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PART ONE
VALLEY OF THE CLOUDS
PROLOGUE
Stranger on aHill

THE VILLAGERS FEAR HIM.

They draw lots each day to see who must fill hisbeggar's bowl.



Theloser cregps up the hill trembling and clutching atalisman. The stranger knowsthey fear the evil eye
s0 he doesn't ook when the approach is made. He makes no sound or movement until the deed is done
and thevillager fleesasif therewere adervish a hishedls.

The villagersthink the stranger isamad priest and curse the day he cameto hidein these hills.

He's not mad and heis no priest. But he letsthem believe what they like. If histrue identity were reveded
the village treasury would soon be burgting with gold. For the stranger isafugitive from the King. Sefar
Timura, who was once Grand Wazier to King Protarus, is hunted by him now.

They were blood oath brothers. Safar sat by his friend's throne and gave him counsel and exorcized the
devilstroub-ling his deep. Severa times he saved the King'slife. He was rewarded with lands and
paaces and jewel's and more honors than most men have ever dreamed.

When the higtory of King Protarusiswritten they'll say it was Lord Timurawho betrayed him. They'll say
Safar gambled and lost dl for love.

To thefirst he pleadsinnocent. It's Safar's view it was the King who betrayed him. Asfor the second he
admitsguilt. And it isfor that crime Protarus wants his head. But for the King's offense Safar demands
more.

And he will have his payment--if the King doesn't catch him firdt.

Safar can see hisenemy's city from hislonely post. At night, under the swirling Demon Moon, he can see
thelights of Zanzair blur the stars. See the smoke from the foundries and kitchens rise up each morning to
haze the day. And he can see the King's Grand Palace quite clearly, itswindows arosy glow in the
dawn.

He modelsthe palacein clay of the purest white--skillfully forming the towers between wet pams,
etching the designs on the parapets with his silver witch's knife. He whispers potter's spells as he shapes
the domes and pillars. Breathing his hateinto the clay.

At night he wraps the model in wet leaves and setsit aside to await the new day. He empties the beggar's
bowl, then wraps himsdf againgt the chill in ablack mourning cloak. At dawn he begins anew.

When the palace is done and the great spell is cast Safar Timuras revenge will be complete.

Then hélll depart that londly hill. HEll flee across deserts and grassands and wide rocky plainsto the
mountains of hisbirth.

Where the snowy passes carry the high caravansto clear horizons.
The place he should never have lft.

The place where thistae begins.

CHAPTER ONE
Vadley of the Clouds

IT WASA TIME when theworld was large and dreams were small. Few ships strayed from the four
great turtleswho bore the mountains and plains across the seas. Humankind and demonkind aike
brooded under the faded banners of kings who'd ruled too long. Borders were no more distant than a
fast march could secure. All who dwelt beyond huddied in armed settlements to keep thieves and beasts



at bay.

It was an uneasy time, atime crying out for change. Royd wizards studied the stars for signsto reassure
their masters. Subjects gathered in secret to implore the godsto rid them of those Same masters.

But the gods gave no clue of their intentions. The starry whed where the gods dept in their ten holy
realms churned onward year after year, heedlessto dl pless.

Then the portent came. It was not from the dumbering gods but from the molten depths of the world
itsdf. And it was aboy, not amaster wizard, who first marked the sign.

That boy was Safar Timura.

Helived in theland known as Esmir, the Turtle of The Middle Seas. It was aland where demons faced
humans across the Forbidden Desert. Only an ancient curse and constant internal warfare kept those
ancestra enemiesfrom overrunning and daughtering the other.

In the demon city of Zanzair, however, King Manacia and his sorcerers plotted and waited for the right
moment. Although humans were greater in number, Manaciaknew their magic was wesk and their
leaders cowardly. And he yearned for the day when hed make their corpses a staircase to a grander
throne.

To achieve his dreams he pored over ancient maps and tomes and consulted many oracles. Then he
created the greatest oracle of dl, sacrificing five thousand human davesin the process.

The human head was mounted on ametd post in the center of Manacias courtroom. The eyeswere
closed. The mouth dack. The skin ghadtly.

Manaciacast hismost powerful spell and then commanded: 'Speak, O Brother of the Shades. What is
the key to my heart's desire? What road do | take, what passage do | seek, to win the throne of the King
Of Kings?

The head's eyes came open, blazing in hate and agony. Stiff lipsformed aword:
'Kyrania,' the head croaked, sounding like an old raven with its mouth full of gore.
'What placeisthat? the king demanded.

'Kyrania," the head croaked again.

The whole court looked on, demon jaws parting in antici-pation, as the king jabbed along sharp talon at
an ancient wal map of the human lands.

'Wheredo | find this... Kyrania? he asked.

"The Vdley Of The Clouds,' the head answered. And then its eyes dulled and its mouth sagged back into
desth.

'Speak!" the king ordered, casting another mighty spell. But it was no use. The oracle was emptied of its
power.

The Demon King turned to his assembled wizards and advisors. 'Find methis place,’ he thundered. 'Find
methisKyrania...!

... ThisValey Of The Cloudd!'



* * *

A thousand miles distant Safar Timuraand his peopletoiled the land and tended their flocksin relative
peace. They lived high above the troubles of the world and had grown to think they were of smdll
concern.

Their valley was so remote it gppeared on few maps. And those were jealoudy held by the merchant
princes who trans-ported their goods across the Gods Divide, which separated the ancient human
kingdoms of Waariaand Caspan.

The valley was known as Kyrania-meaning, in the lan-guage of Safar's people, 'Valey Of The Clouds:

It was abountiful place and each spring and summer the valley became abowl of blossoms and fruit
cradled high in the craggy range they caled The Bride And Six Maids. The name came from seven
graceful peaks shaped like dender young women. From the south they appeared to march in an eternal
procession. Thetallest and most graceful promontory wasin the lead and to all Kyraniansthis pesk was
The Bride because she was always covered with snow and veiled in lacy clouds. Although the valley was
S0 high strangers sometimes found it difficult to draw enough bregth, it was sheltered by the maidenly
peaks and the weather was nearly aways mild.

Filling haf the valley wasthe holy lake of Our Lady Felakiaand sometimes pilgrims traveled with the
caravansto pay homage to that goddess of purity and health and to drink from the curative waters. They
gathered to be blessed at the ancient temple, set on the eastern shore and so small and unimportant it was
attended by only one old priest. Twice ayear flocks of birds stopped at the lake to rest on their seasonal
journeys. No one knew where they came from or where they went but they were always welcome
vigtors--filling the air with their song and the cooking hearths with their roasted flesh.

The people of Kyraniagrew barley and corn and beans, irrigating the fields with water from the lake.
Olive and fruit orchards a so abounded, but the growing season was short so the Kyranians placed great
vaue on their goat herds. In the spring and summer Safar and the boys would lead them into the
mountains to graze on tender shoots. When winter came the goats huddled in stables benegth the
peopl€'s homes, eating stored grain and keeping the families warm with the heat of their bodies.

All those things, which might seem trivia and even dull to city dwellers, were of prime importanceto
Safar and his people. They made up their talk, their dreams and dl the rhythms of life,

In his own way--the way of Kyrania—-Safar wasroyaly born. He was the son of a potter and in Kyrania
such men as hisfather were second only to the village priest in importance. Hisfather's father had been a
potter aswell, and his father before him. 1t had dways been so for the Timura clan and many generations
of Kyranian women had balanced Timurawater jugs on their heads as they made the hip-swaying
journey to the lake and back. All food in the village was cooked in Timura pots or stored in Timurajars,
which were seded with clay and buried in the ground for winter. Spirits were fermented in Timurajugs,
bottled in Timuravessalsand it was said dl drink tasted best when sipped from Timura cups and bowls.
When the caravans arrived Timura pottery was more sought after than even the few fresh camelsand
Ilamasthe villagers kept to resupply the merchant masters.

When the troubles came Safar was being trained to succeed hisfather as a practitioner of that once most
sacred of dl the arts. To accomplish this was Safar's sole ambition. But as awise one once said--'If you
want to make the gods laugh. .. tell them your plans'’

The day that marked the end of those youthful ambitions began well beforefirgt light, asdid dl daysin
Kyrania It was early spring and the mornings were still cold and one of his Ssters had to bang on Safar's
deegping platform with abroom handle to rouse him from hiswarm feather mattress.



He grumbled as he broke away from adream of swim-ming in warm lake waters with nubile maidens. He
was just seventeen summers--an age when such dreams are remarkably vivid and nearly asfrequent as
the grumblings a the unfairness of life.

Then he heard Naya, the family's best milking goat, com-plaining in the stable below. Shewasthe
sweetest of animas and he hated to think of her suffering. Safar legped from the platform onto the
polished planks that made the floor of the main living area. He dragged out the trunk where he kept his
belongings and hastily pulled on clothes--baggy lesther trousers, pullover shirt and heavy work boots. His
mother was dready at the hearth stirring handfuls of dried apple into the savory barley porridge that
would make his breskfast.

She clucked her tongue to chide him for being tardy, but then smiled and gave him ahunk of bread
spread with pear jam to tide him over until the milking was done. Safar was the middle child but the only
boy of hisparents six children, so hewaslovingly and deliberately spoiled by his mother and ssters.

'Y ou'd better hurry, Safar,’ his mother warned. 'Y our father will be back for his breakfast soon.’

Safar knew hisfather would be in the adjoining shop ingpecting the results of the previous day'sfiring.
The eder Timura, whose name was Khadji, preferred to have the family together a medltimes. 1t would
be especidly important to him this morning. There had been alate-night meeting of the Council Of Elders
and Khadjji would be anxious to report the news.

Mind buzzing with curiosity, mouth full of bread and jam, Safar thundered down the ladder and lit the fat
lamps. He got out severa pots made of hisfather's purest clay and glazed a dazzling white. Asusud he
tended Nayafirst. Her milk was delicious and his mother frequently accused him of squirting moreinto
his mouth than in the pot.

'Why am | dways to blame when something goes wrong around here? held protest.
'Because you've got some on your chin, my little thief,' shed say.

Safar was dways taken in, giving his chin areflexive wipe and making the whole family howl at his
embarrassment.

'Don't ever decide to become abandit, Safar,’ hisfather would joke. 'The master of the first caravan you
rob is certain to catch you. Then the only thing we'd have | eft of our son would be his head on apost.’

Naya seemed more anxious that morning than an overly full udder should warrant. When Safar removed
the canvas bag kept tied about her teats for cleanliness's sake he saw severd angry sores. He checked
the bag and saw it was frayed on one side. The rough area had rubbed againgt her udder dl night. The
soreswould fester quickly in the damp spring.

'Dont fret, little mother," he murmured. 'Safar will fix you up.'

Helooked about to make certain there were no witnesses. His sisters had gone to fetch water from the
lake s0 besides the goats and other animals the stable area was empty. Safar scratched his head,
thinking.

Hiseyesfell on thelamp beside the stool. He dipped up thick, warm fat with hisfingers and rubbed it
gently on Naya's udder. Then he made up alittle spell and whispered it as he dipped up more oil and
coaxed it gently over the sores.

Rest easy,



Little mother;

Safar ishere.

Thereisno pain,

No wound to trouble you.
Rest easy

Little mother;

Safar ishere.

He looked down and the sores were gone. There was only alittle pink area on her udder and that was
quickly fading.

Then he heard his mother say, 'Who are you talking to, Safar?

He flushed, then answered: 'l wasn't talking to anyone, mother. | wasjust... snging asong.' In those
days Safar felt compdlled to hide hismagicd taentsfrom others.

Satisfied, hismother said nothing more. Safar quickly fin-ished the milking and his other chores and by
the time he was done his father and sisters were sitting down to breskfast. There was one empty place at
the table--the spot where Safar's oldest sister, Quetera, had held forth all hislife. Safar saw his mother
givethe seat asad glance. His sgter lived with her husband now and was pregnant with their first child. It
had been a difficult pregnancy and the family was worried.

His mother swiped at her eye, forced asmile, and began to pass the food around. There was porridge
and bread toasted over thefire, with big dabs of cheese from the crusted round Safar's mother aways
kept Stting near the embers. They washed their breskfast down with milk still warm from the goats.

'Y ou were late coming home last night, Khadji,' hismother said as she gave hisfather another dice of
buttered toast. "There must've been much business for the council to discuss. Not bad news, | hope.’

Khadji frowned. It wasn't exactly bad news, Myrna,' he said. 'But it certainly was troublesome.’
Myrnawas darmed. ‘'Nothing to do with the caravan, | hope? she said.

Caravan season was just beginning and the village had received word the first group of traderswas
making itsway to Kyrania. It had been along winter and the money and goods the caravan would bring
were sorely needed.

'No, nothing to do with the caravan,’ Safar's father said. 'It's not expected for afew weeks, yet.'

Myrna snorted, impatient. 'If you don't want a second bowl of porridge served on your head, Khadji
Timura,' shesad, 'youll tell usright now what thisisal about!'

Usudly, Khadji would have laughed, but instead Safar saw his frown deepen.

"We agreed to accept aboy into the village,' Khadjji said. 'He was presented to us by an elder of the
Babor clan, who begged usto give him sanctuary.’

The Babors were the leading family of alarge and fierce clan of people who lived on the distant plains.



Myrna dropped a serving spoon, shocked. 'l don't like that!" she said. 'Why, they're practicaly
barbarians. I'm not sure | like having one of their young ruffians among us:

Khadiji shrugged. 'What could we do? Barbarians or not, the Babors have kinship clamson us. It
wouldn't be right to say no to our cousins!'

Myrnasniffed. 'Pretty distant cousins, for dl that.

'He seems alikely enough lad,’ Khadji said in the stranger's defense. 'Hisfamily is related to the Babor
headman'swife. They live somewhere in the south. People of influence, from the cut of the boy. HeEsa
handsome fellow about your age, Safar. And tall--about your size, aswell. Very mannered. Good
clothing. And well spoken. Seemsthe sort who's used to having servants to order about.'

'HEl soon learn there are no servantsin Kyrania, Myrnasaid sharply. Then, 'Why is he being sent to
us?

'He'san orphan,’ Safar'sfather said.

Myrnawas scandalized. 'An orphan? What kind of orphan ishe? No, | take that back. The Gods make
orphans. It's no fault of achild's. It'sthe boy's kin | wonder about. What manner of people arethey to
push an orphan on strangers? Have they no fedings?

Safar saw hisfather shift, uneasy. 'It seemsthere's some sort of difficulty in hisclan,’ Khadji said. 'A
quarrel of somekind.'

Myrnas eyebrows rose. 'With those sort of people,’ she said, quarrel usually means violence and
bloodshed. It'sthe only way they know how to settle an argument.’

Khadji nodded, unhappy. 'l suspect you'reright, Myrna," he said. The boy's uncle said as much. | think
he fearsfor the boy'slife. Hes asked usto let the lad stay at the temple until the danger has passed.’

Safar could havetold hisfather held used the wrong words.
'Danger? hismother exclaimed. 'What danger, Khadji?

'Only to the boy, Myrna," hisfather soothed. 'Only to the boy.'
'But what if they come here? What if they cause trouble?

'Only hisunclewill come,' hisfather said. '‘And only when it is safe for thelad to return to hisfamily. Be
reasonable, Myrna. We have to explain thisto the others and if you're opposed to it, why, well haveto
go back on our agreement.

'‘Besides, who would travel so far to Kyraniajust to cause us grief? We have nothing they want. At least
nothing that's worth so much trouble.

'And, as| said, how could we refuse?
‘Next time ask me!' Myrnasaid. 'I'll show you all you need to know about refusd .’

Then she rdented as her natural Kyranian hospitality came to the fore. "Well make the best of it,' she
declared. 'Can't blame aboy for the troubles caused by hisfamily.’

'What's his name? Safar asked.



'Irg) Protarus,’ hisfather said.

Thename struck Safar like athunderbolt.

He heard his mother say, 'Protarus? Protarus? | don't know that family name.’
But Safar knew the name quite well--much to his sudden discomfort.

He'd experienced avision some days before while working in his father's shop. Whether it meant good or
ill, he couldn't say. Still, it had disturbed him deeply.

Thevison had seized him while he was cleaning pebbles and roots from anew batch of clay hisfather
had dug up from the lake.

Besdesthelake, there were many fine clay bedsin Kyrania. The lake clay was pure and therefore gray.
But as any potter knows pure clay needsto be mixed with other kinds or it will not fire properly. Within a
week's sroll in any direction the Timuras could find clay of every color imaginable--red, black, white, a
yellow ochre, and even adeegp emerad green. Clay was long considered a holy substance and the clay
from Kyraniawas considered the holiest of al because it was said that Rybian, the god who made
people, once spent much timein the Valley Of The Clouds wooing the beautiful goddess, Felakia. The
tale was that she spurned the god's advances and during the long lovers siege Rybian became bored and
pinched out al the races that make up humankind and demonkind. He used the green clay, it was
claimed, to make the demons.

As Safar worked histhoughts were far from heavenly speculation. Instead, hisimagination was fixed on
the hiding spot held discovered overlooking the pool where the village maids liked to bathe.

Then he found an unusua stonein the clay debris. It was abroad pebble--smooth and blood-red.
Examining it, he turned the pebble thisway and that. There was a clear, thumbnail-size blemish on one
gde. The blemish waslike aminuscule window and he was oddly drawn to look into it.

Safar jumped back, thinking held seen something move... asif trgpped in the slone. He looked again,
blinking. The image blinked back and he redized he was |ooking &t areflection of hisown eye. He
peered closer, wondering the idle things people contemplate when they are done and taring at a
mirrored surface.

Suddenly Safar found himsdlf faling. But it was unlike any sensation of faling held experienced before.
Hisbody seemed to remain knedling by the clay bucket while his spirit plunged through the window.

His spirit self plummeted through thick clouds, then broke through. Sefar felt oddly calm, looking about
with his spirit eyes. Then it cameto him he wasfloating rather than fal-ing. Above was a bright sky, with
cloudsthat were quickly retreating. Floating up a him was awide vistaof fertile lands with abroad
highway cutting through.

At the end of that highway was agrand city with golden spires.

Thelast of the clouds whisked away, reveding amighty army marching along the highway to the city,
bannersflut-tering in agentle wind. It was adazzling array of troops and mailed cavary--both horse and
camel. Two graceful wings of chariots sporead out on either Sde. In the lead was a phaanx of eephants
Safar recognized only because of theillustrated books at school. The eephant heading the column was
the largest by far. It was white and carried an armored howdah on its back. A large silk banner flew over
the howdah, displaying a comet moving across afull moon.

The comet was slver, the moon harvest-red.



Then he saw the city gates thrown wide and a crowd poured out to greet the army. Safar spread his spirit
arms and flew toward the crowd. No one saw him as he sailed over aforest of spears and lances and he
took aboy'simmense pleasurein doing what he liked amongst so many adults and yet remaining
unobserved. Then he overshot hismark and nearly flew through the city gates. Correcting his course, he
hovered over the crowd and |ooked down.

Milling benegth him were hundreds of screeching monsters. He knew ingtantly they were demons. He
should have been frightened. Demons were humankind's most ancient and deadly enemies. But there was
an opiate blur to histrance that alowed him to fed nothing more than amazement.

The demons had ydllow eyes and were fiercely taloned; hornsjutted from their snouted faces. Sharp
fangs gleamed when they opened their mouths and their skin was scaly green. All were costumed inthe
finest of cloth and jewery, especidly thetall dender demonsin front, whom Safar took to be the city's
leaders.

Thetallest of them held apike. And stuck to the top of that pike was a head. Safar had never seen such
agridy sght and it disturbed him far more than monsters boiling about beneeth him. Still, he couldn't help
but move closer. It was ademon's head on that pike. Huge--twice the Size of ahuman's. Its snout was
fixed into awide grimace, exposing two pairs of opposing fangsthe size of adesert lion's. It had ajutting
armored brow and long bloody hair. Perched on the brow, asif in mockery, was a golden crown.

The demon king's dead eyes were open and staring. But Safar imagined he saw asmall spark of lifein
their yellow depths. This unsettled him even more than the gory display of deeth. He stretched hisarms
and flew away.

Seeing the great white e ephant gpproaching, he flew toward it to investigate. Sitting in the howdah wasa
large man with long gold hair, flowing mustaches and a thick military beard. Hisfestureswere sofair he
appeared strange to Safar, athough not as strange as the demons.

Below dark, moody eyeswas a strong beaked nose, which added to his fierce looks. His armor wasrich
and burnished; the hilt of his sheathed sword was finely worked ivory bound with slver wire. Encircling
his head was athin band of gold embedded with rare stones.

Safar knew he was looking at the new king--come to replace the one who had his head mounted on a
pike. The demon crowd was shouting to their new king and he waved his mailed hand in return.

They grew wilder ill, chanting: 'Protarus! Protarus! Protarug!'

The king looked up and saw Safar. Why this man aone could see him, Safar didn't know. Protarus
smiled. He stretched out a hand, beckoning the hovering spirit closer.

'Safar, he said. 'l owe dl thisto you. Come sit with me. Let them praise your name aswell.’

Safar was confused. Who was this great king? How did he know him? What service could Safar have
possibly performed to win hisfavor? Again Protarus beckoned. Safar floated forward and the king
reached out to take his hand.

Just before their fingerstouched Safar again felt the sensation of faling. But thistime hewasfaling up!
The movement was so swift he started to fed sck. Then city, army and findly even the green fidds
vanished and he was envel oped by thick clouds.

The next he knew he was crouched over the bucket, turning away as quickly as he could to avoid fouling
the clay with the contents of hisbelly.



Luckily hisfather was absent. Safar hastily cleaned up the mess, finished his other chores and crept up to
his bed. The experience had exhausted him, unnerved him, so he pleaded ill when the dinner hour arrived
and spent atroubled night contempl ating the mysterious vision.

That uneasiness returned as Safar sat listening to hisfamily chat about the young stranger who had come
to stay in Kyrania--a stranger whose name was a so Protarus. He fretted until it wastime for schoal.
Then hedismissad it as a coincidence.

In hisyouth Safar Timurabelieved in such things.

It was aclear spring day when he set out for the temple school with his ssters. Men and women werein
the fields readying the muddy land for planting. The boyswhose turn it was to tend the goats were driving
their herdsinto the hills. They would stay there for severa weekswhile Safar and the others studied with
the priest. Then it would be histurn to enjoy the lazy freedom of the high ranges.

The smdl village marketplace was dready closing for the day, with afew late risers arguing with the gall
keepersto stay open alittle longer so they could make necessary purchases.

The Timura children walked aong the lake's curve, passing the ruins of the stone barracks which legend
claimed were built by Alisarrian The Conqueror who crossed the Gods Dividein hiscampaigntowin a
kingdom. That kingdom, the Kyranian children were taught, had once included all Esmir and demonsas
well as humans bowed to Alisarrian'swill. But the empire had broken up after his degth, disntegrating
into warring tribes and fiefdoms. It was during that chaos humans and demons had sworn to the
agreement making the Forbidden Desert the dividing point between their species-a’Nodemon's aswll
asa'Noman's land.

Outsiders claimed it would've been impossible for the Conqueror to have driven his grest army over the
Gods Divide. But Kyranian tradition had it that Alisarrian settled some of histroopsin the valley and they
married local women. Kyranians were mostly a short, dark-skinned people while Alisarrian and his
soldiersweretal and fair. Occasiondly afair-skinned child was born in Kyrania, bolstering the claims.

Safar saw his own appearance as evidence that the local tales were true. Although he was dark, his eyes
were quite blue and like the ancient Alisarrians he was taler than most. Also, his people tended to be
dender, but even at seventeen Safar's chest and shoulders were broadening beyond the size of others
and hisarms were becoming heavily muscled. Any difference, however, isan embarrassment at that age
and so Safar saw his Sze and blue eyes as ahumiliating reminder that he was different from others.

Asthe Timuras passed the stony inlet where the women did the wash one fat old crone happened to
glance up. Her eyes chanced to meet Safar's and she suddenly gobbled in fear and made asign to ward
off evil. Then she cursed and spat on the ground three times.

'It'sthe devil,' she shrieked to the other women. The blue-eyed devil from the Hells!'

'Hush, grandmother,’ one of the women said. 'It'sonly Safar with his Ssters going to school &t the
temple’

The old woman paid no heed. 'Get thee gone!" she shrieked at Safar. 'Get thee gone, devil!’

He hurried away, bardly listening to the comforting words of his Ssterswho said shewasjust acrazy old
woman and to pay her no mind. But there was no solace in their words. In hisheart he believed the
woman spoke true. He didn't know if he actually was adevil. But he feared hed become oneif he didn't
abandon the practice of sorcery. Each time he performed amagical feat or had avision he sworeto the
gods he'd never do it again.



The older he became, however, the harder it wasto resist.

Safar had possessed the talent even when hewas atoddler. If aglittering object caught his eye he could
summon it a will. HEd pop it into his mouth and start chewing to soothe histender gums. His mother and
aunts would squawk in alarm and drag the object out, fearing held swallow it and choke. Safar drove
them to digtraction with such antics, for no matter how well they hid the things hed sniff them out and
summon them again.

When he grew older he turned that talent to finding things others had logt. If atool went missing, or an
anima went astray, he could aways hunt them down. He was so successful that if anything waslost the
family would ingtantly call him to retrieveit. Safar didn't know how he was able to do such thingsbut it dl
seemed so natura hisonly surprise was that others lacked the facility.

That innocence ended in histenth year.

Hewasin hisfather'sworkshop one day, pinching out little pots he'd been taught to make as part of his
apprenticeship. Safar's father was engaged in an errand, so the boy quickly became bored. One of the
pots had amaformed spout which he suddenly thought looked like the village priest's knobby nose. The
boy giggled and mashed the pot between his hands, rolling it into aball. Then his hands seemed to teke
on anintelligence of their own and in afew minutes hed formed the bl into atiny man.

Hewas ddighted at firgt, then thought something was missing. In amoment it came to him that the clay
man lacked a penis, so he pinched one out where the legs met. He put the man down, wondering what he
could do with him. The man needs afriend, Safar thought. No, awife. So he rolled up another bal and
made awoman with pert breastslike his oldest sister's and alittle crease where such things should go.
Once again he wondered what he could do with his new toys. Then it cameto him that if they were man
and wife they should have children. The sexud act isno secret to children who live close to nature, much
lessin homes such as Kyranias where thereislittle privacy. So Safar put the two figures together in the

proper position.
'Make babies," Safar said to them. But nothing happened.

A childish spell popped into his head, athough at the time he didn't know that was what it was. He
picked up the figures and held them close together while he chanted:

Skin and bone

was all clay once

until Rybian made people.
Now Safar makes people,
so clay be skin,

clay be bone.

The clay dolls grew warm, then they began to move and the child laughed in glee as they twined together
like the young lovers held once spied in the meadow.

Then Khadji camein and Safar cried, 'Look what | made, father!'

When Khadji saw the figures he thought his son was making the sexual motions and he stormed over and
cuffed the boy.



'What filth isthis? he shouted.
He snatched the dolls from Safar's hands and they became lifeless again. He shook them at the boy.

'How could you do something so disrespectful ? he snarled. "The gods blessed us with these pleasures.
They are not to be mocked.'

‘But | wasn't mocking anything, father,' Safar protested.
Hisfather cuffed him again just as his mother camein to see what was happening.
'What isit, Khadji? she asked. 'What has our Safar done?

Angrily he showed her the dolls. Thisdirty little boy has been making these obscene things,” he snarled.
'Behaving like one of those depraved pottersin the city instead of agods-fearing Timura.'

Safar's mother eyed the dalls, her expression mild. Hisfather became embarrassed, threw them into a
bucket and reared back to give the boy another cuff.

"That's enough, Khadiji,” Safar's mother warned. 'Y ou've made your point. Hewon't do it again... will
you, Safar?

The boy was crying, more in humiliation than pain. Hisfather hadn't hit him that hard. It wasthe act of
being struck by someone Safar thought a hero that hurt worse.

'No, mother," he blubbered. 'l won't do it again.’ He turned to hisfather. 'I'm sorry, father," he said. 'l
promise| won't be adirty little boy anymore.’

The eder Timuragrumbled, but Safar saw him nod. The boy prayed to dl that was holy hisfather was
satisfied. He swore to himsdf hed never again give him cause to be scornful of hisson. Then Myrnaled
Safar away. Shetook him up to the kitchen where she put him to work scrubbing the hearth.

Safar bent to the task with awill, sobbing as he scoured the stone with dl hislittle boy's strength.
Eventually the sobbing stopped. He chanced alook at his mother and saw she was eyeing him. But she
didn't look angry, or ashamed.

‘They were very pretty, Safar,’ she murmured.

The boy said nothing.

‘SO pretty, | doubt you meant anything wrong. Isthat true?

Safar nodded. Another grest sob threatened, but he fought and won control.

'Wdll, then,’ she sad, 'if you meant nothing wrong, don't let it bother you. Just be careful from now on.
Would you do that for me?

She held out her arms and Safar ran into that warm harbor, escaping the emotiond storm. But from that
day on he associ-ated magic with something shameful--an act performed by dirty little boys. And that
shame grew aong with his powers and hisinability to stop committing such sins. He felt gpart from
others, the good people of Kyraniawho had amond eyes and were properly small.

So when the crone cursed Safar as a blue-eyed devil, sheld unwittingly found a gaping wound for a
target.



When Safar and his ssters reached the temple their priest, Gubadan, was dready lining the children up
for their exer-cises. He was acheery little man--with that great knobby nose which had inspired Safar's
earlier shame. The priest'sample belly stretched the materia of hisyelow robes and he had a habit of
gripping the sdes when he was talking and thumping it with histhumbs. He dso had a shaven head and a
long white beard he kept in immeaculate condition.

As Safar joined the othersin the dow, sacred motions and deep breathing Gubadan had taught them to
rid their minds of triflesthat hinder learning, he looked about for the new boy. He was disappointed when
hedidn't seehim.

Gubadan noted hisinattention and snarled: 'Put your spiritinto it, Sefar, or I'll take aswitch to you.'

The otherslaughed, which drew more thregts of switchings. But that only made them giggle morefor
Gubadan was a gentle soul who'd no more beat them than held defile the dtar of Felakiawith an unclean
offering. Although the exercises were the motions of warriorstaught from the time of Alisarrian, Gubadan
meant them to be soul cleansers-—-ameansto examine the inner self. Once aweek dl the boys would use
those Same exercises on the drilling field. There they were overseen by afierce old soldier whose duty it
wasto train them to defend Kyraniain case of attack.

The laughter soon stopped and they al fell into the dreamy motions of the exercise.

When Gubadan was stisfied, he led them through the ancient portas, graced by etchings of Felakiain al
her forms--from graceful swan to gentle mother to the beautiful armored maid who protected Kyrania.
The temple was acrumbling place that kept the village busy repairing it when the stormy season passed.
The classroom was asmall room next to the chamber where the incense was stored so it was aways
filled with godly odors that made even the most unruly child fed serious about hiswork.

Although Kyraniawas remote and the people made their living by hard toil, they were not ignorant. They
held learning to be a sacred duty and took pridein their ability to read weighty texts, figure complex sums
and write ahand asfair as any taught at the best schoolsin Waaria. Kyranians were particularly proud of
their ability with languages and dl could speak half-a-dozen or more. The tradition of scholarship dated
back to the legends of Alisarrian, who was reputed to be alearned man aswell asamighty warrior king.
Legend had it that the first Kyranian school was founded by the Conqueror for the men he left behind.
Trueor not, al those skillslearned at the temple school were not put to idle use. Kyranians required agile
minds and an understanding of foreign tonguesto ded with dl the caravans that came through. Otherwise
the shrewd traders would have skinned them of dl their goodslong before. Instead, the Kyranians were
the oneswho profited most from the hard bargaining sessonsthat dways followed the llamatrainsinto
thevdley.

That day, however, Safar couldn't keep his mind on schol-arship. He earned severd stern warnings from
Gubadan and stumbled when he was called on to name the brightest constellation in the spring heavens.
Heknew it wasthe Tiger but when asked the answer fled hismind.

'Isthisagame you are playing with old Gubadan, boy? the priest scolded. 'Y ou are my best student. Al
know this. Y our family pays me dearly to spend extra hours with you so you can learn even more. And
yet you mock me, boy. And by mocking me, you mock the gods who gifted you. Do you think you are
better than others, Safar Timura?

'No, master,’ Safar said, ducking his head in embarrass-ment.
"Then why do you pretend ignorance of the obvious? the priest roared. 'Tell me that!”

'l honestly couldn't think of the answer, master,' Safar said.



"Then you arelazy!" the priest shouted. "Which isaworse sin than mocking. Mocking | could excuseto
high spirits. But laziness! Inattention! Unforgivable, boy. Y ou should be setting an example to the others!'

Safar wanted to say he couldn't helpit, that his mind was fixed on the absent boy whose name was
Protarus--the name of the king in hisvison.

Instead he said, 'I'm sorry, master. I'll try to do better.’

Hedid try, but the day progressed dowly and not well. Findly he was free and he dashed out, trying to
ignore Gubadan'sfiercelooksin hisdirection.

Safar wasrelieved he had atask to perform for hisfather and didn't have to walk with his sisters and
listen to them tease him about his performance in school. He headed immediately for the clay beds where
hisfather had left buckets for him to fetch home afresh load. His path took him beyond the temple
through afragrant wood, where he dawdled in the clean air and sighing breezes.

Hewas just emerging from the wood and turning toward the clay beds on the lake's edge when he heard
angry voices. The voices had afamiliar ring to them and he wasn't surprised when the angry words
became shouts and then sounds of fighting erupted. He hurried up the hill to investigate.

When he reached the summit he looked down and saw atangle of flailing amsand legs.
Four brawny youths had another pinned to the ground and they were pummeling him unmercifully.

The attackers were the Ubekian brothers, considered the greatest bulliesin Kyrania. They camefrom a
rough, unclean family that'd wandered starving and frozen into the valley one winter and begged charity.
The Ubekians had claims of kinship, which athough distant were strong enough to make their appesl
undeniable under Kyranian tradition and law. To everyone's dismay the family settled into acave near the
main village and set up permanent housekeeping. They dso got busy making generd nuisances of
themsdves

Safar had more reason than mogt to didike the Ubekian brothers. They'd fixed instantly on his odd,
blue-eyed gppear-ance and had mocked him unmercifully. In fact, until the arriva of the family no one
had commented on hislooks at all. But now others, such asthe old woman at the lake, had become bold
enough to torment him.

One by one, Safar had caught the brothers a one and thrashed them. Now they no longer mocked
him--at least not in his hearing.

Safar had no doubt the brothers were to blame in the fight he saw below. His didike of the brothers plus
the unpleasant events of the day made his blood sing in furious joy as he ran down the hill and threw
himsdf into thefray.

Criesof pain and surprise greeted his attack. But the brothers quickly recovered and turned on him.
Safar was hard-pressed for amoment, catching ablow to his nose that made stars brighter than those
that formed the Tiger.

Then the brothers victim jumped up and barreled in. Everything became afury of fists, knees, ebows
and butt-ing heads.

Suddenly the fight ended and the brothers scampered away, pausing & the top of the hill to hurl empty
threatsto salve their pride. But when Safar and his companion moved forward the brothers dashed off,
shouting obscenities over their shoulders.



Safar turned to see whom held rescued. The youth was about his height and weight. But then shock hit
when he saw that the boy was fair-skinned with blond hair, moody eyes and a strong beaked nose.

Thefeatureswere disturbingly familiar.

The strange boy grinned through bruised lips, showing bloody teeth. 'Y ou arrived just intime,' hesaid. 'In
amoment | would have lost my temper and risen up to break their heads!'

Safar recovered hiswits. "'From where | stood,” he said, dryly, 'you didn't look like you'd be getting up
soon.'

The strange boy laughed. 'That's because | have such a peaceful nature,' he said.

The comment broke theice and Safar laughed with him. 'Next time you meet the Ubekian brothers,' he
said, 'lose your temper as quick asyou can. Or it'll be your head that's broken.’

The strange boy stuck out his hand. 'I'm Irg) Protarus,’ he said.

Safar hesitated, remembering hisvision. But the young man's face was so friendly he couldn't see any
harm.

He clasped the offered hand. 'I'm Safar Timura.'
Irg looked at him oddly. 'Safar, eh? | had adream about afellow named Safar.’
Safar didn't reply. The coincidence froze histongue.

Irg noticed, thinking, perhaps, that Safar was only being shy. He shifted his grip into the handshake
favored by brothers.

'l think we're going to be very good friends, Safar,’ he said. Very good friends, indeed.’

CHAPTER TWO
The Demon Riders

BADAWI SHIFTED IN THE saddle, seeking a more comfort-able postion for his haunches. His gray
mare chuffed in complaint, sumbling as she moved to accommodate his bulk. The fat man nearly fell,
grabbing wildly at the saddle to save himsdif.

Helashed the mare, growling, "Watch how you go, you fly-blown daughter of adung bestle.’

The anima was used to such treatment and, other than a painful grunt, showed no reaction as she picked
her way across the rocky ground. It was not yet midday and although the worst hours were still ahead
the high plains sun was hot enough to make the overburdened gray miserable. The ground was hard on
her feet, the brush dry--offering little relief for her growing hunger and thirst. But Badawi had no pity and
raked her with his spurs and cursed her again to prod her on.

The mare's breathing quickly became labored, nogtrilsfoaming, coat darkening with sweet. Badawi
ignored her plight. He wasn't worried about grinding the beast down and leaving himsdlf afoot. Hisfind
destination wasin therolling foothillsto the south, no more than five or six miles away. Towering above
those foothills were the snow-capped peaks of the mountain range he knew asthe Gods Divide. To his
east was the dusty wasteland that marked the border of the Forbidden Desert.

Badawi rode the gray hard afew score paces then suddenly remembered--sawing hard on the reinsto



dow themare. 'Y ou are afool, Badawi," he chastised himsdlf. 'An unfed-ing fool."

He turned, chins descending in a cascade of sorrow, to look at the animal trailing behind. It wasa
graceful young camed, padding easily across the rocky ground. A rope lead looped from its neck to
Badawi's wood-framed saddle.

'Forgiveme, little one," he called. 'For amoment | for-got you were with me." He lashed the mare. '‘Blame
the foul temper of thisugly daughter of a bonegatherer's ass. She tested my kind nature and | had to
teach her ales-son.’

Badawi gave the rope a gentle tug and the camel obediently quickened its pace to cometo hisside. His
greedy little heart warmed and he smiled fondly at the animal, who presented him with dark pleading eyes
framed by long, upswept lashes. The camd was pure white--white as the snows, Badawi thought ina
rare moment of romantic reflection, powdering the peaks of the Gods Divide.

He pulled honeyed figs from a pouch and the camel's head swept out for the treats. 'l can deny you
nothing, Sava," he said, shivering as the came'stender lips nibbled at hisfat pam. 'Not even the food
from my very mouth.' He sighed. "What alucky man | am. The gods must truly love onesuch asl. To
have athing of such beauty.’

Badawi was aman much pleased with himsdlf. Any who knew him would've ingtantly redized his
enjoyment came at the expense of another. They would have guessed, correctly, that he'd ground another
man into the dust to win the pretty white camel. He was aman of low cunning who'd made hisfortune
farming and breeding fine horses and camelsin aregion no one e se would gpproach. The land he owned
wasrich, but cost him nothing because of its proximity to the Forbidden Desert.

Y ears ago hisfirst wife had reacted first in fear, then in rage when held announced the news of the place
he'd found for their new home. After held beaten her into submission heldd given her agood husbandly
talking-to.

'Don't be such astupid cow,’ held advised. 'The only reason people are frightened of that placeis
because it's close to the Forbidden Desert. | say, bah to that! Pure foolishness. So what if the demon
lands are on the other side of that desert. | mean, it is called Forbidden, after all. The demons can't cross
it any more than humans can. Besides, there hasn't been a demon seen for hundreds of years. And the
only reason there'sland for the taking is because people are not only stupid but have no vision.

'l, on the other hand, am not stupid. | see fortune where others see fear. And, wife of mine, if you don't
have the household packed and ready to move before the week is out I'll whip you within an inch of your
life. Then I'll send you back to your father. Let him seeif he can knock some senseinto such asilly cow.’

Badawi'slips curled into a sneer as he remembered that conversation of long ago. Hed prospered
mightily sincethen, raising his herds on the lush grass of the foothills and sdling them for fat profitsto the
settlements and nomad encampmentsin the so-called safer regions. Hed worn out the first wife and three
othersin the process, aswell as many children, adl of whom labored on hisland like daves.

Then his grin suddenly became agrowl as his mare snorted in darm, head jerking back and amost
griking himinthe nose,

'What's this? he shouted, dashing its flankswith hiswhip.

Thistimethe gray reacted. It shrilled fear, rearing onto itstwo hind legs. Badawi plunged to the ground.
He struck hard, breath whooshing out, but was remarkably unscathed. He was just coming to the
redlization the mare had been frightened by something other than himsalf when he heard hisbeloved Sava



bawl infear.

The came attempted to bolt away but became tangled with the rope and the plunging mare. Thetwo
animals screamed and fought the rope, trying to escape.

Badawi, who could be agile when caled upon, rolled about beneath them, shouting for his maddened
animalsto stop. Then the rope parted and the mare and came raced off toward the familiar foothills and
the safety of home.

Badawi legped to hisfeet crying, '‘Come back, my Saval Come back, my sweset!"
But his pleas went unheeded and soon both the came and the mare vanished over ahill.

Badawi cursed the fates. Then he sighed, resigned to the long walk home. It wasthe gray's fault, he
reassured himsdlf. He swore that low cresture would suffer miserably for causing him such trouble.

Then asudden chill gripped him. Danger wormed about in hisbelly and his hackles rose, fiff and bristly
as adesert hedgehog's spines. Instinct made him turn to look out across the Forbidden Desert.

He shaded his eyes but nothing was immediately apparent. Then he saw adust cloud churning up and
wondered if it might be an approaching storm. Hiswonder turned to dismay asthe dusty veil parted and
along column of dark figures emerged.

They were coming toward him fast and he tried to turn and run. But fear turned hisfeet to stoneand he
found himself standing there gaping a the gpproaching figures, trying to make out who they might be.

Then the figures took form so swiftly and with such startling clarity that Badawi's bowels broke.
Demond

Mongtersin battle harness, with broad snouts and mottled green skin. The steeds they rode were more
horrible than their masters--not horses, but creatures vaguely looking like horses -- with long curved
fangsto tear flesh and great cat's claws instead of hooves.

Badawi came unstuck and whirled, stubby legs carry-ing him forward. Held taken no more than afew
steps when his spurs tangled and he pitched face forward to the ground.

Then the mongterswere dl around him, howling spine-chilling cries. Weeping and crying to the gods,
Badawi curled into abal, trying to avoid the snapping fangs and dashing claws of the demons mounts.
Spear points jabbed at him and he screamed like a pig and jumped each time they pierced his skin.

He thought he heard shouted orders and suddenly there was silence and the torment stopped.
A voice said, 'Get up, human. | wish to look upon you.' The voice was cold and harsh and quite dien.

Badawi remained curled, but whined, 'Please, master. Don't hurt me. | am only apoor horse merchant
who means no harm to anyone.’

Then he heard another inhuman voice say, ‘Let'sjust kill him and cook him, Sarn. I'm hungry! Were all
hungry!"

The remark brought growls of agreement from the other demons and chants of, 'Eat, Eat, Eat!"

Fear sparked inspiration. Badawi uncurled, scrambling to his knees, asamsraised to plead for hislife.



Sarn, the demon who'd spoken first, and another smaller monster stared down at him from their steeds,
drooling amusement.

'Please, magter,' Badawi wailed. 'Spare the life of this undeserving insect. | have daughters, master. |
have sons. | have awife. Take pity, master! Spare old Badawi!

His pleas brought howls of laughter from al but Sarn. He peered a Badawi with immense yellow eyes.
Then heraised atdoned claw for silence, which he got.

'Y ou ask pity of me? Sarn said, scornful. 'Sarn pities no one. Much lessahuman.’

"Y ou misunderstand, master,’ Badawi babbled. 'l don't want you to spare me for my own sake. But
yours.'

'My sake? Sarn said. "What can you possibly do for Sarn, human?

'Why, ease your hunger, master,’ Badawi answered. 'If that iswhat pleases you. However, if | may be so
bold asto point out... theres only one of me. And many of you. It grieves meto say that ampleas| an
somewill still suffer the pangs of hunger when therés no more of me left. However, magter, & my
home--which isn't far away--there's more than enough to satisfy every single one of you.'

"The daughters and sons you mentioned? Sarn asked, scaly lips curling back.

'Y es, master,’ Badawi replied. 'And my wifeaswell. A tender morsd, if | do say so mysdlf. Fed her only
the best since she's cometo live under my roof .’

Giff, the other demon, snarled disgust. 'Y ou're offering your family, human? To save your own life? What
manner of creature are you?

Sarn made an ugly noise--a chuckle to demon ears, a horror to humans. 'He said he was ahorse
merchant, Giff," he said. That should explain everything.’

Badawi ignored this, saying to Sarn, 'Let me lead you to my home, master. You'll seethat dl | daimis
true.’

Sarn gared long at the ugly mound of flesh that was Badawi.

Any other time held have quickly digpatched this cowardly human to the cooking pot. They could find
Badawi's house-hold on their own. Sarn and his band were one of many bandit clanswho stalked the
lawlessregionsin the demon lands. Until recently he had no more ambition than to raid and kill at will.
Then King Manacia had sent an emissary to offer abargain. Sarn would be granted royd permission to
strike across the Forbidden Desert, seeking human riches and prey. The King wanted nothing in return
but information. Sarn was to sweep west along the Gods Divide, mapping dl mgor byways. Manacia
was especidly interested in a particular place--aroute that legend said would lead over the mountain
range. Sarn didn't ask why King Manaciawanted such information. Whatever the reason, Sarn was
certainit'd be soldier's work--dangerous, with little hope of booty--and therefore of no concern to Sarn
and the other bandits. When he was done Sarn would return across the desert, saddlebags and pack
animdsladen with tressure.

Asheweighed Badawi'sfateit occurred to him hisforay might be made easier if he had awilling human
guide. And Badawi certainly appeared willing.

"Tell me, human,’ he said, ‘do you know of aplace caled Kyrania?



'Kyrania? Badawi cried. 'Kyrania? Why, master, thereisn't another man within ahundred leagues who
knowsthe way to Kyrania better than this, your most desolate dave.”

Sarn nodded in satisfaction. He turned to Giff. 'Let him livefor now," he said. ‘It seemsthis human swine
may be of useto us!'

Badawi wept in relief. He cameto hisfeet, bowing and blubbering. 'Oh, thank you, kind magter,’ he
wailed. May the gods smile on al your efforts!'

But even then--life still hanging in the balance--Badawi's greed reared up.

Hedried hiseyes, saying, I'm, uh, reluctant to bring up a smal matter, master. A boon, if you please, for
serving you. When we arrive at my farm do what you like. He waved hisarms. 'All that's mineisyours,
magter,' he said. 'Except... well, theresthiswhite camd, you see. It isn't much, master. No breeding at
al. Worthlessto anyone. But I've grown fond of her, master. And if you'd only--'

Sarn's claw shot forward and Badawi's jaws snapped shut, cutting off the rest. The demon beckoned and
Badawi's mouth became a parched desert when he saw the length of the demon's razor talons. He took
an obedient step forward, then was rocked as a great smothering force enveloped him. It fell over him
like afisherman’s net, dragging him toward the demon chieftain. Histhroat clogged in fear and he couldn't
speak, much less breathe. He staggered forward, drawn by the demon's spell.

Badawi trembled as his chest touched the longest talon, jutting like a curved blade. And still he couldn't
stop. The spdll made him press forward until the talon pierced first hisrobe, then hisflesh. Blood flowed,
gtaining hisrobes. The pain was unbearable but no matter how hard his mind struggled he couldn't regain
hiswill. He felt the talon cutting deeper. Then he heard Sarn laugh and suddenly the spell was gone and
he wasfree.

Badawi fell to the ground clutching his wound, too fright-ened to do more than groan.

'If you want to live, human,’ Sarn said, 'you will do all | command. Without question. And you will never
ask anything in return.’

'Y es, madter, yes,' Badawi wailed, knocking his forehead against the ground in obeisance. 'l wasafool!
Please forgive such astupid one.’

'Rise, human,' Sarn said.

Badawi did as he wastold, standing before the demon trembling and wondering what would happen
next.

'Hereismy first command to you, human, Sarn said. 'Y ou will immediately lead usto your home. And
whenwearive...'

'Y es, master?
Sarn grinned, exposing adouble row of stained fangs. "Y ou will lead usto the camd first.'

Badawi wisdly buried his dismay, nodding eagerly in case the demons couldn't read his expression of wild
agreemen.

‘And then, human,' Sarn said, ‘when we are done...”

'Y es, magter! Anything, master!”



... When we are done with your family you will lead usto Kyrania'

After the demons finished with Badawi's homestead, they raided along the Gods Divide for nearly six
hundred miles. Scores of homes and settlements were overrun and many humanswere killed. Some were
granted an honorable death as worthy enemies. But many were killed for the pot, or jerked for flesh to
feed the demons on the road.

Badawi led the way, picking out the fattest settlements, betraying the human leaders, and generaly
making himself useful. And whenever the subject of Kyrania came up, the horse merchant would say,
‘Just alittle further, Magter. Just alittle further.’

In truth, Badawi hadn't the faintest ideawhere Kyraniamight be. He knew the legendary caravan route
over the Gods Divide wasin the generd direction he was leading the demon bandits. But he didn't know
where the passage was. Only afew merchant princes knew the route and Badawi, despite his success,
was atreasury or two short of actua wedlth. So he did what any decent horse merchant would do.

Helied... Thisway, Magter. Only alittle further dong...'

At firg the bandits had been satisfied, gathering up pack animalsto carry off their growing booty. In the
beginning they'd a so taken many young men and women captive for later salein the demon dave
markets. They chained them together, fixing them to long posts which the daves carried on their
shoulders—-and made them march aong with the baggage animals. But the number of daves and baggage
weight became unwieldy, dowing the demons progressto a crawl.

Then the day came when the demons had enough and once again Badawi faced the roasting spit.

They'd hit another settlement typica of the human villages scattered through the remote foothills regions.
It wasrich in bountiful fields and bursting storehouses, but, as Sarn's chief lieutenant complained, there
was barely a copper or two for a decent bandit to rub together.

Sarn and Giff took their dinner that night in awide pavilion pitched above the main encampment. Below
them they could see the main roasting pit where their brother demons were gathered about a shrieking
victim, dowly turning over adow fire,

Crouched among them was Badawi, daring many talonsto snatch a piece for himself.

Giff sneered at the Sight and turned to hisleader, saying, That isthe most disgusting mortal to have ever
fouled the land. He even eats hisown.'

Sarn laughed. "It wasn't asif we gave the human a choice,' he said. 'He's been alowed to eat nothing
dse’

'Sl Giff said. 'Still. Y ou'd think held have more pride.’

At that moment Badawi made the mistake of looking up from thefire and staring at the pavilion. Giff
growled astheir gazes met and the horse dealer quickly ducked to avoid the demon's glowing yellow
eyes. He muttered aprayer to himself, beseeching the godsto not let Giff take offense. That prayer went
unanswered asin the pavilion Giff gnashed histeeth in anger and turned to Sarn.

"The human waslooking at us,' hesad.
Sarn shrugged. 'What does it matter where the human |ooks? he asked.

It mattersto me," Giff said. 'l hate that lowly creature. | fed filthy in his presence. His very gaze makes



me want to scour myself with dust.’

Sarn laughed. “That would indeed be asight, my good but unclean fiend," he said. 'Considering that
nearly four seasons have passed since you last bothered to bathe.'

Giff saw no humor in this. That's not my point,’ he said. "This human offends me. His presence disturbs
my demonly serenity. Let mekill him so | can have some peace!’

'‘Beagood fiend and try to learn patience,” Sarn said. 'Peace comes with patience, or so say our priests.
This human offendsmeaswell. They all offend me. Their odor isworse than the shit of any beast I've
ever encountered. And their looks are as bad as their odor. So soft and wriggly they remind me of
worms. But wormswith hairy heads and bodies. And their smal mouths and flat teeth with only four puny
fangs make methink of blood suckers." Sarn shuddered. "'Two-headed demon children have been known
to be born to motherswho have looked upon things haf so frightening.’

"Then why must | be patient, Sarn? Giff asked. 'L et's make the gods happy and kill that fat dug.
'We gill have need of the human,’ Sarn said. "That'swhy you can't kill him now.’

Giff snorted in disgust. 'Oh, | forgot what avauable dave he'sbeen to us,' he said, voice dripping with
sarcasm. 'Why, tomorrow he may lead usto avillagerich asthis. Once again welll seize stores of useless
grain, poor-quality cloth, toolswe can't carry, old rusted weapons, and maybe, just maybe--the gods
willing--two slver coinsfor alucky thief to janglein hispurse!

'I admit the take hasn't been enough to make our enemies gnash their teeth with envy,’ Sarn said. 'Weve
found only smal villages and farming settlementsto raid. Most of their wedth has beenin their cropsand
animals. Some aso might bring a pretty price at the dave market. But we're too far from home to make
that sort of thieving very profitable!’

Giff gnashed histeeth. 'Very profitable!" he said. "Y ou don't see any of us doing ademon dancefor joy
over theweight of our purses, do you? Why, even if you count thelittle gold and few patry gemsweve
taken, | doubt well make any profit at al. And we've missed nearly awhole season of raiding at home.'

'It's not the human'sfault,’ Sarn said, circling back to the discussion of Badawi'sfate. 'The terms of the
warrant we hold from King Manacia bade usto stay close to the mountains where the population is
small. We can sted what we want, do what we like with anyone we find. But we must leave no
witnesses. We must not allow any human to live who might carry the newsthat weve strayed acrossthe
border.

'And, most important of al to our king--and the only reason he even gave us this warrant-- was that we
were to seek a passage over these mountains. To aplace called Kyrania'

Giff snorted, gesturing with histalons at the distant figure of Badawi. 'And that human was supposed to
lead usto the bedamned place. Well, he's been leading, and leading, and so far weve nothing of it. Bah!
He'sahorsetrader! Therefore he'slying.'

Sarn gazed out at Badawi, scratching his horny chin with needle-sharp talons. 'Perhapsheis,’ Sarn
mused. 'Frankly, | was alittle too overcome with raidmust to think about it.'

He shrugged. 'If heiswell have to find another. It shouldn't be too much of a bother. Humans are such a
traitorouslot.’

'Why do we need to find another? Giff argued. 'To the Hellswith Kyrania' He snorted. 'Valey Of The
Clouds, indeed. | think Manaciais suffering from aroyaly cloudy mind.’



'Without Kyrania," Sarn reminded his henchdemon, ‘we have no warrant. We must at least make an
atempt.’

'Y our precious warrant from the king will be our ruin,’ Giff said. 'What useisit to dare the curse of the
Forbidden Desert when we get so little in return? The others fed the sameway, Sarn. They were
frightened to make this journey to begin with. All know ablack spell was cast on that desert long ago.
Any demon or human who crossesis becursed.'

'King Manaciaisamost powerful wizard," Sarn pointed out. The warrant he gave uswill protect usfrom
any curse.

'How do you know? Giff pressed.
Sarn gave him ablank look. 'What do you mean?

'Y ou told us dl about Manacias curse-defying warrant,’ Giff said. That'swhat convinced us. But now
I'm beginning to wonder. How do we know Manaciadidn't lie? And he has no power to shield usfrom
such acurse?

'What reason would he haveto lie? Sarn responded. The king seeks information from us. Information |
suspect hisarmieswill one day follow up on. Why else would he want usto find away over thismountain
range? Why else would he be so particular to even name a place he suspects might be the key?

Giff scoffed at this. 'What's adamned name? he said. 'Kyrania? Humania? Dismania? Hells, he could
have picked any name he liked and we'd never be the wiser!'

'Might | remind you, my faithful fiend,' Sarn said, ‘that the king has promised us much gold for these
efforts. Over and above any loot we seize. And there will be a particularly handsome bonusif wefind a
pass that |eads through the mountains!'

'Let him keep hisbonus, Sarn," Giff pleaded. 'Listen to me. We've been good fiends together since our
youth. You lead. | advise. That's why we've been so successful. Y ou know you can trust my advice. So
hear what I'm saying. | speak from my heart like a brother.

'Let usleavethishellish land. Let us return home and breathe good demon air. If we make haste there's
just enough raiding time remaining in the season to make al our purses heavy. We've searched every
gully, every trail for nearly six hundred miles, Sarn. | don't believe there is such a place as Kyrania. Or
any way at dl over the Gods Divide. And if thereis, it's o well-hidden welll never find it in ahundred
years. Well wander these hillsthe rest of our days. It'll be our ghosts who earn the king's bonus. And
gold isno good to aghogt.'

Sarn thought a moment, then nodded. 'If that's what you and the otherswant,’' he said, 'l won't stand in
your way. I'll tell you what. Well cast lotsin the morning. If the mgority want to return home, that's what
well do. You'll hear no argument from me. I'll add one more thing. No matter what the vote, at least ten
of our fiends should return home with the goods and daves we've dready gathered. That'sdl | can spare,
athough it ought to be enough. The daves are quite docile with the spll | cast over them. Then the rest
of us shal proceed as quickly aswe can, taking no more daves and carrying away only gold and silver
and other easly transportable goods.’

Sarn stretched out a paw. 'Agreed? he asked.

Giff nodded, rasping talons againgt his leader's claws. 'Agreed,’ he said. 'With one provision. If thevoteis
for our return | want the pleasure of killing the human.’



Sarn laughed. 'Do what you want with him," he said. '‘But do it in public. It's been along time since we've
enjoyed aredly good entertainment.’

Sarnwas an artful chief. Giff's protestations of brotherhood didn't fool him. Giff dways had hiseye on the
main chance. But Sarn knew hislieutenant represented a point of view among his band that must be dedlt
with. For abandit chief Sarn had a unique ability to appear to shift with the prevailing winds and gtill get
hisway in the end. More importantly, he had magical powers much greater than the normal talent for

sorcery al demons possessed.

In the morning he gathered his band together and carefully spelled out the two choices. He weighted no
sde heavier than the other. But hed prepared well for the vote, casting amild spell none of hisdemons
would notice that would temporarily make the dangers and unpleasantness ahead seem of no
consequence.

Badawi watched the proceedings from a distance, know-ing his fate hung in the balance. For the whole
time Sarn spoke Giff stared a Badawi, hate and hungry longing in his demon eyes. The night before
Badawi had suspected something was up because of the intensity of the conversation between Sarn and
Giff. The horse dedler had gone on afrantic, dl-night search for something, anything, to assure his
survivd.

Now he held what he prayed was that item in his hand and after the demons had cast their lots--voting to
continue on King Manacias mission--he was waiting with it at the pavilion when Sarn returned.

"What do you want, human? Sarn demanded.

Badawi dtilled histrembling limbs, doing hisbest to ignore Giff's stares of unrequited hate.

He held out an old firepit-encrusted bowl for Sarn'sinspec-tion. 'l found this, master,’ he said.
Sarn struck it away. 'Rubbish!’ he said. 'Y ou present me with rubbish!’

Badawi grabbed the bowl up again, which remarkably had not shattered. 'Please, master,' he said. This
isn't rubbish a al. Look at this bowl. See the rich glaze beneath dl the filth? Touch the clay, master. Fed
the quality. And old asthisbit of pottery is, notice the artfulness of the design. Why, if thiswere new and
we had itstwin, we could get a pretty bit of slver indeed at any marketplace.'

'Don't insult me with silver, pretty or not, Sarn said. 'I'm through with pots and jars and bolts of cloth.
That's no way for adecent bandit to makealiving.'

'Ah, but master,' Badawi said, 'I'm not suggesting we look for more of this. But | am suggesting wefind
out where it came from. I've seen thistype of pottery but oncein my life, magter. It'svery rare. And
therefore highly prized in human markets. The place this pottery comesfrom is secret to dl but the richest
caravan masiers.

"The sory istold in the marketplaces that thereisafamily of master potterswho livein avaley highinthe
mountains. And in those mountainsis a holy lake surrounded by beds of the purest clay. Clay that is used
to form pots and dishes and brewing jarsfit only for kings and their most roya kin.

"That family of potters, magter, isknown asthe Timuras. And thisisa Timura pot, Merciful One. It could
be no other!

'My ears are growing heavy just listening to you, human,’ Sarn said. 'Say what you cameto say and be
donewithit. What do | care about thistale of lakes and beds of clay and grimy potterswho grub in the
earth?



'Y es, magter, I'll hurry, master,' Badawi babbled but, fright-ened as he was, he stuck to his point.

‘That valley | spoke of, master, he said, 'sits on a caravan route that leads over these mountains. At least
that's what the stories say. And those same stories dso claim the caravan route is the same ancient tral
Alisarrian took when heinvaded Walaria It was said that to his enemiesit seemed Alisarrian and his
entire army suddenly appeared, pouring out of the mountains. They said it was magic, master. Sorcery.
However, it wasn't magic that was their undoing, but a secret passage across the Gods Divide!

Badawi waved the bow! in front of the demon. The same place where thisbit of pottery was made.’

Sarn used atalon to pick abit of food from between hisfangs. 'If you aren't peaking of Kyrania, human,
find agood dull knife and dit your throat for me. | grow wearier by the minute.’

'Y es, master, immediately, master,’ Badawi said, scraping and bowing. ‘| am indeed speaking of Kyrania.
Thisbowl isproof that Kyraniais near.'

'Y ou've said that more than once, human!' Giff snarled.

Badawi shivered, but held his ground. 'Forgive me, master,’ he said to Sarn. 'Thislow worm you call
your dave admits he stretched the truth a bit when he had the immense honor of first meeting you. | don't
know exactly where Kyraniais. But | do know how to find it.’

He saw the two immense demons exchange alook that did bode well for him. So he hurried through his
logic.

‘Listen to me, please," he said. 'I'm amerchant. | know things. | know you can't hide something aslarge
asacaravan route. So we must assumeit isstill to our west. How far | can't say with certainty. However,
| can guess, magter. The route would by necessity go from Caspan, the largest city on thisside of the
mountains, to Waaria. Which, asyou know, isthe most important kingdom on the southern side!’

Badawi crouched down and scratched amap in the dust. ‘Caravan masters are secretive, but they
wouldn't waste time covering their trail. Timeis money and money istime and the length of the shadow
between isfeared by dl men of business. So | think we can assume the route isfairly direct.’

Badawi kept scratching until he had the mountains sketched in and the two cities of Walariaand Caspan.
Then hedrew acircle.

'It'sonly reasonable to assume, master,” he said, 'that the place you seek iswithin this circle. Perhapstwo
or three hundred miles distant at the most.'

Sarn turned to hislieutenant, snout stretched in what demons considered asmile. 'Y ou see, Giff,' the
bandit chief said, 'this human has been some useto us after dll.’

Giff peered at the greasy little human, measuring... 'A voteisavote, he said with some reluctance. 'I'll let
him be for now. But remember your promise.’

Badawi was darmed. 'Promise? What promise, O merciful masters?

"Just find us Kyrania, human,” Sarn commanded. And know that your miserable swinish life depends on
it

CHAPTER THREE

TheVison at World's End



DESPITE IRAJS PREDICTION SAFAR didn't immediately embrace him and cal him milk brother.

They had littlein common. One was the son of a potter, the other that of awarrior chieftain. Sefar's
people were peaceful and generous to stranger's. Irg's were fierce plainsmen who trusted no one. Safar
was contemplative by nature. Even asachild he had tended to think before he acted. Irgj, on the other
hand, tended to be ruled by the heat of the moment. He was asintelligent as Safar, but impatient with
learning. If he couldn't grasp athing immediately he became bored and disdainful. Sefar waswilling, on
the other hand, to labor long hours until he could command knowledge as easily as Irg later commanded
men.

There was one great Smilarity which formed the glue that eventualy bound them. Both young men
thought of themsealves as outsders-apart from the othersin the vil-lage.

Safar's reason was magic.
Irg's was a blood feud.
Much time passed, however, before either boy |earned the nature of the other's mystery.

It was an idyllic spring. The sun was warm, thefirgt crops bountiful and the herds were blessed with
many offspring. During those lazy days Gubadan was hard pressed to hammer learning into the thick
skullsof hischarges. The young people of Kyraniadrove their teacher and their familiesto distraction as
mischief and youthful high spiritslured them from their duties.

Safar soon forgot about the troubling vision and Irg seemed to have forgotten his dream aswdll, for he
did not mention it again. Although Safar didn't consder him the 'best of friends," Irg) was his congtant
companion.

Asasdtranger, and an object of worry for the trouble he might bring from the outside, Irg was shunned
by al but old Gubadan. On the other hand, as an obvious prince everyone was warm and sweet as one
of Mother Timuras peach pieswhen in his presence. Royalty rubs off, asthe old grannies said, and
sometimesin rewarding ways. So no one was willing to say 'Begone' to hisface. And afew were so bold
asto wonder if they could make agood marriage for one of their daughters.

Fleeing these pressures, Irg) went everywhere with Safar. He accompanied him to the clay bedswhen
Safar went to fetch new suppliesfor hisfather. Out of boredom he even hel ped Safar with his most
common chores, suffering dirt on hishands and clothing, for instance, while cleaning up after the goats. In
repayment, Safar was moved to show Irg the place near the lake where they could spy on the girls
bathing naked in a hidden cove.

The two boys became such apair they eventualy combined their wits at school to bedevil poor Gubadan
and divert him from the lesson at hand.

One day that game took aturn Safar found to be most reveding.

Gubadan's subject of the day was once again the starry congtdlations. It was just after the midday medl
and it was al the students could do to keep their eyes open in the overly warm little chamber.

'We can dl see how the Lion Cub suckles at his mother's breast during the spring,” Gubadan was saying.
‘But in the winter the Cub must hide while the Hunter islured away by the Lioness. So it followsthat if
you are born under the sign of the Cub you are affectionate by nature, but in the winter monthsyou are
timorous and hesitate to make decisions. Those of uswith the Hunter as our mgjor sign tend to be
agoressive, fearless, but easily fooled by stedlth when we encounter the Lioness!'



Bored, Safar raised his stylusfor attention.
'Pardon, master,' he said after he was acknowledged. ‘I'm having difficulty understanding.'
Gubadan's heavy brows furrowed about his odd-shaped nose. 'What isit, Safar? he asked suspicioudy.

'Why do we call the Wolf Cub timorous when he hides? Safar said. 'lsn't thisactudly asign of wisdom?
The Cub has no defenseif the Hunter finds him.'

Irg) brokein. 'Safar has agood question, master,’ he said. 'l was a so wondering about the Hunter. Why
isheafool to pursuethe Lioness? She'sin plain sight. I'd chase her mysalf and ignore the Cub. She'd
make amuch better skin to drape about my shoulders and stave off the cold.’

Gubadan thumped afat volume on hislectern. The leather cover was etched with stars and planets.

"The answer to both of you," he said, 'isin this book. It was written by wise men many centuries ago.
Stargazers have followed those laws for many years, predicting grand events aswell as the future of great
men.’

"These Stargazers,” Safar asked. 'Are they never wrong?

Gubadan harumphed. A sure sign Safar had found aweak spot. 'Well,' he said, 'l can't honestly say there
have never been errors. But they were due to faulty interpretation. Not by the laws themsalves. All
Stargazers are not equally blessed by the gods.’

'l suppose, master,' Irg said, ‘that some might even pur-posely make mistakes!

Gubadan flushed in anger, gripping hisbeard. That would be sinful,’ he growled. 'Why would a Stargazer
commit such agodless act?

Safar quickly saw Irgj's course. 'For gold,’ he said. 'Men have been known to sin to possessiit.'

'Not Stargazers,’ Gubadan said, horrified. They are holy men. Why, one might aswell doubt the honesty
of Dreamcatchers!

'One might indeed, master,' Irg) said. If enough gold were offered, or bloody threats.
'Master,' Safar said, ‘was not Alisarrian's grandson--King Ogden -- betrayed by a Dreamcatcher?
Gubadan brightened. The Conqueror Alisarrian was hisfavorite subject.

'Y ou've made my point exactly, Safar,’ he said. 'King Ogden was born under the sign of the Hunter. And
the Jester was hislesser sgn aswell so he was easily taken in by the rogues and charlatans of Zanzair.
The demons were at the heart of the conspiracy, of course. Alisarrian, on the other hand, had the Demon
Moon for his sign with the Comet ascending. So he was fierce and wise a the sametime!

He began pacing, excited by the diversion the boys had caused. Safar wasn't fool enough to mention
Gubadan redlly hadn't made his point at al. There was no disputing a Dreamcatcher had played Ogden
thefool. History said so. Which had been Safar's point.

'Who was this man, Alisarrian? Gubadan said. "Was he amongter as his enemies claimed? A monster
who bent usto hiswill with hismailed fists, or was Alisarrian a blessing from the gods who cut the curtain
of ignorance with his sword? We were dim-witted savages when he blew over these mountainslike the
last storm of winter. But when the spring of his enlightenment came, what alovely field of learning
bloomed. What amighty...'



Safar settled back to doze as Gubadan waxed el oquent on the Conqueror. He noticed, however, that
Irg) hadn't followed suit. Instead, he was intent on Gubadan's every word. Safar examined Irg), then
suddenly remembered the banner with the red moon and silver comet held seen in the vision--the Demon
Moon with the Comet in ascension! As Gubadan had just reminded him, it wasthe sign of Alisarrian.

Then Safar heard hisfriend interrupt Gubadan with aquestion. 'Tell me, master,' Irgj said, 'do you think a
man as greet as Alisarrian will ever rise again?

The priest shook his head. 'Impossible," he said. 'The gods blessed him with more qualities than are ever
likely to be repeated.” Gubadan shrugged. "There will be other conquerors, of course. Esmir has aways
been adivided house and it cries out for unification under one throne. There were conquerors before
Alisarrian and others will follow. But they'll dways rule under hisgrest shadow.'

Safar noted Irgj seemed upset at this answer. But the youth shook it off and pressed on. 'May | ask you
this, master? he said. ‘Do you think any of those future conquerors will rule the demon lands aswell?
They were once part of Alisarrian's kingdom.'

'Empire, not kingdom, lad,” Gubadan corrected. 'But to your question... once again | must answer with a
negetive. Only ahuman such as Alisarrian could rule the demons. To begin with, besides being amighty
warrior and leader, Alisarrian was a powerful wizard. Powerful as any demon sorcerer. Asyou know,
few humans possess magicd ability.

Safar shifted uncomfortably in his sedt.

And this ability tends to be weak compared to that of the demons,” Gubadan continued. 'The greatest
human wizard | know of is Lord Umurhan who headsthe university in Waaria. And powerful asheis,
even Umurhan would admit he'd be hard pressed in amatch with ademon wizard. Humans have dways
used superior numbers to defend themsd ves againgt the demons. Just as the demons have used their
great magic to stave off humans.

'But Alisarrian was strong enough to break that stalemate and conquer the demons. Why he didn't day
them al isin my opinion one of his great mysteries. He could haverid al Esmir of their foul presence, but
he chose not to. For what reason, no one knows. His empire might have lasted to thisday if he had done
otherwise. It isthe one area of his character that has disappointed me!'

For Gubadan to admit his hero had aflaw of any kind was aremarkable event. It so disturbed the old
priest he quickly ended the diversion and, to the groans of al the students, he returned to the boring
lecture on the distant congtellations.

A few dayslater Safar and Irg were strolling by the ruins of the old fort, stopping to watch younger boys
playing soldier on the crumbling walls.

Remembering theinterest hisfriend had shown, Safar pointed to the fort, saying, 'Supposedly Alisarrian
himsdlf ordered this built when he cameinto our valley.’

Irg) shook his head. 'l don't think so," he said. 'Look at how poorly it's placed.’ He pointed at ahill a
short distance away. If an enemy took that hill the fort would be within even apoor archer's bowshot.
Alisarrian would never build such athing. Hewastoo good agenerd.’

Safar looked at the rising ground stretching out from the ruinswith new eyes and saw how vulnerable any
force gathered inside would be.

'It'smorelikely,’ Irgj continued, some fool tried to oppose Alisarrian from that fort. And was easily



overwhdmed.'

‘There aretdesthat say you'reright,” Safar admitted. 'Those same tales claim he made thewholevaley
hisfortress, with strong guard posts in the passes and hidden caves where supplies and additiona
weapons were stored.’

Irg looked at Safar, eyes glittering. 'Have you ever seen such things?

Safar nodded, saying, 'Many times. While grazing my father's goats in the mountains. Therésone placein
particular--very high up where you can see agreat distance. The boy shrugged. 'The grassis poor, but |
liketo go there and think.’

"Takeme!" Irg) urged. '| must seethisfor myself.’

Safar was sorry held spoken. The place he had in mind was a private retreat where he went to nurse the
wounds of youth. Many atear had been shed there in solitude and many adream conjured.

'Maybe later,' he said. "'The snow is still too deep just now.’

He hoped his friend would forget, but each day the sun shone warmer, the streams swelled with the
melting snow and Irg) pestered Safar to take him to his secret place. Findly, the next time it was Safar's
turn to watch the herds he agreed to take Irg with him.

At first Gubadan fussed about letting his charge out of sight for the weeks the boys would be gone.
'What will Irg'sfamily say, Khadji,' he protested to Sefar's father, if something should happen to him?

"They'll bejust asangry with you if he drownswhile snvimming in our lake," Safar's mother brokein.
Despite her first suspicions-natural to the cloistered people of Kyrania--shed warmed to Irg) and now
even defended the orphan prince to the others.

"The mountains are as natural to Kyraniaasthat lake,' she said. 'L et the boy go, Gubadan. Herding goats
isnot so dangerous an adventure.’

'It'sknowledge, not danger I'm after, master, Irg put in. ‘| want to see for myself where the great
Alisarrian crossed these mountains.'

This argument won the day and soon the two young men set out for the high pastures. They were overly
laden with supplies, thanks to Gubadan's concerns, and they had to take allamato carry al the clothing,
blankets and foodstuffs pressed on them. Stirred, no doubt, by romantic dreams, Irg took along the
scimitar hisuncle had given him when heleft home, He was aso laden with a short bow, an ample supply
of arrows and an ornate dagger he said hisfather had begqueathed to him.

Safar carried hisding, asmdl shot bag of clay misslesmadein hisfather'skiln and asturdy staff--dl hed
need to stave off the occasional pack of hungry wolvesintent on goat flesh. He laughed when he saw Irg
struggling under the burden of so many wespons. There's only trees and rocks up there,' he said. 'But if
they should attack well beready.’

Irg grinned, but his eyes were serious. "Y ou can never tell, was dl he said.

The skies were sparkling when they set out, the lower ranges green with new life. Safar picked up
handfuls of fallen cherry blossomsto brighten their teawhen they camped that night. The boystarried for
awhile at some of the higher huts, clustered among a grove of arrow trees, exchanging gossip for
almonds and fat pheasants. The people were glad to see them and it was apparent to Safar that from the



way they stared at Irgj they were more interested in this strange youth than in news from below.

One of the girlswalked with them for atime, eyes shimmering in admiration of Irg'stal sturdy figure and
handsome looks. She turned back when they reached thetrail leading to the pasture where the goats
were grazing. She caled after them to stop by her home when they returned, promising her mother would
feed them well.

'l think shelovesyou,' Safar teased. 'If you had asked she'd have crept into the bushes with you and let
you pull up her dress!’

'l wastempted,' Irg) admitted. 'It's been too long since | hip-danced with awoman.'

Safar was surprised. The other village boys boasted fre-quently of their conquests but he knew their
clamsto be lies. HEd heard his Ssters and mother joke about young men who were foolish enough to
think any well-raised Kyranian girl would lessen her brida price by ddlying with them--unless marriage
was the intended result. Sometimes a caravan would be accompanied by progtitutes bound for distant
pleasure halls. But their carnal interest was Stirred by fat men with fatter purses, not poor, skinny-legged
boys.

But when Irg spoke Safar knew it was no empty boast.

'Are your unmarried women in the habit of bedding anyone who asks them? he asked. 'No offense
intended. It'sjust that such things are frowned upon in Kyrania. The only reason that girl would have
gonewith you is she thinks you'rerich, as does her father. And if you'd opened her legs her father would
soon be talking to Gubadan about awedding date.’

'| suspected as much, he said. That'swhy | kept my sword in its sheath. And no, our women are not of
easy virtue. It'sjust that I've dways had serving maids around to tend my needs. My mother saw to it
there were dways afew comely daves about. Among my peopleit's considered unhedlthy for ayoung
man to be denied such pleasures.’

'l wish my mother were so concerned for my health,” Safar said. 'But what if there are children? What do
you do then?

Irg shrugged. ‘After they're weaned we usuadly sdll them,’ he said. ‘It's chegper to buy new davesthan to
raseoneto auseful age!

Safar was shocked. 'How could you sell your own child? he asked.

Irg) looked at hisfriend asif held gone crazy. 'I've never thought of them asmy own,' he said. ‘I might as
well claim the blanket lint in my bed as children every time | makeloveto my fist. Besides, even free
women have no more of asoul than, say, acamel or ahorse. They were put here by the gods for our
pleasure and to birth more of us. I'm only making the use of them that the fates decreed.’

Safar bit back aheated reply. To hear someone say his mother and sisters were nothing more than brood
mares and whores angered him. But he said nothing, thinking Irg couldn't help how he was raised.

The two continued climbing and soon came to the vale where the herds were grazing. Safar relieved the
boys tending them, gathered the goats and drove them higher into the mountains.

The hillswerein full springtime bloom, flowers and tempt-ing grasses risng from every flat spot and
crevice so he set adow pace, |etting the goats and the [lama stop and nibble whenever they liked. The
young men made camp early, setting the herd loose in asmal meadow and bedding down in agrotto
shielded from the night winds. They roasted the pheasants and filled the |eftover hollowsin their bellies



with toasted amonds, cheese and hard bread--washed down with milk from the goats. The sunset was
brief but spectacular, turning the meadow and grotto into a dreamy, golden landscape. Then the moon
and the stlarswinked into life. Safar and Irg) gazed at them for along time, Silent as acolytes at atemple
ceremony.

Then Irg said, 'Did you know my star sgn wasthe same as Alisarrian's?

Safar shook his head, dthough it suddenly came to him that hed known all dong. He tried to make a
joke of it, saying, 'Doesthat mean you have sudden urgesto go aconquering?

Irg didn't laugh. Hiseyesdlittered asif the remark had struck an unintended target.

I'msorry if | offended you," Safar said. It wasasilly thing to say.'

Irg) nodded. After amoment he asked, 'Don't you some-times imagine you have adestiny to fulfill?
'Only as apotter,’ Safar said.

Irg pierced himwith his gaze. 'l sthat what you truly think, Saefar?

'What elsewould | be?I'm aTimura. Timuras make pots.'

Irg) shrugged asif to say, claim what you like but | know better. Then he said, 'l told you | dreamed of a
fellow named Safar, did | not?

'When wefirst met, Safar answered.

| was surprised you never asked me more about it. Most people would.'

Safar didn't reply, remembering the vision of the king on the white € ephant.

Irg) stared a him for along moment. 'If | tell you a secret, will you promise not to reved it?
Safar promised, relieved that the conversation seemed to have taken aless dangerous turn.
If you break the vow,' Irg) warned, 'l will most certainly bekilled.

Safar was taken aback. At that point in hisyoung life held never encountered a secret with such apendty
attached.

'It'sthe reason I'm living here with you," Irgj continued. 'My father, you see, waslord of our tribeand |
wasto succeed him.'

'Did your father die recently? Safar guessed.

'He caught afever alittle more than year ago,’ Irg said. 'It took six monthsfor it to suck out hislife.
During that time my family quarreled and became divided--with some favoring me as a successor, while
others backed my uncle, Fulain. When my father died the break became permanent.’

Irg) went on to explain that at first the tide wasin hisfavor because more family members supported him.
One of his cousins-amuch-respected older man who wasrich in land and horses--was to be appointed
regent until Irgy came of age and could take up the ruler's staff.

But Fulain made abargain with my father's most hated enemy,’ Irg said. 'An evil man named Kordia
Kan who dew my grandfather when my father was aboy. And my father revenged the family by killing



Kan'sfirst born. So thereis much spilled blood between us!’

Irg said one dark night Fulain gave Kan and his horse soldiers free passage through hisland, joining him
inaseries of surprise atacks. Many died, including the cousin who would have been regent. When Fulain
had the rest of the family under hishedl he demanded Irg's head so there would be no one to dispute his
clamasclanlord.

'My mother begged one of my uncles-her sister's husband--to help,’ Irg said. 'l was forced to flee my
own home and hide out with his people--the Babor clan. But there were so many spies about it wasn't
safeto remain long. My uncle was ashamed to send me away. But he has his own wives and children to
look after so he sent me hereto hide from Fulain and Kan.'

To Safar the tde had the ring of legend about it. He felt like achild listening to hisfather tell storiesof old
daysand wild ways.

'Will you never be able to return? he asked.

Irg) jammed a stick into the fire and flames legped up to carve degp shadows on hisface. Helooked
older in that light. And quite determined.

‘Thewar in my family continues,’ he said. '‘But it isaslent war of spiesand night raids. When it's safe my
unclewill send for me. And then | will betribd lord.’

'How can you be sure? Safar asked. 'What if Fulain and Kan keep the upper hand?

Irg) went slent. He stabbed moodily at thefire. Then he said, 'l must believeit, don't you see? Otherwise
| might asswell take my own life now.'

Safar didn't see. Why should Irg die because he couldn't be lord of histribe? Why not stay in Kyrania
where no danger could touch him? He could live along peaceful life. Marry one of the village women and
be happy with al the beauty and bounty of Kyrania. But he said none of those things because he could
seefrom Irg's agitation it would only upset him more--athough Safar didn't understand why. Instead, he
asked him about the customs of his own people.

It'snothing like here," Irg said with unconscious disdain.

Wedon't farm. We aren't davesto the land. We fight for what we want. And we fight more to keep it.
For | tdll you, Sefar, | learned at my father's knee that men will either love you or fear you. Thereisno
in-between.’

He said hisfamily had roamed the broad Plains of Jaspar for centuries. They werethe fiercest of the
tribes that remained after Alisarrian's kingdom broke up. They lived by raiding weaker tribes and looting
villages and citiesin distant lands. In recent years--even before hisfather becameill--things had not gone
wall.

'Our horse herds are not so numerous as before," he said. 'And a plague took many of our camels. Other
tribes have made bargains with the kings of the cities who once paid ustribute. We became surrounded
by powerful enemieswho are envious of our lands.

'My Uncle Neechan--the one who supports me--blames my father for what's happened.’ Irg) sighed. 'l
suppose he'sright dthough | hate to admit it. | loved my father. But | think he was born too rich. His
father was agreat war lord and perhaps this weakened him. We used to live in yurts, tarrying until the
grazing grew sparse, then packing up and moving on. Sometimes we took to the plainsjust because the
notion sparked us and we traveled whichever way the winds blew. Now we livein agrand fortress my



grandfather built.

Irg said lifewasluxuriousin that fortress. There was gold to buy whatever the family cared to
purchase--tapestries and carpets and daves to tend every need. They supped on food made lively with
rare spices, some so delicioudy hot that the meal was followed by iced sherbets made from exotic fruit
grown in distant lands. There was agarden with an ornate fountain in the courtyard of Irgj'shome and his
father had liked to take his ease there, musing on the antics of the fish, munching on honeyed figswhile
sniff-ing a gentle breezes carrying the scent of oranges and roses.

' think such rich living lessened my father'swill to fight,’ Irg) said. "When held drunk too much
wine--which was often in hislater days--he'd curse those riches and swear that on the morrow he'd pack
up our household and take to the Plains of Jaspar again living in yurts and going a-raiding like hisfather
had as ayoung man. But in the morning life would continue asusud.

'l know hefelt guilty about it. He even admitted it severa times, warning me about the hidden dangers of
S0 many riches. | think thiswas why he made me take the sword vow. So | might accomplish what he
could not. Now the honor of my family ison my head.'

'I'm sorry,' Safar said, thinking this was a burden he wouldn't want to carry.

'Don't be, Safar,' Irg) said. Thisiswhat | want. The godswilling, oneday | shall restore my family toits
former great-ness’ Hisvoicefel until Safar could barely make out his next words. 'And more,' he
murmured.

Just then aflaming object shot through the heavens and the boys heads jerked up in awe. It hung above
them, avast swirling ball that chased the night from the hills. Then the ball exploded, bursting into afiery
shower.

Safar gaped as the glowing particles floated down until they filled hiswhole vison with dancing light.
There were so many it waslike snow from arainbow and then they were drifting over him and he
ingtinctively stuck out histongueto catch one like achild marveling a snowflakes. To hissurprise one
floated into his mouth, which wasimmediately filled with ataste like warm, honeyed wine. Safar'swhole
body tingled with pleasurable energy and he suddenly felt above dl mortd things.

He heard laughter and looked at Irg). A glowing blanket of particles swirled around him and hisfeatures
seemed comically twisted like apot collgpsing in akiln. Hewas pointing at Safar, laughing, and the young
man knew he must look the same. Then the particles vanished and dl was normd again. For some reason
Safar was | eft feding somber, moody, while Irg was il chortling.

"You are lucky for me, Safar,' he said. 'l tell you my deepest secrets and immediately we are blessed by
asign from the heavens'’

‘But asign of what, Irgj? Safar asked. 'How do we know it has to do with us?
"It was too wonderful to be anything but ablessing,' Irg replied.

That night, while Irg dept peacefully, Safar remained awake, wondering what the heavenly display hed
meant. Wasit asgn?If so, what did it portend? His senses were acute and every sound stood out
clearly from the usud night muddle of chirpsand frantic scurrying. He heard acricket Sng and at first he
thought it was a spring song to its mate.

Then he heard, 'It'scoming! It'scoming!’

Another cricket said, 'What's coming? What's coming?



And thefirst answered, 'Better hide! Better hide!!

Then asoft wind blew up and the cricketsfell silent. The silence came so abruptly it seemed to have
substance, an object Safar could fed and turn about and examineif only he could touchit. In hismind he
made a bucket of fresh clay. The sllence, he thought, was in that bucket and he began to clean the clay,
washing out twigs and pebbles. And then he found it. He fumbled it up--abroad, unusudly shaped
pebble. Blood-red.

His spirit salf looked into the stone's polished surface, saw his eye reflected back, and then hewas
fdling... fdling...

He stretched hisarms and let the spirit winds carry him. At first he thought he was returning to the
conquered city he'd seen before. But the winds bore him up and he was speeding across plainsand
deserts and then seas. He flew for what seemed an eternity, shooting from dark horizon to dark horizon
until those horizons became gray and then startling blue as night turned to day and emerald seas churned
benesth him.

Surely, he thought, I must have flown far enough to be on the other side of the world. The place
Gubadan's books called 'World's End." Just as he wondered when held stop he came to a mountainous
ideinthemiddle of avast ocean.

He heard chanting and drums and strange horns bellowing mournful notesthat drew at him like aheavy
tide washing to shore. Safar |et the tide of notes carry him to agreat grove of towering treesal heavy
with ripefruit.

Among those trees handsome peopl e danced to the beat of big drumswith skins made of thin bark.
Severa men blew through huge shell horns, making the mournful sound that had drawn him here. The
people were naked and their sun-bronzed bodies were painted in glorious colors. A tall woman danced
in the center, high breasts bobbing to the wild, joyous rhythm. Her shapely hips churned and thrust in the
ancient act of mating. Safar's young body reacted and he became powerfully aroused.

Suddenly she stopped, eyes widening in such terror that Safar's lust vanished, to be replaced by afeding
of immense dread.

The woman shouted in alanguage Safar didn't understand--pointing fearfully into the distance. The other
dancersfroze, their eyes seeking out whatever it wasthat had fright-ened her.

Safar looked with them and saw smoke puffing out of a coned mountain top. The people began to shriek
and run about in mad confusion, like ants caught in a sudden thunder shower. Sefar felt their terror asif it
was hisown. His heart pounded and his limbs twitched with an hysterica desireto takeflight.

There was ablinding flash, followed by an explosion that hammered at his ears. Huge rocks and trees
wereripped from the ground by the force of the blast and he ingtinctively ducked, adthough he knew he
couldn't be harmed. Boiling smoke obscured hisview.

Then hisvison cleared and he saw a pile of deed, including the dancing woman, crumpled among the
uprooted fruit trees. He saw the survivors stagger up and run toward the shore where aline of canoes
waited.

There was another explosion, more forceful than thefirst. Fiery debris crushed the runners and Safar saw
the canoes burgt into flames from the intengity of the hest.

Molten rock poured out of the mountain, which was split nearly in two. It reached the sea and the waters



began to boil. Thousands of dead fish bobbed on the surface, mingled with the blackened corpses of the
few people who had madeit that far. A yelow acrid smoke streamed from the mountain, filling the sky
until the sun was obscured.

And there was ataste of ashesin his mouth.

The vison ended and Safar jolted up and found that he was weeping. He wiped his eyes, then glanced
over a Irg and saw he was ill adeep.

Safar wished his friend would awaken. He felt londly and a tremendous sense of |oss had wormed ahole
in hisgut. There was a so dread crouched there. Dread for the future, although he couldn't make out what
he ought to fear. He tried to imagine himself ten years from now, amature potter crouched at the whed,
hands forming wet clay into aperfect vessel. But each time a vague image formed he couldn't hold onto
it and it would vanish. Safar struggled to imagine any sort of future at al. Not for himsdlf, but the world.
What would it be likeif helived afull span? But his mind seemed to become clouded with ayellow,
biting mig.

Miserable, he gave up. He was cold and pulled his blankets close and stretched out on hisleafy bower.
Ashewaited for degp to come he saw the first rays of the rising sun spilling over the ridges. They were
the color of blood and so powerful that a distant promontory pushed out from that portion of the range as
if itwasdive.

Safar closed his eyes, whispering prayers for the souls of dl the people who had died in hisvision--the
handsome people who'd once danced under fruited trees on an idand at World's End.

And then he dept adreamless deep.

CHAPTER FOUR
Alisarrian's Cave

WHEN SAFAR OPENED HIS eyes again the sun was higher, casting a peaceful glow on the morning
scene. Irg was bustling about, poking the fireinto life and getting things out for breskfast. But when he
saw Safar's face he spotted the misery there and asked what was wrong. Still shaken by the vision, Safar
blurted out thewholetae.

Irg) made no sign of surprise the whole time Safar spoke and when the story was done he said, 'Don't
trouble yoursdlf, Safar. It was only abad dream. Some of those dmonds we ate were probably green.’

It was no dream,’ Safar protested, 'but avision of something that actually happened. It was the cause of
the fiery shower we saw last night.’

Irg) gave hisfriend an odd look. 'Why do you think that? Have you had visions before?

'Yes,' Safar said in alow voice. 'Sometimes about things that are going to happen. Sometimes about
thingsthat are happening.’

'Do they dways come true?
Safar shrugged, miserable. 'Modtly.!

Irg) squatted down beside Safar. 'I've thought since we met you were keeping something from me,' he
sad. 'Isthat dl of it?



Safar shook hishead. 'No.'

'Do you want to tell methe rest?
‘Not yet.'

Irgj nodded. 'We havetime.

Safar sat numbly asrg did dl the necessary work, packing their things, gathering up the animas, and
loading the llama. When it wastimeto go Safar's mood had improved. Everything seemed so normd in
thelight of day. Visions and sorcery had no place amid such brightness. The morning air was cool and
soul-cleansing. The birds were out, pecking among the dewdrops for breakfast. Butterflies perched on
broad leaves, drying their wingsin the warming sun. Fat deepy bumblebees peeped from the blossoms.

Irg) whistled amerry tune asthey set out and he kept it up for most of the morning, although Safar saw
him glance in his direction every now and then, eyes hooded, asif measuring. After atime Safar pushed
the vison away and made it into the mere nightmare that Irg) had suggested. He began to fedl foolish for
even mentioning it. He remembered hisfather's caution that the mountains could create amelancholy,
dis-trustful mood, and finaly he decided that what he'd seen was no vision, but the result of afevered
imagination brought on by meancholy's chill.

In ashort time his own youthful spiritsrose naturaly to the fore and hejoined in Irg'stune. Asthey
whistled their eyes met and their lips twisted into grinsthat turned the notesinto airy bleats and they both
exploded with laughter. The laughter was followed by much giggling over silly boys jokes. They staged
mock fights and wrestled, behaving like the sriplingsthey were.

The day was haf gone by the time the two friends reached their goa. The ground was covered with
hard-packed snow, marked here and there by green shoots struggling out to greet the spring sun. The
day was warm and windless and asthe trail steepened they began to perspire from the effort of their
climb, forcing them to shed their coats. The narrow path curved and swooped over the snowy rocks,
carrying them to the summit. Progress was imposs ble to mark. In many places broad overhangs and
outcroppings blocked their view of everything but the rocks around them and the path under their feet.
The goats and [lama scrambled ahead, disappearing around a sharp bend.

Even though Safar knew what to expect when he rounded that bend, the view legped on him as suddenly
and dightfully asthefirst time hed comethisway.

They emerged into bright light, finding themsalves on a broad ledge looking out across the northern side
of the mountain range. Just below was asmdl, grassy hollow where mountain berries abounded. A spring
burst from the rock beneath their feet, plummeting down to gather in acrystal pool in the center of the
hollow. The goats were gamboling among the berries, bleating with joy. The llamaignored his
less-than-dignified cousins of the wool, his snout aready buried deep in one of the berry bushes.

Falling away from the green hollow was awonderland of white-capped crags that tumbled down to the
great desert wastelands of the north. Fat columns of towering clouds drifted across the blue skies, idands
of layered browns and grays and cottony whites. The desert sands caught the sunlight, casting it back at
the skies and the whole appeared to be formed of glittering, multicolored gems.

Beyond the desert there was nothing to stop the eye. Safar's vison sailed swiftly for the horizon'srim, a
dark blue line where the vault of the sky mated with the earth. He heard Irg) gasp and knew that even
he--born to the vast southern plains--had never looked such agreet distance. The view was
overwhelming but everything also seemed enlarged in the thin air so the horizon somehow gppeared
close--dthough Safar knew from the caravan mastersthat it would take much timeto travel sofar.



He glanced a hisfriend, who had afoolish grin on hisface. Irg reached out--hesitantly--asiif trying to
touch the horizon. Safar laughed for held done the same thing the first time he found the place.

'Follow me,' he said. Therésmore.'

Safar shed hislight pack and clambered down the rocks running aong the rushing spring. About half-way
the water sheeted over a cave mouth. Safar pointed it out to Irg), then showed him how to edge hisway
between the falling water and the rock face and duck into the cave.

Hed left materials for torches there on hislast vist and he quickly assembled severd, then struck sparks
with hisflint tool to fire one. Ingtantly the cave was flooded with an eerielight. The walls and floors and
ceiling were carved from smooth, green stone that captured al light and flung back aghostly glow.

When Irg had recovered from hisinitiad amazement he, fired atorch of hisown and peered about, noting
the place where Safar sometimes made a fire when the weather was cold. Then he saw amass of
pentagrams and magica symbols and star signs--some old, some newer--inscribed on onewal and the
floor.

‘A wizard'sden,' hesaid.

Safar nodded, not mentioning that the clumsier and newer symbols were his attempts to copy and learn
from ancient masters. HEd yet to make magic with them, hampered as he was by youthful doubts. But in
the back of hismind he knew it was only amatter of time before he succumbed to the temptation to cast
ared wizard's pell.

Safar pointed to a series of faded red symbols etched on the floor. They led deeper into the cave, asif
indicating a path. Irg) gaped as he recognized the symbols--the Demon Moon and comet of The
Conqueror.

‘Alisarrian came here? he gasped.
'l don't know," Safar said. '‘But | think some of those who knew him used this place.’

He motioned Irg forward and they followed the path through the several chambers that made up the
cavern. Oneroom had a stone shelf with ancient jars ill Stting on it. Although some of the magica
symbolsidentifying them were ill plain, the contents of the jars had dried up long ago. Another room
featured asmdl pile of weapons and armor so rusted they'd bonded together. Irgj examined them with
much interest, commenting with authority on their purpose and former quality.

Thefina room was empty, save for brackets mounted on either side of thefar wall. Safar lit two more
torches and placed them in the brackets.

‘Thisiswhat | brought you to see," he said, pointing to the broad space between the two torches.
Irg) peered where he pointed but at first saw nothing remarkable.

'Look closer,' Safar said. 'It takesaminute to seethe first time you try. After that it's easy because you
know what you're looking for.'

Irg's eyes narrowed with effort and he turned his head this way and that, trying to make out what Safar
was pointing at. Then the young potter smiled when he saw the stare turn into alook of wonder asthe
image between the mounted torch brackets leaped out.

A large painting had somehow been created just benegath the trand ucent surface of the stone. It was



barely vishble until the torcheswere lit--and only then if it was|ooked at acertain way.

The picture was of atdl, handsome warrior dressed in the archaic armor of aprince. He was
fair-skinned and had long light hair and fierce eyes as blue asthe waters of Kyranias holy lake. The
warrior carried ahelmet under hisright arm and about his brow was asmple gold band of kingly
authority. He had asword in hisleft hand, held high asif greeting or chalenging another warrior. Safar
had never decided which.

Above the warrior king was the symbol of the Demon Moon and ascending comet.
‘Alisarrian, Irg hissed.

‘None other,' Safar said.

Irg laughed in loud delight and clapped the young potter on the back, thanking him profusely.
'A secret for asecret, he said. 'Although | got the better bargain, my friend.'

At that moment Safar redlized that sometime between the moment they'd set out on the journey and their
arriva, they had become friends. The knowledge made him fed somehow more adult. Hed never had a
red friend before.

Irg) gazed at the portrait again. 'lI've studied everything about Alisarrian,’ he said, 'but I've never seen
such alikeness before. He looks every inch aconqueror. A man fated by the godsto rule agreat
empire’

Hedrew his sword, flourished it, then struck a pose like that in the painting--sword held high, head lifted
and eyesfar-seeing.

With ajolt, Safar noticed something for the first time. 'Y ou're left-handed,’ he said, ‘just like Alisarrian.’

Irg) nodded, face sober. 'And tall and fair aswell,’ he said. '‘But my eyes are dark. Hiseyesare blue...
likeyours!

Safar blushed. One of the many reasons he treasured this secret place was that here was another
blue-eyed person like himsdf. It made him fedl not only less strange, but superior--if only for alittle while.

Irg turned, holding his pose. Tdl me, Safar,' he said quite serioudy. 'Do | look like aking?

Safar studied him carefully. No vision followed, no greet bolt from the skies, but redlization boiled up
from within. And hejust suddenly... knew.

His mouth was dry and hisvoice camein acroak. Y ou will beking, Irg, he said.

'What? Irg said, startled. 'l was only--' he broke off. Then his voice became fierce, harsh.

'What are you telling me?

'You will be asgreat aking as Alisarrian,’ Safar answered. 'l seeit..." hetapped hischest'...here!
Irg's sword hand fell, the blade scraping againgt the stone. 'Don't mock me," he warned.

I'mnot.’

"Y ou're speaking of my greatest dream,’ he said. 'To create akingdom as grand as Alisarrian's.”



'l know this,' Safar said.

'Y ou don't think I'm crazy?

'Perhaps.’ The young potter shrugged. 'Y ou'll probably haveto be.'

'Y ou've seen thisin one of your visions? Irg asked.

‘Just before you came," Safar said. 'l saw you... wearing acrown.'

'Was| ditting on awhite dephant? Irg asked, chin jutting forward in surprise.
'Yes,' Safar said. 'Y ou were leading agrest army. In my vision you beckoned me!'

Irg) came closer, asif drawn by amagnet. '‘And | told you to Sit beside me,' he said. "And that you
--Safar--were responsible for what 1'd won.'

It s;emswe had the same vision,' Safar said, numb.

'I'd believed it was just adream,’ Irg) said. 'l only thought it might be more than that when | met you and
heard your name.’

'‘Somehow,’ Safar said, 'we got into each other's minds.”

Irg) shook hishead. 'It was your vison," he said. 'Such things never happen to me!’
'Wéll, they do to me," Safar sighed.

'You act likeit'sacurse!

'Y ou don't know how much of one," Safar answered.

‘But... if what you say istrue--'

'Itis,' Safar brokein. 'I'm not often wrong.’

Irg put hisarm around Safar's shoulders, pulling him closer. "'Then, when | am king," he said, 'you will be
my most trusted advisor. Y ou will be Lord Timurafrom the moment | take my rightful place on the
throne’

Then he withdrew his arm and stepped away, raising his sword with much ceremony. He gently tapped
Safar on the head with the blade, saying, 'l, King Irg Protarus, do so decree!

Hisface shone with youthful zeal. Emotion made his voice waver and crack and his eyeswelled with
tears. Therewas a smear of dirt on one cheek and, standing therein his rough boyish clothes attempting
to strike an heroic figure, he might have even looked a bit ridiculous.

But Safar didn't laugh.

After the impromptu ceremony Irg investigated the chamber further, taking specid note of dl the magica
symbolsand jars.

"What do you suppose was the purpose of the cave? he asked.

'My guess,' Safar replied, 'isthat it was used by a Dream-catcher to cast Alisarrian'sfuture.”



Irg grinned hugdly, saying, 'How fitting for me to have my own futuretold in this place. And by my own
Dreamcatcher aswell.'

'I'm no Dreamcatcher,’ Safar protested. 'I'm just an appren-tice potter.'
'A potter who hasvisions,' Irg laughed.

Oddly, Safar was stung by his comment. ‘Being a potter may not be as great as becoming aking,' he
said. ‘But it isan honorable craft. Some even say it's an art--an art blessed by gods.’

I'msorry if | said anything to upset you,' Irg said. 'The only craftsmen I've ever known were sword and
armor makers. But, asyou say, it'swell known that potters are blessed because they work with the same
stuff the gods made us from. Did you ever think that could be why you have visons? Maybe you got a
double portion of blessings when you were born.'

It could be,' Safar said. 'Although my father has never had anything like that happen to him.'

'How do you know? Irgj asked.

'From the way he acted when--' Safar stopped.

"What happened? Irg) pressed. 'What did he do?

Safar shook my head, refusing to answer. 'I'd rather not say.'

"We shouldn't have secrets between us,' Irg said. 'Especidly after what's happened.'

He'sright, Safar thought. But instead of confessing dl, he became angry. 'Nothing's happened!” he
snapped. 'Just one stupid boy told another stupid boy aslly tae. That'sal.’

Safar stormed away, ducking between the watery curtain at the cave's mouth and clambering over the
rocks until he reached the meadow where the goats were grazing.

Wisdy, Irg took histimein following. Safar raged about the meadow, kicking innocent rocks, tearing up
offending plants by the roots and dapping at the llamawhen he gpproached and nuzzled him to see what
was wrong. When he struck out at the animal it sprang back in shock. Safar had aways treated him
gently. It stared at him with accusing eyes, then turned and ambled off in that overly casua way llamas
have when they don't want to show they've been offended.

A goat got initsway and it charged the animd asif it were the greatest nuisance that had ever crossed its
path. The goat dashed off, then revenged its humiliation by butting asmaler animad, which did the same
and before Safar knew it the whole field was full of angry animals, butting each other and hopping about
like fakir's apprentices attempting their first walks across abed of hot coals.

By thetime Irg showed up Safar was laughing so hard he'd forgotten the argument. Irg) didn't bring the
subject up and the two were soon engaged in the rough play and adventuring of boy goat herders alone
in the mountains.

But it hung there between them, an uncomfortable pres-ence.

When Badawi saw the wide caravan track leading into the mountains he fell from his donkey and
dropped to his knees. He thumped his breast and shouted huzzahs to the heavensfor saving hislife.

That morning when Sarn sent him out to scout the way the horse dedler knew this day would be his



last--unless he came up with amiracle. Badawi's luck had seemed to desert him after he'd discovered the
old Timura pot from Kyrania. They'd traveled over four hundred miles since then and hadn't even found a
goat path, much less afull-blown caravan track leading over the Gods Divide.

Ashesang praisesto dl the holy presences he could think of, Badawi suddenly spotted a mound of
camd dung afew feet away. His heart egped with greater joy and--still on his knees--he scrambled over
and broke the sun-crusted mound open, reveding astill-moist center.

Just then Sarn cameriding up, his column of demon bandits not far behind. When Badawi saw him he
scrambled to hisfeet. 'Look, master!" he shouted, displaying two big handfuls of dung asif they werea
great treasure.

'What's that in your hands, you filthy human? Sarn growled.

‘Came dung, O master,' Badawi said, doing alittle dance of joy, spilling the stuff on the ground. "The
gods have guided your unworthy dave across athousand miles of wildernessto find the very thing you
have been commanded to seek.'

'Have you gone mad, human? Sarn said. 'What do | want with camel dung?

Badawi didn't seem to hear. He'd seen still more of the droppings and he raced over to them, leaping
from mound to mound like afat toad, scooping up dung and throwing it into the air, crying, ‘Praisethe
gods!'

At that moment Giff came up. 'What's wrong with the human? he asked.

'l think I've pushed him too hard,’ Sarn said. 'He seemsto have lost his senses from the strain.' He
sghed. 'l suppose he's of no useto usany more. You can kill himiif you like, Giff. Just be agood demon
and don't say “| told you s0.”"

Giff grinned and started to draw his sword. But Badawi had overhead them. He hurtled over to the two
demons, anger momentarily overcoming hisfear.

He shouted, 'Kill me?Why would you do such astupid thing? I've found your route over the mountains,
haven't |7 Badawi pointed to awide track winding up into the hills. Therelies Kyranial' he shouted.
‘There liesthe Vdley Of The Clouds’

Badawi became overly excited from his discovery. Excite-ment bordering on dangerous hysteria. "Y ou'd
never have discovered this on your own!" he cried. 'Only |, Badawi, could manage such athing.

'Furthermore, haven't | dso just shown you evidence that a caravan passed this way not more than three
or four days ago? Heindicated the dung-strewn trail with a stained hand. Or do you suppose all these
animaswere out wandering in the middle of nowhere looking for acomfortable placeto shit?

As soon as his outburst ended Badawi redized what he/d done. His nerve collapsed and hefdll to the
ground. 'Forgive me, master, he begged. He beat his head against the ground land threw dust over his
head. 'Thisinsgnificant beetle of adave has offended you, master. Cut off ahand, if it pleasesyou. Pluck
out this miserable tongue that wagged without thought when the brain became overly excited by
discovery. Only spare me, master. Spare me. And | shall serve you faithfully, content with crumbs for
food and lashesfor praisefor solong asl live!

While Badawi begged, Giff kicked his mount forward to examinethe sgns.

'I hate to admit this," he said when the horse dealer was done and reduced to aweeping wreck, 'but the



humanisright. A caravan did passthisway not long ago.’

Badawi wiped his eyes and blew hisnose on hisdeeve. 'Y ou see, master,' he said, 'l spoke the truth.
Even Giff says 0. And we both know how much he hates me. | deserveit, of course, athough--'

'Shut up, human!" Giff said. 'If you dare foul my name again by speaking it doud I'll cut off your head to
make a piss pot!'

Badawi bowed, trembling. 'Please, Sir,' he said. ‘| meant no harm.’

Sarn ignored the exchange. He was noting the width and depth of the trail--more of awide road, now
that heredlly looked at it. A road worn into the very rock from centuries of use. He stared up at the
snow-capped mountains, wondering how rich a prize the caravan would make.

Asif reading histhoughts, Badawi said, 'My guessisthat it's out of Cagpan, master.’ He pointed
north-west, roughly indicating where Caspan would be. 'The caravan master is no doubt heading across
the Gods Divideto Wdaria.' He pointed south across the mountains. 'It'sajourney of several thousand
miles--going there and back, of course. Asyou no doubt have aready supposed, master, no merchant
would travel so far if he weren't expecting to make ahandsome profit for his efforts. Seize that caravan,
measter, and you will possess afortune.”

Giff had been listening closdly, redlizing dl the horse dedler had said wastrue. Added to these glad tidings
was another fact that delighted him even more.

He clacked histdonsto catch Sarn's attention and when he had it he said, quite smply, ‘Are we done
with him now?

Badawi gawped. 'What do you mean, “ Are we done with him now?"*

The two demonsignored him. 'Actudly, | really don't see any further use for him,' Sarn said. 'Weve
found what King Manaciawanted, pluswhat we wanted. And soon as we take the caravan we can
return home.'

'Done with who? Badawi pressed. 'Who do you mean, lords?
"Y ou promised | could kill him," Giff pointed out.

'Do you mean me? Badawi said. Then he began to weep again. 'Not me," he sobbed. 'Y ou can't mean
ml

Sarn pulled a huge, gem-encrusted ring from ataloned hand. He tossed it to Giff, who plucked it out of
theair.

'I'm buying my promise back,' Sarn said. 'I've had to put up with him more than you. | had to pretend |
didn't completely loathe him." He gnashed hisfangs. 'It's not good for ademon's hedlth to keep things
ingdethat way.'

I'll do anything, master,’ Badawi sobbed. 'Anything.’
Giff growled laughter and jammed the ring on hisfinger. 'Consider the promise retrieved,’ he said.

Sarn kicked his mount closer to the sobbing Badawi. His steed's snout curled back in disgust at the
human's smell. The beast snarled in fear, but Sarn steadied him by digging aheavy hed into hisribs.

'Look at me, human,' the demon said.



'No, no, | won't look!" Badawi cried, trying to scramble away.
'l said look!" Sarn roared.

Badawi sagged to the ground as if the demon's shout had been ablow. They he dowly looked up. Huge
yellow eyes stared down at him. Sarn gestured and the horse deder's body suddenly stiffened. Badawi
had no will of hisown, but he ftill had thoughts and he still had fear.

'‘Don't hurt me, master,' he shrieked.

'l don't intend to, human,’ Sarn answered. 'l wouldn't foul my hands with your cowardly blood. No, you
shall have the death you deserve, human. The death the gods must have decreed, or the ideawould not
have come so quickly into my head.'

'Please, master!" Badawi begged.
'Silence!' Sarn shouted.
Badawi was struck dumb.

Takethisknife, Sarn said, handing over an ornate dagger. Badawi'sfingers, acting againgt hiswill,
stretched out and took the knife.

Sarn pointed to the ground. 'Dig your grave there. Make it deep, so no unsuspecting jacka will poison
itself with your rotted corpse. And make it wide to contain your bloat.’

Like aclockwork machine Badawi cameto a crouch and started digging.

'When you're done, human,' Sarn said, 'climb into the grave and cut your guts out. | want you to do it
dowly. To cause yoursdf asmuch pain asif | were doing the cutting.'

Herode off, laughing.
Badawi's mind screamed, 'No, no, | won't do it!"

But he kept digging, gouging the hard ground with the knife, scooping up dirt and rock with bleeding
fingers. He couldn't dow down, much less stop. And he knew once he did stop he'd have no choice but
to carry out the rest of Sarn's sentence. As commanded, he'd take his own life--as dowly and painfully as

aspirit possessed could manage.

A mad thought cameto him. It was dl because of acame. That'swhen hisluck firgt left him. When he
fdl inlovewith acamd and stole her for hisown.

And he thought, but she was such a pretty anima, my Sava. And white, so white...
Aswhite as the snows on the Gods Divide.

Irg returned to the cave severa times over the next few days. He went done, never announcing his
intentions when he left or speaking about it when he returned. Although he never said what he did there,
each time he emerged he seemed to stand taller, his bearing more confident and his eyes more
commanding.

Safar only returned once and he aso went done. Late one night he relived the nightmare of the dancers
who died in the volcanic eruption. After he calmed himself and his mind became clear he remembered
something heldd found in the cave severa visits ago. After checking that Irg) was adegp he went into the



cave, to the room with the stone shelf and old jars. In one corner was a shattered pot that had caught his
interest because of dl the ancient magica symbols painted onit. Hed laid out the shardson thefloor ina
vague attempt at reconstruction.

Safar held the torch high to get acloser ook at the nearly completed puzzle. Thistime hisinterest wasn't
drawn so much to the symbals, but to what the pot once represented. Which was around jar shaped like
the world with asmall opening that had once held a stopper. The mgjor features of the world had been
displayed on thejar, consisting mostly of the oceans and the four turtle gods that bore the lands. Here, in
the Middle Sea, was Esmir--which in the ancient tongues meant smply the land, or the earth. To the
north was Aroborus, the place of the forests. To the south was Raptor, the land of the birds. Last of al
was Hadin, land of thefires. Safar studied this arrangement in greeter detail, remaking the pot in hismind.
On the globe Hadin was on the other sde of the world--directly opposite Esmir.

He bent to get acloser look at the large piece of shard that contained Hadin, actually a huge chain of
idandsrather than asingle land mass. The largest idand had a picture of a cone-shaped mountain with a
mongter's face. The monster was breething fire. The memory of this piece of painted pottery was what
had drawn Safar into the cave. He wondered now if the largeidand in Hadin was the place hed seeniin
hisvison. If vison it was.

Hefdt ignorant. Hed aways prided himself on hismind, but now al his knowledge of the world and
what made it seemed so insignificant he might as well have been an insect contem-plating the heavens. He
hungered to know more, which made him sad because he redlized he'd reached the end of what
Gubadan could teach him. And as Safar looked at the shattered globe it occurred to him that much of
what he'd learned might be in error, or based on Gubadan's stirring myths. Even the old priest admitted,
for ingtance, that there were no turtle gods carrying the continents. The lands floated on the oceans
without ass stance, he said. The turtle gods were symbols, not science, he said. Although, he cautioned,
symbols sometimes hid inner meanings that might make science,

Safar determined the next time he traveled to Waariawith hisfather he'd find books to broaden his
knowledge--athough he didn't have the faintest idea what types of books those might be. To start with,
however, he could look for something that would tell him about the four continents. Particularly Hadin.

He reached for the shard containing Hadin and as soon as hisfingerstouched it hisbody tingled al over
with that warm, honeyed sensation held felt the night when the fiery particles had rained from the sky. The
feeling quickly vanished and dl was norma again. He shook himself, wondering what had happened. He
dared hard at the pot shard with its fiery mountain. No answer came. After atime he gave up and tucked
the shard away into his shot pouch to be examined later.

He returned to the campsite and his blankets. He dept and thistime he didn't dream.

Over the next few days he became uncomfortable in the grotto. Although he didn't show it, therewasa
buzz of magic and danger in the air that disturbed him. Findly he made an excuse for the two of them to
get away for awhile. Hetold Irg they needed to find meat for their cooking pot. Always eager for ahunt,
Irg agreed.

Leaving the goats and Ilamato graze, they wandered along snow-patched trailsfor hours. Safar felled a
few mountain grouse with hisding and Irgj shot ahare with hisbow. Safar teased him because held
brought heavy arrows better suited for bear than rabbits and the creature was so torn up by the missileit
was usaless,

Irg pretended to be hurt, 'l just saved our lives, you ingrate. Didn't you see that mean look in its eyes? A
man-eater if | ever saw one!’



'Eeek!" Safar shrieked. 'A man-eating hare! Run! Run!’
And they both bounded down the path asif atiger was after them.

An hour or so later they came to a promontory that over-looked the main caravan route. Passage
through the Bride and Six Maids wasn't easy. It consisted of a complicated series of trailsand
switchbacks winding up from the desert to the first pass. The pass|ed to arickety bridge--built, some
claimed, by Alisarrian’'s engineers--that crossed to the next mountain. More passes and bridgesjoined
into the final route, which traveled over the broad summit of the Sixth Maid, then dipped to catch thetrall
across the Bride hersdlf and then down into Kyraniaand beyond.

Safar had spent many an hour perched on that promontory watching the caravans. At the height of the
season, when as many adozen might be traveling, it was awondrous sight. He'd once spotted four
caravans moving along four different peaks at the same time. HEd never seen an ocean, but to Safar the
caravanslooked like asmall fleet of shipssailing over aseaof clouds and snowdrifts. The Kyranians
caled the region the High Caravans, for it was said that in &l the world there were no higher mountains
that traders crossed.

Asthe two young men stood there that day gazing out at the snow-covered peaks, Safar felt sudden joy
when he spotted a caravan, the first of the spring, moving down toward the Bride's Pass. He pointed it
out to Irg, who hadn't been in the mountains long enough to distinguish distant objects easily. Ashe
marveled at it they could both hear the sound of jangling bells echoing strangely in the cold, dry air. Soon
they could make out the smal figures of people, some on foot, some mounted on horseback--following
the heavily-laden llamas and camelsthat padded over the snow. A few large ox-drawn wagons
completed the caravan.

'All the places they must have been,' Irg said dreamily, ‘and dl the placesthey've yet to see. The very
sound of those bells makes you want to join them, doesn't it, Safar?

'Why should it? Safar said, alittle sharply. ‘I'm happy here. Why would | want to live among strangers?
Irg) gave him an odd look. 'Y ou have visons,' he said, 'but you don't dream?

‘Not of thingslikethat,” Safar answered. 'I'm perfectly happy where | am. Oh, I've visited the city once
or twice. My father sometimes goesto Walariato sdll hisbest pots. But whenever | went with him | was
always anxiousto get back asquickly as| could.’

Irg) waved his hand at the caravan and the vista beyond. 'But that's the real world out there, Sefar,’ he
said. 'Where great men determine events. And there are al sorts of mysterious people and thingsto see.
Your valey isbeautiful, | admit. But nothing happens here, or will ever happen. Don't you fed |eft out?

‘Never,' Safar declared. 'l havedl | want here. And dl | shall ever want.'
Irg) shrugged, then said, 'L et's go down to meet them. I've never talked to a caravan master before.!

There was plenty of timeleft in the day so Safar had no reason to deny him. Also, as every Kyranian
child knew, thefirst to meet acaravan were dways rewarded with treats and small gifts. Sefar's eyes
swept theterrain, picking out aroute that would intersect with the travelers at the edge of the Bride's
Pass. He pointed the way and the two young men charged down to meet the caravan.

They were skirting ajumble of rock when motion caught Safar's eye. He grabbed Irgj's arm to stop him
and looked closer.

A line of figures moved swiftly out of aravinetoward the caravan. They weretraveling in awide loop



that kept cover between them and the caravan and Safar knew they were doing this purposely so they
wouldn't be seen.

At firgt he thought they were bandits. He cupped his eyes so he could see better and the lead group
jumped into view 0 clearly and so frighteningly that he cried out.

'What isit? Irg) asked. He was peering at the figures, till not able to make them out.

'‘Demong!’ Safar shouted. 'They're going to attack the cara-van!’

CHAPTER FIVE
A WizardisBorn

AS GIFF WATCHED THE caravan crawl dong the snowy poss, camel bells chiming, oxen grunting,
horses blowing steamy blagtsinto the chill air, asudden feding of foreboding descended on him. He
glanced at the other nine mounted demons waiting with him in ambush. They were tense, but
professiondly o, as they made last-minute inspections and adjustments to their wegpons and gear. They
were the best of Sarn's fiends with scores of successful raidsto their credit.

Giff was not reassured.

He couldn't put atalon on it but it seemed to him that something wasn't quite right. He thought, | should
have killed the human mysdlf. It had been bad luck to let Sarn do it. He should have inssted on hisrights.
But then he thought, don't be so superdtitious. Y ou've always made your own luck. Besides, what could

gowrong?

He studied the mounted soldiers guarding the pack animals and covered wagons that made up the
caravan. The humans were well-armed and seemed skilled enough to cause dlarm but thiswasn't the
source of Giff'sworry. Sarn had sent their best scout into the caravan's encampment the night before to
stedl small items from each of the deeping human soldiers. Sarn had used those items to make a spell that
would confuse the soldiers and turn them into cowards when attacked.

The only defender who wouldn't be affected was the cara-van master, abig brawny human Giff would
didiketo meet in anything but an unequa fight. He dept gpart from hismen in apavilion the scout
couldn't approach without being discovered. Even so, Giff thought, when the attack came the caravan
master would be quickly overwhelmed without his soldiersto support him.

The plan was smple enough: adouble ambush. Giff and asmal force would attack the caravan first. It
would be afierce, no-mercy attack, designed to frighten the humans as much asto harm them. '‘Be as
bloody and horrific asyou can,' Sarn had said. 'Soften them well for me!’

At that point Sarn, striking from another vantage point, would hit full force. The entire action shouldn't
take more than afew minutes, Giff thought. Y es, it wasagood plan. An artful plan that seemed to
guarantee success. But why wasit he fill felt so uneasy?

Asif hewere being watched himsdf.
They cant be demons,' Irgj said. 'Y ou must be mistaken. It's forbidden for them to be here!’

'Wll, | guess nobody told them!" Safar snapped. 'Look for yoursdlf." He pointed at the monstrous figures
hiding in ambush below. 'What else could they be?

Dazed, Irg) aped Safar, funneling his hands so he could see more clearly. His head jolted back asthefull



redlization sunk in. Then he swiveled, taking in more of the scene.
'Helldg" he said. "Y ou'reright. And look! Therésmore! A second group--moving through that ravine.”

Safar spotted them immediately. It was amuch larger group than the first--possibly thirty demons or
more. He watched them snake through aravine with high, snow-packed walls. The ravine narrowed at
the mouth and Safar saw the leader pull in his mount and signal the othersto stop. The group paused
thereto reformitslines.

'l think | see what they're going to do,' Irg) said. Histone was oddly casud asif he were commenting on
an interesting tactic in amilitary text. Thefirst bunch will jump the caravan, while the others hold back.
Then when the caravan soldiers are fully committed the rest will charge out of the ravine and roll them

up.’
Irg dropped his hands. 'It'sagood trick,' he said. 'I'll have to remember it.’

Sarn made certain his demons were ready, deploying them in short-winged cavary ranks so theravine's
narrow mouth wouldn't diminish theforce of hisattack. Giff's position was opposite theravinein aclump
of frozen boulders. When the caravan moved between them Giff would strike first and then, when the
panicked soldiers turned their backs to confront him, Sarn would legp out and close the pincer's jaws.

The bandit chief unlimbered his sword and made afew practice passesin the air. Hisblood sang ashis
demon heart pumped battle lust into hisveins. In afew moments dl the riches his scouts had told him
were on the caravan would be his. Then held speed up the mountain, following the passto Kyrania. He
doubted it would be difficult to eiminate everyone in such aremote village. Sarn surmised that the
humansin Kyrania might be expecting the caravan. Some could even be on their way now to mest it,
which meant he might not have enough timeto wipe dl traces of his demonly presence from the snows.
King Manacia had commanded that no witnesses be | eft behind. So Sarn had to make it appear that
bandits--human bandits--had hit the caravan. He'd do the same with Kyrania, perhaps even picking up a
bit more booty in the process. Then he and hisfiends could make their way home with nothing at their
backsto worry them.

Sarn was dready imagining the greeting awaiting him on hisreturn. A hero laden with so much oot that
other bandit clanswould clamor to join him. Better till, the king himself would bein his debt. Sarn was
by now convinced King Manaciawas planning an invasion of the human lands. An invasion thismisson
had just proved was possible.

He waswondering if he ought to press the king for some sort of noble-sounding title when a sudden
uncomfortable thought occurred to him. Wasnt it Giff who'd asked if perhaps Manacia had lied about the
shield held conjured to protect them from the curse of the Forbidden Desert? What if Sarn had been too
quick to dismiss Giff's supposition? After thismisson Sarn would be amuch more important demon than
before. For daring the Forbidden Desert and striking out at the hated humans held be afiend to be
reckoned with. And the king hadn't held his throne so long by being stupid, or by alowing potentid rivals
to live. He might consider Sarn as one of thoserivas. In fact, King Manacia, who was a mighty wizard,
might have foreseen such apossibility in his cagtings. In which case held want Sarn to be weakened from
the start. One way to accomplish that would beto lie about the potency of his shield. Sarn might have
done the same himsdlf if he werein Manacias place.

Ancther thing: what if the curse didn't kill right away?What if it alowed him to live long enough to return
home with the information the king wanted? And afterwards held die a horrible, lingering death, made
worse by the knowledge Manacia had never intended to reward him for hisfaithful service. It was not
unlike theway Sarn had treated the human, Badawi. For the first time he felt atouch of empathy for the



horsededer.

Then he thought, you're being afool, Sarn. Pre-battlejitters, that'sdl. If roya betraya had beeninthe
wind hewould have sniffed it out at the start. The bandit chief considered himsalf amost devious demon
who could show even aking atrick or two about the art of treachery.

Nerves steadied, al self-doubt conquered, Sarn peered out and saw the caravan nearing the mouth of
theravine.

The attack was about to begin.
Hisyelow eyes glowed in anticipation.

Safar watched the smaller group of demons brace for the charge. His mind was numb, hislimbs oddly
heavy and when he spoke hisvoice camein acroak.

‘What will we do?

There was nothing numb about Irg. The tragedy about to unfold below seemed to have the opposite
effect, charging him with aninner fire.

'Warn the caravan,' Irg) said, eyes dancing, "What €l se?

Before Safar could fully register the answer, Irg burst out of their hiding place and bounded down the
hill. His action swept away al of Safar's caution. Hot blood boiled over and without a second's hesitation
he leaped forward to fol-low.

But as he scrambled down the steep hillsdein Irg's wake he thought, ‘'My father's going to kill me!'

It was asmall caravan, spread out and weary from hard travel. As Safar drew closer he heard the harsh
voice of the caravan master urging his men on.

'Y our fatherswere brainless curs,” he was shouting. "Y our mothers were lazy mongrd bitches. Come on,
you dogs! Listen to Cordean! Only one more day'stravel to Kyrania, | tell you. Then you can bite your
fleesand lick your hairlessbdlsdl you like!

Safar heard acame bawl and adriver curseits devil's nature. He aso thought he heard the high-pitched
voices of angry women. That wasimpossible, he thought. Women rarely traveled with the caravans.

He strained hisaching lungsfor air and in aburst of speed caught up to Irgj. They reached the caravan
just asit crossed the mouth of the ravine. Three outriders spotted them first. Safar and Irg) raced toward
the soldiers.

'‘Ambush!’ Irg shouted. 'Ambush!’

The soldiers were dow to react. Their eyeswere dull, their mouths gaping holesin frosted beards. But
when Safar and Irgj ran up they suddenly cameto life, drawing their horses back in fear. Safar realized
with a shock they thought he and Irg) were the threst.

Safar desperately grasped the reins of the nearest horse. 'Demons!’ he screamed into the face of a
dull-faced soldier. ‘Over there!"

He turned to point and saw monstrous figures storm out of the mist, sweeping in to crowd the caravan
defenders closer to the ravine where the main force waited. Safar heard ademon war cry for the first
time--apiercing, marrow-freezing ululation.



A seriesof imagesjumped out a him. He saw swords and axes raised high in taloned paws. Crossbows
lifting to am. Black boltstaking flight.

The soldier kicked at him--reining back sharply at the sametime. The horse reared and Safar leaped
asdeto avoid itslashing front hooves. A heavy crossbow bolt caught the animd in the throat. It toppled
over and Safar heard the soldier scream as the horse's weight crushed him. Hed never witnessed such
agony before.

The other two soldiers turned their horses and raced away.
'Stand and fight!" Irg cried after them. 'Stand and fight!'
But his shouts only seemed to add to their panic.
'‘Ambush!" Sefar heard them scream. 'Ambush!”

The soldiers piled into