as |ow as you can and stay still. Perfectly still. It's our
only chance if they make another attack."

The roar of the jet engines changed as they clinbed above the dark line of
trees that crowned the hill and began to turn back. Mya tightened her grip on
Kote's linmp body and put her hand under his chin to lift his nmouth above the
water. Forcefully she shook himand called out his name. Hi s shoul ders

convul sed as he coughed violently and thick dribbles of the greenish water ran
out of the corners of his nmouth and from his nose.

"Keep still!" Harry cursed.

Mya shivered in the icy water that was chilling her bones. She didn't know how
long they could survive in this tenperature, but at least it had cool ed Kote's
fever and Lugg's scales were no |longer burning hot. The tanks had noved around
t he edge of the wood and she could see that they had positioned thensel ves
beneath the trees and that dozens of armoured personnel carriers were |ined up
behi nd them and di sgorgi ng hundreds of heavily-arnmed troops. The thunder of
the jet turbines was getting | ouder as the Tornadoes |levelled out to strafe
the remaining creatures fleeing across the fields on either side of the line
of pylons. Mya was about to |ook up at the fighters when the officer standing
in the turret of the tank in the centre of the line caught her attention

There was sonething fam liar about him He was studying a crunpled map and
speaking rapidly into his headset, dividing his tanks and troops into two
colums and directing themnorth-east along the Iine of pylons toward the
Beechi ngwel | stone circle and the G ants' Chairs. The tanks and troops were
edging slowy forward, waiting for the Tornadoes to conplete their attack

bef ore they began to advance.

Mya suddenly renmenbered where she had seen himbefore. He was the major she
had tried to convince about the Doorcrack in the ruins of the Cathedral

"Dam!" she nuttered bitterly as she tightened her grip on Kote's hand. She
realized that the major nust have listened to her theories after all and he
was focusing all his forces toward the very Doorcrack they were trying to
reach. Now she was sure they would never make it

"W at hwas!" Denso cried, lifting a freezing, dripping hand out of the water to



point up into the sky. "There are two of them al npbst directly above those
jets. They've just broken through the clouds fromthe direction of the stone
circle. Jesus, look at the speed of those nonsters!" he gasped.

"Look up! Look up, you fools!" Harry shouted, gesticulating wildly with his
arms as the w at hwas descended, |ong tongues of fire pouring out of their
gapi ng j aws.

One of the navigators nmust have gl anced up because at the | ast possible
nmonent, just as the wathwas' breath was about to scorch their w ngs, the
formati on broke up. The Tornadoes banked violently to left and right, clinbing
on full power, their afterburners white-hot and their engines reaching an
ear-splitting roar.

"Those guys nust be pulling some Gs," Harry nmuttered as they re-formed into
two groups and clinbed vertically, |looping and spiraling to get the w nged
nmonsters in their sights.

"Not hi ng can harm a w at hwa beast. They are the strongest creatures beyond the
wal s of reality and they are as old as tine itself!l" Kote called out, his

voi ce soundi ng stronger.

"Well, those pilots are certainly going to try an attack!" Denso shouted back
as rapid machi ne-gun fire and the whoosh of |aunching rockets drowned out his
voi ce.

Morents | ater the boom of an expl osi on overhead shook the ground and sent a
sluggish ripple along the surface of the water in the dyke. "It's a direct
hit!" Harry shouted, clapping his hands as the |arger and slower of the two

wi nged nonsters was envel oped in a sheet of blue-green flame after the rockets
expl oded against its side.

The huge beast bell owed and arched its back in convul sions of rage as it
energed unharmed through the flames. It snaked around, turning in its own

I ength, spitting out a colum of white fire two hundred feet long as it flew
head-on toward the Tornado that had attacked it. The pilot mnust have haul ed
desperately at his controls in those | ast seconds before the beast's gaping
jaws enveloped himbut it was too late to pull away. The nose-cone vani shed,

t he canopy bl ackened and shattered, the markings on the fusel age bubbl ed,
shrivel ed and then burst into flane and the wings and tail nmomentarily gl owed
a dull red as the fire engulfed it. The wathwa snapped its jaws shut,
shearing through the nose-cone, before it soared away as the Tornado expl oded
in a ball of orange flame and bl ack snoke that darkened the sky.

Harry balled his hands into fists of rage, shouting angrily, "Get the bastard!
Shoot it out of the sky!"

The surviving Tornadoes pursued the beast, attacking as ferociously as angry
wasps, banking and diving as they fired their rockets into the wathwa's

si des.

"I tell you, nothing can harmthe wat hwas," Kote insisted.

Then anot her wave of rockets struck the nmonstrous w nged creature. They

expl oded against its arnoured hide, this time shattering the glistening | ayers
of armoured scales that protected it. Pieces of shrapnel ripped through its

si nuous body, cutting through the thick |eathery nenbranes that were stretched
across its skeletal wi ngs, penetrating deep inside its rib cage and piercing
its ancient heart. Harry gave a triunphant shout as the w at hwas shuddered and
convul sed, beating

its torn wings frantically and spitting out blasts of fire as it plunged in a
spiralling arc toward the ground. Fountains of bright sparks and ribbons of
bilious, yellow snoke gushed out of the ragged wounds along its sides |eaving
a sul phurous stain | ow across the norning sky pointing to its crash, a blazing
pyre of flesh and bones about a mle away fromthe |ine of pylons.

The Tornadoes thundered | ow across the dyke and re-forned into a tight
formation as they clinbed steeply to chase the other wathwas up through the
cl ouds. The thunder of their engines grew fainter and fainter. Suddenly the
roar of the tanks filled the silence.

"The tanks are starting to nove. W' ve got to get out of here!" Harry cried,



urging Gyma to scramble up the slippery bank as the tanks fired their first
sal vo of shells which screaned over their heads to expl ode about a quarter of
a mle away anongst a mass of fleeing creatures.

Dark fountains of earth, bushes, trees and the bodies of manditaurs and

| urkbeasts were hurled high into the air. "W're never going to nake it!"
Denso shouted, instinctively hunching his shoulders and clinging to Harry as

t he thunder of guns echoed across the hillside behind them

This time the barrage of shells expl oded even closer to them sending up black
pl umes of snoke, earth and nangl ed corpses.

"Keep close to the pylons!" Harry shouted to Mya over the clatter of machine
guns and the boom of exploding shells as Lugg drew level. "If we're |ucky they
won't aimdirectly at the pylons.”

The two dragmas ran on. All around them huge creatures were fleeing toward the
Doorcrack. They appeared and di sappeared through the thickening haze of snoke
caused by the exploding shells. They stumbled blindly over the bl ackened
carcasses of thousands of previously nythical beasts that had coll apsed and
died and now littered the ground. Swarms of gradaurs filled the ditches with
their brilliant orange and turquoise shells split open wherever they were
subnmerged beneath the nurky waters. A nonstrous two-headed, horned creature
appear ed besi de Lugg and al nost blundered into himbefore it staggered and
fell onto its knees, clutching a clawed hand to each of its heads. Blood was
oozing out of its ears and eyes and trickling out of its mouth. It how ed and
fell forwards, clawing at the wet earth as it died. Mya | ooked back at the
creature as they surged forwards. She knew it hadn't been hit by a bullet, it
had just keel ed over.

"I"msure you're right about those creatures in the Cathedral!" she shouted
across to Harry. "Qur atnosphere is killing themfaster than all the weapons
we' re using agai nst them"

"Yes, but you try telling that to the military!" Denso shouted back

The sound of gunfire was getting closer and an expl odi ng shell showered them
with earth. The tanks were catching them Suddenly the firing changed
direction, the shells began exploding away to their left. The snoke was

t hi nning. Ahead of themthere were clunps of trees as the flat, featurel ess

| andscape rose into low, undulating hills crowded with the exodus of fleeing
beasts. Mya knew they were nearing the stone circle and the G ants' Chairs.
"Hold on, we're nearly there," she whispered to Kote as she held himtightly
agai nst her and urged Lugg forward, scattering a herd of centaurs in his path.
Gyma kept level with them her breath bursting through her nostrils in clouds
of steam her flanks white and dripping with sweat.

"Myal" Harry shouted agai nst the runble and crash of gunfire and the baying
how ing cries of the fleeing beasts all around them He pointed urgently away
to his left. "There are thousands of the Asiri's Mauders swarm ng across our
path. If they don't change direction they're going to overrun us before we
reach the Doorcrack."

Denso gl anced qui ckly back at the two |ines of advancing tanks and the mass of
troops spread out behind them "What the hell are they doing? They're going in
the wong direction for the Doorcrack. Don't they realize that they' |l be
slaughtered if they attack those tanks? Look, dozens of them are coll apsing
even before the shells hit them"

"The Mauders are warriors. They must fulfill their pledge to the Asiri and
conquer Paradi se. There is nothing but death that will stop them" Kote said
wearily.

"W nust keep going, we nmust try to reach the Doorcrack before the Mauders
overrun us. W're so close now." Mya urged themall onward. "The stone circle
and the G ants' Chairs are just beyond that second pyl on where the ground
rises into a small hillock. They're directly ahead of us."

They drew cl oser, shortening the distance in |ong, exhausting strides.

"I can see two circles of huge stones that ring the top of it. There are
creatures swarm ng between the stones trying to get back through the
Doorcrack!" Harry shouted back as they passed the |last pylon and the ground



began to rise.

"That's it! The outer ring is the stone circle, the inner one is the Gants'
Chairs. W've made it! We've got to get there before the Mauders!" Mya cried
with relief, but a shadow suddenly swooped across them

"What the hell ?" Denso cried, |ooking up to see the nonstrous, w nged shape of
Graksha, with Jothnar sitting on his back, pass |ow over them They were
headi ng toward the |ine of tanks.

"Don't you realize when you're beaten, you crazy bastard?" Harry shouted.

The Asiri gave a scream of rage as he recognized Harry's voice. He shook his
fist and turned the enornmous wathwa slowy toward them G aksha scorched the
ground with a blazing colum of fire a hundred feet |ong. The |eading rank of
Mauders reached the rising ground and began to close in, their dragnas
staggering and stunbling.

"Dam!" Harry murrmured grimy.

"W got so close!" Denso hissed in anger as the ring of Mauders tightened
around them

Graksha landed in a blaze of sparks a hundred yards fromthe granite chairs
but he had descended too fast. Hi s tal ons snagged on the carcasses that
littered the ground, he slewed sideways and cl awed desperately at the soft,
wet earth. His right wing-tip touched a staggering |urkbeast and nmade him
stunble: he enmitted a roaring gush of flanes and threw Jothnar high into the
air out of the saddle. He I anded sprawling on the ground between them and the
G ants' Chairs. The great w nged beast slid on past Lugg and Gyna, its claws
tearing deep weals in the soft earth before it crashed into the closing ranks
of Mauders, crushing a dozen stricken dragnas beneath its huge underbelly.
Wth a thunderous roar it thrashed its tail and toppled hel plessly forward,
snapping its huge jaw shut. A convul sive shudder rippled through its body as
it gulped, swallowing its own fire.

"Ride for the doorway now. it's your only chance!" Harry shouted at Mya as the
wrathwa frantically beat its wings, trying to rise and sending the Mauders and
their dragmas crashing into each other as they milled in confusion

Jothnar struggled to his knees. Blood was oozing fromhis nmouth, his ears and
his eye sockets. He cursed and grabbed wildly at Lugg as Mya spurred himup
the grassy slope, forcing a path through the crush of creatures who were
surging toward the Doorcrack. The Asiri's arnmoured gl ove caught on the edge of
one of the dragma's scales and he was dragged alnost to the sumit before the
scale tore free and he fell backward, tunbling over and over to the bottom of
t he mound. The thunderous roar of gunfire, the hows of fleeing beasts and the
screans and shouts of the Mauders struggling to escape from G aksha's crushing
wi ngs boil ed across the Doorcrack. Kote struggled forward out of Mya's arns,
keepi ng one hand entwined with hers as he clasped the other around the pommrel
of the saddle. Lugg squeezed through a gap and entered the ring of stones.

Bef ore them waves of |inping, bleeding creatures were vanishing into a bl ack,
echoi ng void of nmoving shadow that filled the centre of the hill. A wi nd was
noani ng past the standing stones, rising to a howing shriek as the sounds of
death and destruction were sucked through the open Doorcrack

"I will always love you as long as | live!" Mya cried, unable to stop the rush
of tears as she kicked her feet out of the stirrups, leaping to the ground

bef ore she clung on to one of the standing stones seconds before Lugg pl unged
t hrough the opening. Her fingers briefly |ocked with Kote's before they
slipped apart, their eyes nmeeting in an endl ess parting nonent.

"I will find a way to come back one day!" he called, the echo of his voice
growi ng fainter and fainter as the darkness swal |l owed hi m up

Gyma, riderless, staggered past her and plunged into the dark echoing void.
Angry shouts fromthe bottom of the slope made Mya turn around and force her
way back between the standing stones to see Harry and Denso hurriedly backing
away fromthe Asiri.

"Don't you understand?" Harry was shouting. "You can't survive here. Qur

at nosphere is killing you. Your only chance of escape is to go back through

t he Doorcrack. You cannot conquer Paradise!™



Jot hnar staggered back to his stricken wathwa and screamed as he clinbed back
into the saddle. "I shall have it all! Paradise shall be mne!" And he cursed
and shouted at his Mauders, commandi ng themto attack the advanci ng tanks.
"CGet down behind one of those stones!" Harry shouted breathlessly as a barrage
of shells expl oded anongst the Mauders.

Graksha beat his wings frantically on the ground and | urched forward,

gat hering speed as a shell exploded against his flank. H's armoured scal es
began to crackle and grow red-hot as he rose above the ground. Hi s body began
to swell, splitting apart between his scal es. Sheets of blue and gold fl anes
gushed out, totally envel oping himand his screanming rider in fire. Gaksha's
arnmour ed scal es buckl ed and bent seconds before he exploded with a

t hundercrack that made the ground trenble, showering the advanci ng Mauders
with a spreading rain of fire. The Mauders screaned and fought one another to
escape as the fire consunmed them |eaping fromwarrior to warrior, beast to
beast .

Mya shuddered and buried her head in Harry's protecting arnms, but Denso stood
his ground. His face was gri mand determ ned, know ng that he nmust watch
everything and renenber it so that he could wite it all down for Thol ocus. A
thick pall of smoke rose fromthe burning corpses maki ng them cough and cover
their faces as it swirled across the stone circle, staining the sky before a
freshening wind blew it away.

"Listen," Harry whispered softly as he hel ped Mya to her feet. "The guns have
stopped firing. The invasion of Paradise is over."

Denso nodded, renenbering the biblical prophecies that he had heard at the
Grand Council. "Fromthe sky shall conme a great King of Terror," and "Their
flesh shall consune away while they stand upon their feet and their eyes shal
consume away into their holes." He smled, |ooking down to where the Mauders
bones had turned to ash. Those anci ent propheci es whi spered thousands of years
ago in the City of Tine had come true at |ast.

"Can you renenber exactly how all this began?" he asked Harry, reaching into
hi s pocket for his sodden notebook and pencil stub and carefully witing the
words "Hi dden Echoes" at the top of the bl ank page.



